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SOCIAL FACE OF BANGLADESH:
A “THEN” & “NOW”
50-YEAR APPRAISAL
(Interview of Dr. Perween Hasan,
by Professor Imtiaz A. Hussain & Dr. Marufa Akter)

 Q. How has Bangladesh transformed from Independence to now, especially in cultural 
aspects?
 Dr. Perween Hasan (PH):  As far as events are concerned they have become mega in scale, e.g. the 
celebration of Pohela Boishakh (Bangla New Year) or Ekushey February (Shaheed Dibosh, now 
International Mother Language Day). Pohela Boishakh was essentially a family celebration and there were 
craft fairs (‘melas’) in some villages or neighborhoods.  Ekushey was a solemn event, starting with ‘Probhat 
pheri’ or barefoot processions at dawn singing ‘amar bhaiyer rokte rangano Ekushey February”. Zahedur 
Rahim, a well known Rabindra Sangeet singer in those days used to lead a procession with his harmonium 
slung around his neck. Nothing like the jostling and pushing that we see now to get into the camera frame. 
Harsh lights, blaring microphone announcements of approaching celebrities have detracted from the 
solemnity and dignity of the occasion.
 Bangladesh has done remarkably well in the development of architecture, photography, and theatre 
as modes of cultural expressions. We have a very vibrant architectural scene that has earned us several 
international awards; this is also true of photography. Group theatre is also a post liberation movement 
which has flourished.
 But on the plane of day to day urban life, living is not easy or pleasant. The first thing one notices 
is the chaos and huge number of people in the city streets. Dhaka has expanded, without extending its 
services to include all city dwellers. Household waste is piled on sidewalks, and basic sanitation and clean 
water needs of low income areas are ignored.
 Homeless and landless migrants from villages who have lost everything to natural disasters, or lost 
the only earning member of the family, or have been maimed in road accidents resort to begging for a 
living. Alms-giving is encouraged in Islam...is an explanation that is sometimes offered, but I have not seen 
so many beggars or disabled people in any other Muslim community. Migration from rural areas could be 
stemmed if there were enough opportunities to sustain people in the villages; they come to Dhaka looking 
for work. Food and shelter, every citizen’s right has been denied to them. Children who should be in school 
are street vendors, or work in hazardous industries to support themselves and their families, some openly 
sniff substances out of polythene bags on the traffic islands. None of the aspects of our middle class cultural 
life has touched them.
 Our infrastructure development has been phenomenal: roads, buildings, flyovers, bridges, but poor 
planning has resulted in persistent traffic snarls; road travel is a nightmare.  Fifty years ago Dhaka was a 
quieter, greener city with fewer cars where it was possible to reach one’s destination on time. Successive 
governments make rosy promises before elections but fail to deliver afterwards. 

Dr. Perween Hasan
Vice Chancellor, Central Women’s University;
Formerly Professor, Departmernt of Islamic History & Culture,
University of Dhaka



Page|3

SOCIAL FACE OF BANGLADESH: A “THEN” & “NOW” 50-YEAR APPRAISAL

 Society in general, has become very materialistic; inequalities have increased. Glittering shops and 
malls selling clothes, shoes and the latest electronic goods as well as the numerous restaurants and cafes 
indicate the amount of disposable income that young people have. On the other hand, laborers waiting on 
the roadside to be hired for the day, or sleeping in their baskets outside Kawran Bazar at night tell you a 
different story. Living in Dhaka is not a pleasant experience, and it has made to the top of the chart as one 
of the worst (sometimes the worst) city to live in the world.
 Q. When you think of the Liberation War, what comes to your mind right away? Do you 
still keep in contact with your pre-liberation friends? If you do, how do they feel about the 
changes today? Compared to then, how many?
 PH: The Liberation War has touched everyone of my generation in one way or another. 25th March 
transformed our lives. No one knew of what was going to happen, and no one was prepared for the scale 
and brutality of Operation Searchlight. The overriding feeling was fear. We did not  switch on our lights at 
night for fear of being targets, and got used to light from hurricane lanterns and candles. People shifted from 
house to house, or moved to the village in search of a safe place. There were these constant worries: would 
everyone return home safely? Who would be picked up by the army today? What would happen next? 
  I returned to my job as a Lecturer in the Department of English in the University of Dhaka in early 
May. There were only a handful of  students in the classroom, almost all the children of service holders 
whose jobs were at stake if their children did not return to school, college or university. Most of the students 
came without any books, pen or paper and sat in the class trying to pay attention to the teacher while a 
soldier patrolled outside in the verandah. They were caught in a trap; scared of the consequences of not 
obeying an army order, and how to answer their freedom-fighter friends. After a bomb blast in one of the 
bathrooms, soldiers started going through bags at the gate. I had just delivered premature twins who needed 
full-time care. Using this as an excuse, I submitted my resignation; luckily it was accepted.
 After the war when students returned, it was difficult for those who had been freedom fighters to 
take to their studies. There was little effort to channelize the energy of these young people in constructive 
ways. There was no counseling to  bring them back to a ‘normal’ life after they had experienced the 
awesome power of guns. Defying Bongobondhu’s  call to deposit arms at Dhaka Stadium, many kept theirs. 
Arms in the hands of so many young people resulted in a very chaotic law and order situation.
 One afternoon in 1973, while driving along New Eskaton Road a bullet hit our car through the 
windscreen in front, scraped across its roof inside and passed through the back windscreen, closely missing 
the driver (my husband)’s head. Life in the city was becoming unpredictable and dangerous; so availing a 
scholarship we decided to leave for the USA. Many of our friends, even some freedom fighters left to live 
and settle abroad. I am in close touch with those who are still here, with others we connect through e-mail 
or phone. 
 Q. Now Shahid Dibosh has become International Mother Language Day. Is more expected 
of people as they transit from the national level to the international level, just as pressure build 
to make Bangla the state language. Do you think we need to loosen up culturally, or remain 
zealously nationalistic as then?
 PH: It is a great honor and achievement for us that our Shahid Dibosh has been acknowledged as 
International Mother Language Day, but in celebrating the day we have lost some of its solemnity. 
(discussed earlier). A standard Bangla (I do not mean one with a Kolkata accent) has not flourished outside 
of literary circles. It has become fashionable to speak with an accent that sounds foreign. On national 
television, both the language and the pronunciation leaves much to be desired, and I am told that the hit 
dramas are those which are in dialects. Few of our children speak either good Bangla or English. Proper 
training in language teaching is missing. To teach the basic rules that govern a language and to take it to the 
general public, proper training in language teaching is required. As this is missing we resort to short cuts.  
As everywhere else, this pandemic has cost us a lot, especially in education. Decision was made to have 
online classes without considering  students’ access to computers or smart phones.
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 There was also no assurance of continuous electrical power or internet service. Many teachers were 
not experienced in teaching on-line, and there was not enough effort to train them. Some students who had 
just passed their HSC visited our campus recently. They had all auto-passed based on an assessment of their 
previous J.S.C and SSC results. Those who are taking the HSC exam now have a syllabus that excludes 
English and Bangla. Are these not considered essential for higher education? There is acute lack of 
planning, and no long term vision. We seem to be concerned  only with how many students pass, and ignore 
quality altogether.
 There has been a steep slide in English learning and teaching. In the early years of Bangladesh, 
English was removed from primary schools. In the 1960s in college, our instruction was in English, and 
students (majority were from Bangla medium schools) could follow the lectures, because English teaching 
in the schools was good. Now it is difficult to find students who can write a paragraph in correct English or 
fully comprehend a reference book written in English. There is a huge dependency on notes. Tutorials have 
sprung up to teach spoken English. In most of them students learn to speak incorrect English with 
confidence! Majority of the students read nothing besides what is in the syllabus, there is hardly any reading 
for pleasure. The screen and social media have taken over their life.
 Language is a major mode of expressing culture, both are dynamic and continuously evolving.  
They are like rivers that constantly break banks but continue to flow, and the power to absorb from others 
only enriches them. Today’s Bangla has borrowed profusely from Persian, Arabic, English, and even 
Portugese. Not very long ago band music was considered ‘opshongskriti” or anti-culture; now it is 
integrated into mainstream Bangla music. Looking at how we dress, the clothes that most men and women 
wear in Bangladesh today is not native to Bengal. So by opening up and being receptive and inclusive we 
will only enrich ourselves.
 Q. What was the status of women back then, and how is it now?
 We see many more women in the workforce than we had before; this is largely due to the 
flourishing garment industry. Groups of women animatedly chatting to each other as they hurry to work in 
the early mornings is a common sight. Migrant workers who earn precious dollars now include many 
women. Unfortunately there are few facilities to train them, or help them when they travel. As a class 
conscious society, we deny the respect and dignity that is due of those whose earnings help to run the 
country. Many garment workers wear a burka to work, which they hang up in the factory because without 
it they are perceived as “kharap meye” or bad women. We are proud to have successive Prime Ministers 
who are women. For the educated middle class more avenues have opened up but few  have made it to the 
topmost levels.  
 Society is still strongly patriarchal, and although the constitution states equal rights for men and 
women, Family Laws restrict the rights of women. Even within the family women are still perceived 
primarily as child bearers and rearers. Sexual harrassment, rape often followed by murder seem to have 
reached an all-time high, and few of the offenders have been apprehended under law. There has been some 
expression of public outrage, although not enough. But we are still hopeful that things will change, they 
have to, but perhaps not as fast as we  desire.
 Q. How much change do you notice in the structure of the family within the context of 
culture and shaping our personality?
 I grew up in an extended family, which included besides us (my brothers and myself), parents, 
grandmother, grandaunt, and two cousins. Later another cousin joined us for a few years until her marriage 
was arranged. Every Eid my uncle and his family would visit from the village. New shoes were bought for 
the children to fit school requirements, and clothes for the children and blouses for the older women were 
made from the same bale of printed cloth. Towards the end of Ramadan a tailor would come with his 
machine and do all the sewing. After Eid ul Fitr, the clothes would be washed and ironed and put away to 
be worn again during Eid ul Azha. Compared to now life was quite spartan but it did not lessen the magic 
of our childhood. Sharing, caring, being respectful to elders was learnt as a matter of course.

SOCIAL FACE OF BANGLADESH: A “THEN & NOW” 50-YEAR APPRAISAL
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 Apartments dwellers now do not even know their neighbours. Children see grandparents and 
extended family only occasionally. Most households used to keep a few chicken and ducks both for table 
eggs as well as to fatten up the poultry before they were served as food. Now many city children do not 
know what a live chicken looks like; they see the bird either dressed (as sold in the supermarket) or served 
on the table.  
 Q. Is that shift from the extended family to the nuclear family deliberate or it's something 
we cannot control that will happen?
 Urbanization and increase in population has to some extent made this shift  inevitable. With two 
people working, children going to school, and gadgets replacing domestic help even in middle class homes, 
it can be difficult to care for an elderly parent whose medical and physical care needs add to household 
expense. But it must be heartbreaking to be away from parents who have given you all they had besides 
their unconditional love. Grandparents eagerly wait for festivals to meet their grandchildren; so we see a 
mass exodus of urban population during the two Eids. People leave the country for better opportunities 
abroad and even when families are allowed to join them, elderly parents are left behind. They feel 
somewhat compensated when children send money to build better homes and  provide their parents with 
more comfortable living. 
 Q. How would you describe the role of religion before and after the liberation?  What kind 
of changes we are experiencing in terms of culture and religion? 
 Show and display of religiosity is more noticeable than spirituality. Huge mosques, temples and 
churches turn the practice of religion into a public, hence political issue, faith does not remain personal 
anymore. Religious buildings are often used to appropriate land, as these cannot be demolished easily. One 
cannot fail to notice the huge number of men who turn up for Friday prayers, mosques are unable to hold 
them, so the jamaat spills on to the streets. At the same time the level of corruption in Bangladesh has 
broken all bounds. So what has happened to the basic ethics, the cornerstones of religion? Values and ethics 
erode while ritual practice is emphasized.
 There are contradictions even in the constitution. We profess to be a secular state yet we have a state 
religion: Islam; automatically other religions are sidelined. Even within Islam there are differences which 
the mainstream Sunnis do not recognize. If we only left people alone and let them practice according to 
what they believe is the way to truth, there would be no discord. That is what a democratic state must 
ensure: the freedom of every citizen to practice what one believes in, as long as that does not encroach on 
another’s freedom. 
 Outward manifestation of religiosity seems to matter more. In the 1960s-70s we did not see so many 
hijabs and burqas. Our mothers and grandmothers were very religious but they did not think that these 
additional garments were necessary, they covered their head with the long end of their sari. Of course, one 
should have the freedom to dress according to one’s conviction, but some cover up for security reasons (e.g. 
garment workers who we have already mentioned), some as a marker of identity, others simply follow their 
peers; there are schools where headscarves are part of the uniform. First of all, the state should be responsible 
for providing safe streets for men and women, and there should not be any force to dress in a certain way.
 There is also an international perception of how Muslim women should dress. For example, back in 
the 60s when the French designer, Pierre Cardin designed a uniform for women flight attendants of the 
Pakistan International Airlines, it included a loose, tailored scarf that covered the head. When serving in the 
cabin they could pull it down and wear it like a scarf around the neck. As a Bengali I wear a ‘teep’ (usually 
a dot on the forehead) certainly not as a marker of religious identity, but as a part of dressing up. Many 
Bengali women (including my friends and I) started to wear it in the 60s to defy a ban imposed by the 
governor of East Pakistan on newsreaders of Pakistan Television. I have been questioned about it not only 
in India and abroad but even had to explain if it was a symbol of ‘the third eye’ that is seen in many 
Hindu/Buddhist religious icons.

SOCIAL FACE OF BANGLADESH: A “THEN & NOW” 50-YEAR APPRAISAL
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 Again how we dress is a matter of both culture and convenience.  Take e.g. the shalwar -kameez. 
Previously younger women would wear shalwar kameez and graduate to saris when they went to college or 
university. Now saris are reserved only for special occasions. So culture always evolves; what is not 
absorbed automatically gets left out.  I am a little disturbed that the so called ‘Islamic mode’ of dressing 
may become a marker of Bengali Muslim identity, and be used as another divisive tool.
 Q. Can you tell us about women’s position in education, considering your own university?
 PH: Central Women’s University was one of the first six universities to be approved as private. So 
far it is the only women’s university in Bangladesh to be governed by the regulations of the University 
Grants Commission. We are located in old Dhaka where people regardless of religion are more 
conservative, and are from a lower income group than inhabitants of Gulshan or Dhanmondi where most 
private universities are located. When spending on private university education guardians prioritize boys 
over girls. Sad but true that we lose a lot of girls in the middle of their studies to marriage. We have a 
number of married students, some with children;  so for their benefit, we provide a child care facility to 
ensure the mother that her child is in a safe place who she can visit during breaks. Being a women’s only 
university limits our numbers, but we do not compromise on the quality of our services. For our teaching 
and other positions, we hire only the best from our pool of applicants, irrespective of gender or belief. 
Students like our premises and they stay even after classes are over, just to hang out with friends. There are 
several clubs from which they can chose and in which they are encouraged to participate actively. Parents 
who are concerned about security issues are very happy. We have an excellent teaching staff who are very 
generous about giving extra time and care to students who  find it difficult to keep up with their peers. By 
the time they leave, our girls have acquired social and cultural skills that they had no exposure to before. 
We started with six, now we  have 500 plus students. We want more students, but the pandemic has hit us 
hard. Now that we seem to have put the worst of it behind us I am hopeful that our numbers will grow.

Picture Source: Central Women’s University website
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OH! DHAKA! —
FIVE TRANSFORMATIVE DECADES

& MY INTROSPECTION

Professor Zakir Hossain
Higher Education Consultant

 I love Dhaka, my birthplace, where my formative years were shaped, and where my adulthood 
began. I have seen the city grow from an incipient-urban town, primarily with the core being the old town 
(where I was born), to a metropolis of nearly half million inhabitants, to finally culminating into a 
megapolis with continuous growth in all directions. Accommodating nearly 21 million city dwellers today, 
Dhaka is making it one of the most densely populated cities in the world. In the 1960s, Dhaka was a tale of 
two cities—old Dhaka and emerging new Dhaka. Dhanmondi was considered to be the poshest area in the 
city and ritzy Gulshan was being developed hoping to woo away the upper echelon of society including 
diplomats. I remember Dhanmondi was quiet, clean, full of green, surrounded by a calm lake; above all, 
most houses were single-storied adorned with unique designs. Dhanmondi wasn’t a sprawling residential 
area as it is today. There were four major roads—Road # 2, Road #27, Satmosjid Road, and Mirpur 
Road—within the boundaries of these roads, neighborhood of Dhanmondi was confined.  As if, Dhanmondi 
was a Mongol-British era walled city!
  Over the last few decades, the Dhaka has become a tale of multiple cities— in chronological order, 
Gulshan, Banani, Baridhara, and Boshundhara at one end of the spectrum enjoying resources and services 
ensuring high quality life. In contrast, Rampura, Rajarbagh, Malibagh, Mouchak, and Badda constitute the 
other end, having access to the least number of resources to ensure any semblance of quality of life. In 
judging neighborhoods in the Quality of Life (QAL) index, some people will not put them under the banner 
of one city—Dhaka—because of the unimaginable disparities permeating peoples’ lives.
  If I may digress, my childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood were spent in Azimpur New 
Colony and Dhanmondi. Both places had some uniquely class characteristics. Dhanmondi was definitely 
catered to the needs of the middle class to upper middle-class professionals and bourgeoisie. As we were 
coming of age in the middle class, I, along with my friends, began to take a fancy to the Hippie culture of 
the West. Our taste in music and mannerism reflected the elusive Hippie counter-culture, which was alien 
to our families and neighbors.  Our loyalty to the counterculture resulted in a mind-set continuously 
envisaging to leave for the West. In the 1960s, Dhanmondi was a serene place which allowed 
approximately 20 of my like-minded friends to live a life mimicking the Hippie culture. Though we were 
stared at, our families and neighbors were very tolerant of our eccentric lifestyle.
 In a way, though physically we were here, our minds were, to be found in the “promised land,” 
filled with decadence and purity at the same time! In the 1960s, westernization of youth culture around the 
globe was common, and we were no exception. Subsequent to westernization, adolescence and young 
adults were seen as “rebellious” by the dominant society. Some of my friends left Dhaka during the 
Liberation War; others, within a few years after Independence.



Page|8

 In the 1960s, Dacca was becoming a cosmopolitan city with a budding urbane and suave middle 
class. There were ample opportunities of entertainment/leisure provided by various cultural 
institutions—British Council, Alliance Francaise, and United States Information Service (USIS). Movie 
houses—Gulistan and Naz often showed foreign films. The Dhaka Theater hosted live theatrical 
performances. A jukebox soda joint (in Segun Bagicha’s Topkhana Road) was the new craze.  It was “cool” 
to be seen there listening to music and sipping beverages. Pop bands—Windy Side of Care, Lightening, 
Rambling Stone, Time-A-Go-Motion, and InSexTwo were introducing live pop music to Dhaka audiences.  
I remember the World Music—Radio Pakistan weekly program was also a favorite among the younger 
crowds. Five-star hotels—Intercontinental and Purbani—were regularly hosting pop music/dance sessions 
drawing younger crowds. In other words, there was never a dull moment in the city.   
  Interestingly, though we couldn’t wait to leave Dhaka; however, love for the city never waned. 
Many of my peers returned to Dhaka as often as they could primarily because of the “pull” they felt for an 
idyllic Dhaka they left behind. I googled the Daily Star site and retrieved over 20 fascinating articles on 
Dhaka.  I’m a sucker for reading articles reminiscing bygone days of Dhaka. Articles written by Shibli 
Abdullah, Sajjad Hussain, and Fakrul Alam, riveted my attention. When I read these articles, I was 
imagining myself still living in my old stomping ground—Dhanmondi. I romanticize a very idyllic notion 
of Dhaka, a place where I was born and build memories.  Alam in “Paradise lost—Dhaka”, wrote “Memory 
always plays tricks on us in old age and nostalgia makes the past appear perennially serene then. Once upon 
a time, we tend to feel at a later stage of life, everything was peaceful and stress-free”.  I felt he took the 
words out of my mouth.
  I can recount one particular memory of frequent travel through the Nawabpur Road plying between 
home (Azimpur/Dhanmondi) to school in Sadarghat. I have fond memories of visiting my favorite maternal 
uncle who had a thriving medical practice (Pak Burma Pharmacy) on the Road; Shopping was also another 
reason why we frequented the road. Visiting my relatives in Old Dhaka also brought us back to Nawabpur 
a few times a week. The span of the road—starting from Gulistan rail gate to Victoria Park—took only 15 
to 30 minutes tops. I knew all the stores/businesses alongside the road like the back of my hand. In 2018, 
just before the pandemic engulfed us, I decided to recreate the same trip through the road from Dhanmondi 
to Sadarghat. The place was simply unrecognizable. My journey through the road (from the rail gate to 
Victoria Park) took over two hours.  I was so desperately hoping to recognize my uncle’s medical practice, 
alas, I miserably failed to even spot the general location of the place. 

OH! DHAKA! —FIVE TRANSFORMATIVE DECADES & MY INTROSPECTION

Picture Source: Google
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 My assessment of Dhaka--once a dreamland has lost its mojo. With growing complexity posed by 
overpopulation, unplanned growth, coupled with corruption, the place has become the 4th least livable city 
in the world. Unfortunately, war-torn Damascus, once a city filled with life and architectural monuments, 
tops the list. I visited Damascus in the mid-1980s, thinking of the ruins and devastation, it brings tears to 
my eyes. Before I resign myself to disdain of faith about the future of Dhaka, I feel comforted by the words 
of Alam, “The past will always be the past, but perhaps we can come out of the horrific, chaotic Dhaka we 
are seemingly doomed to inhabit forever at present. Certainly, we can hope that this megacity of ours will 
be redeemed by our city fathers/mothers and leaders so that it can be, if not paradise regained, a place where 
citizens can feel secure and experience pleasant scenes and quiet moments every day, and not be harried and 
handicapped by persistent urban nightmares in their waking moments”. 
 I would like to close with lyrics of one of my favorite singer Bon Jovi titled—I love this town:

i spent twenty years trying to get out of this place

i was looking for something i couldn't replace

i was running away from the only thing i've ever known

like a blind dog without a bone

i was a gypsy lost in the twilight zone

i hijacked a rainbow and crashed into a pot of gold

 
 Post-script: My father served as 
Chairman of Dhaka Municipality and Trustee 
of DIT in the early 1960s during the period 
the city was embarking on a journey of 
becoming a metropolis. As a youngster, I 
distinctly remember visiting most old Dhaka 
municipal wards accompanying him to attend 
meetings with commissioners. It possibly 
explains my deep-seated emotional ties with 
the city. I am tempted to end by citing late 
Paul Harvey, a famous TV & radio 
personality, who always ended his weekly 
show with a famous personal anecdote, “Now 
you know the rest of the story…”! Dhaka is 
deeply ingrained in me and it will always be 
that way!
 Author is trained as a sociologist/ 
anthropologist, taught for a quarter century 
in the USA. In 2018, retired as an academic 
administrator and currently spending time as 
a higher education consultant.

OH! DHAKA! —FIVE TRANSFORMATIVE DECADES & MY INTROSPECTION
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 Ecofeminism is a school of feminism that emerged from activism and academic scholarship or the 
feminist movement for peace and environment rights in the West.  Unlike other feminist schools that are 
mainly focused on patriarchy and gender discrimination, ecofeminism’s major interest lies in an 
interrelationship between patriarchy, gender discrimination and environmental justice. It ‘offers a political 
analysis that explores the links between androcentrism and environmental destruction. It is an “awareness” 
that begins with the realization that the exploitation of nature is intimately linked to Western Man’s attitude 
toward women and tribal cultures…’ (Birkeland, 1993, p. 18). This attitude refers to hegemonic masculine 
qualities like control and authority over both nature and women as feminine objects.  Central to ecofeminist 
perspective is envisioning human and nature’s non-hierarchical relationship that includes non-hierarchical 
relationship between genders. In this write up, I have used ecofeminist lenses to examine the conflict 
between indigenous identity in Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) in Bangladesh and new liberal development 
CHT interventions in using lands and natural resources. An ecofeminist analysis will reveal patriarchal, 
colonial and capitalist approach of new liberal development interventions in CHT that overlook how 
Indigenous people construct their identities in relation to land and nature.
 Chittagong Hill Tracts is a unique territory of Bangladesh with its diversity both in terms of 
landscape and indigenous people. Located in in southeastern Bangladesh and bordering India and Myanmar, 
CHT, with three hill districts (Rangamati, Khagrachari and Bandarban), bears strategic geo-political 
importance to Bangladesh and its neighbours. Being the home of more than eleven indigenous groups which 
are culturally and ethnically different from the mainstream Bangalee people deltaic, CHT is both blessed 
and cursed land. Magnificent natural beauty, energy potential of water resources, forest areas, agricultural 
land and enriched indigenous culture and heritage have made it a special site for retreat, travel, business 
ventures and national pride.
 On the other hand, distinctive cultural identity and aspiration for autonomy and self-determination 
of indigenous CHT people have drawn concern for national security. Since colonial time, CHT has been 
commercially exploited and state-sponsored aggressive development interventions have taken place. 
Unfortunately, after the independence of Bangladesh in 1971, the Constitution of Bangladesh did not 
recognize the special status of indigenous people and their intergenerational customary ownership over the 
land (Ahmed, 2016). Infiltration of Bangalee people from main land and state’s interventions to CHT 
without community consultation resulted in insurgency and instability in CHT in 1977. Since 1977 to until 
1997, CHT experienced military interventions, human rights violations, violence, conflict and persecution 
that ultimately ended in   December 2, 1997 with The Chittagong Hill Tracts Peace Accord, signed on 
between the government of Bangladesh and the Parbattya Chattagram Jana Samhiti Samiti 
(PCJSS—Chittagong Hill People’s Solidarity Association).
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 Although CHT insurgency ended, strained relationship between indigenous people and the 
government, military and Bangalee settlers was not harmonized. Tension and fear of conflict continued in 
CHT with occasional political turmoil, violence, and violation of human rights.  Today, with a heavy 
military presence, CHT stands as a stable territory with traumatic memories of persecution and violations of 
human rights.  CHT’s extraordinary natural beauty and rich land resources invited huge prospect for tourism 
and investment from state and private sectors. Land grabbing and threat for eviction of indigenous people 
grew out of business ventures-based interventions. In this regard, government policy decision prioritized 
new liberal interests of competitive business ventures and profit making outcome instead of valuing 
indigenous people’s knowledge on preservation of nature, and their deep connection to ancestral lands. 
 Cherishing non-hierarchical intimate connection with nature is a part of indigenous identity all 
around the world. They view themselves and nature as a part of extended ecological family (Salmon, 2000). 
CHT indigenous community has maintained this long heritage of connecting to nature and has not co-opted 
modern hegemonic masculine tendency to dominate nature. We could see signs of this connection in local 
architecture (building home), agriculture and land management (e.g. jhum1 cultivation), reverence to purity 
of natural resources through various rituals and belief in myths, crafts, performance and arts form.  This 
non-hierarchical and non-dominating relationship with nature is the core of their being and peaceful 
existence facing serious threats and shocks while encountering profit making motive of business ventures 
that grew exponentially in Bangladesh under global new liberal regime.  
 New liberal development is market oriented, and open to business competition. Increasing 
popularity of new liberal developments projects among developing countries has shown an adverse effect 
on the environment (Haque, 1999). Increasing GDP growth-rate and global appraisals for rapid 
development have made Bangladesh overwhelmed with new liberal development projects at the cost of 
environment.  In CHT, this impact is mostly felt in the business enterprises to convert natural sites and 
community lands into tourist spots and resorts under ownership of government and private companies, and 
turning agricultural lands of  jhum cultivation into settled agriculture and cash crop farming for commercial 
purpose. The narrative of replacing indigenous people’s deep connection to nature with  corporate interests 
invites ecofeminist perspectives that could assist us to understand the broad nature of oppression against 
indigenous people. 
 The ‘term’ ecofeminism was first coined by Francoise d’Eaubonne in 1974 and further developed by 
Ynestra King in about 1976. The first ecofeminist conference – “Women and life on earth: Ecofeminism in 
the 80s,”  took place at Amherst, Massachusetts, in the United States, which emphasized critical links 
between militarism, sexism and environmental destruction. In the initial years of the ecofeminist movement, 
the issue of anti war sentiment was associated with ecological destruction by corporates and patriarchal 
ideology of controlling nature as feminine passive objects. King wrote, ‘Ecofeminism is about 
connectedness and wholeness of theory and practice…(it sees) the devastation of the earth and her beings by 
the corporate warriors, and the threat of nuclear annihilation by the military warriors as feminist concerns. 
It is the same masculinist mentality which would deny us our right to our own bodies and our own sexuality 
and which depends on multiple systems of dominance and state power to have its way’ (King, 1983).
 Ecofeminism identified that patriarchy, capitalism and colonialism all together create an oppressive 
framework in which men and their hegemonic masculine qualities get valorized as the best representative 
of human race and values, and placed in the authoritative positions to control and dominate both nature and 
women (Warren,1987). Karen Warren said that within the patriarchal conceptual framework, all those 
attributes associated with masculinity (dominance, authority) are given higher status or prestige than those 
associated with femininity, resulting in ‘hierarchical dualisms’ (p. 6-8). This hierarchical dualism gives birth 
to twin domination of nature and women. In order to overcome this hierarchy, humanity needs to be in 
non-hierarchical relationship with nature and implement gender equality.

 1Jhum is a form of shifting agriculture in the hilly areas where land’s natural productivity is ensured by cultivation 
of multi crops and  managing the plots in certain ways so that  all the plots are not used for agriculture at the same time. 
This is a particular indigenous method to stop exploitation of land and prevent soil erosion in the hills.

INDIGENOUS IDENTITY & THE NEW LIBERAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY IN
CHITTAGONG HILL TRACTS: AN ECOFEMINIST PERSPECTIVE
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 Humans should not try to control nature, but work in harmony with it  going beyond power-based 
relationships. Similarly, men should not control women as objects and accept them as partner with equal 
dignity and power.  
 Under ecofeminist framework, “development” has been critically examined as a western 
constructed category that was enforced from the Global North to Global South and big corporations at the 
cost of destruction of nature (Guha, 2014). Mies and Shiva (1993) have identified that the center of new 
liberal development is  male-dominated patriarchal standpoint.  This standpoint endorses reductionist 
scientific views for dominating and exploiting nature, excluding indigenous knowledge on biodiversity, and 
silencing voices and perspective of marginalized groups including women from lower economic class who 
are dependent on forests, community lands and rivers and indigenous community who live close to nature. 
Certainly, ecofeminism is not against promoting the well-being of people using science and technology. But 
ecofeminists resist a form of aggressive development that is not in harmony with nature, and cause natural 
imbalance and eviction of indigenous people from their ancestorial land. Under new liberal development 
regimes,  indigenous people face threats to their collective identity that are embedded in deep connection to 
land and nature (Pandey, 2017; Swiderska, 2021). 
 From ecofeminist perspective, CHT-based developments projects is exclusionary in nature. 
Indigenous people, who are historically enjoying rights to their ancestral lands, are becoming landless with 
the arrival of Bangalee settlers and increase land-purchasing or occupying lands with the assistance of 
politically influential people and government institutions.  Most of the time, these lands are either occupied 
by Bangalee settlers or used for commercial resorts, parks or other infrastructure. Conflicts related to land 
often resulted in human rights violations, persecution and gender based violence (UNPO, 2015). One recent 
example of enforcing new liberal development projects on indigenous people was the announcement of 
building a five-star "Marriott Hotel and Amusement Park" in Bandarban that triggered outrage and 
disappointment among indigenous people and civil society (Preetha, 2020). Members of the Mro community 
reported that “1000 acres of jhum land were being grabbed for the project and that, if implemented, it would 
displace six villages of the Mro community, indirectly affect another 70 to 116 villages and leave around 
10,000 jhum cultivators landless and without a livelihood (Preetha, 2020, 2nd para).”

INDIGENOUS IDENTITY & THE NEW LIBERAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY IN 
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 This is just one case among many in which indigenous people’s relationship to nature was 
jeopardized through corporate ventures. By 2014, two luxury resorts were set up on Ruilui Para of Sajek 
which is termed as “Switzerland of Bangladesh.” These resorts are about 35 kilometers away from the 
indigenous villages which were once burnt down to control chaos and instability in that area (Ahmed, 
2017). “Sajek” which is often characterized as ‘more beautiful than the Darjeeling’ bears the brunt of brutal 
eviction of poor, vulnerable and helpless indigenous people who refused to compromise with land gabbing 
agenda for setting up business ventures (e.g, resorts) for tourism. In 2019, three villages -- Saingya Tripura 
Para, Laimi Para, and Hati Bhanga Para of Bandarban that were home to 170 families and span over 250 
acres of land—faced threat of land grabbing for building a five-star hotel (Barua, 2017). CHT tourist spots 
were established in the traditional lands of indigenous peoples who did not get enough share of the benefits 
from these tourist spots except securing some positions as wage labourers and staff.  Corporate interest to 
grab CHT land resources dwarfs the mere installment of tourist spots one after another.  One information 
says that 46,725 acres of hill areas have been leased out for 40 years to 28 corporate companies and 1,869 
influential people to develop horticulture and rubber gardens (Chakma, 2021). Indigenous peasants used to 
have jhum cultivations in these lands through generations for hundreds of years. They acquired these lands 
through customary laws which were overtaken by administration under the title of ‘Khas land’ and leased 
out for commercial purpose. Under exclusionary process, indigenous peasants became illegal owner of their 
own lands, whereas outsides get so called ‘legal ownership. Turning hilly CHT areas into monoculture 
farming for commercial purpose is resulting in imbalance of nature which is leaving long lasting negative 
environmental impact. 
 Bangladesh’s strong desire to secure a dignified place in the global new liberal regime and  urge to 
prove its commitment to fit into the western constructed category of “developed country” have turned  CHT 
into a lucrative site for commercial exploitation of nature and indigenous people’s traditional livelihood. 
This exploitation of nature reminds ecofeminism’s observation on development interventions under a 
patriarchal capitalist framework that champions hegemonic masculine values like authority and dominance 
over nature. In the CHT case, patriarchal and capitalist interventions were implemented in dominating 
nature not only through grabbing lands, disregarding voices of indigenous community to be in harmony 
with nature and violating nature for new liberal development interest, but also through understanding 
CHT’s grief, alienation, response and resistance from military approach and security concern.  
 Indigenous people’s response and resistance towards  new liberal development projects  stemmed 
from two interrelated premises: intergenerational practice of constructing identity by cherishing 
non-hierarchical relationship with nature and thus refusing to compromise the interest of nature for profit 
making practice of new liberal development projects, and right to self determination that they have inherited 
under International laws (e.g, the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and 
Chittagong Hill Tracts Peace Accord).  The first premise links the conflict between indigenous people’s 
identity and new liberal development policy to ecofeminist understanding of oppression of nature by 
patriarchal, capitalist and colonial framework. This oppression has been executed through separating nature 
and human and placing hegemonic masculine values in the superior order to dominate nature as feminine 
passive object.
 Addressing grievances of indigenous people should include developing a counter hegemonic 
development vision that can value indigenous people’s intergenerational approach to develop identity being 
in harmony with nature and valuing their voices and decision making power.  CHT could be a starting point 
for Bangladesh to resist the capitalist, patriarchal and colonial new liberal development aggressions that 
have taken away our nature, bio diversity and traditional livelihood of rural and indigenous people. It is 
possible to have inclusive ecofriendly development that can endow good standard of living and well being 
to all, leaving no one behind. Ecofeminism could be a lens to reflect and ponder on the nature of new liberal 
development’s adverse effect on environment and envision a new form of development that cherishes 
nurturance, inclusiveness and connection to nature instead of dominance, authority and control over it.
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 The current state of indigenous communities in Bangladesh is examined considering their demands 
for constitutional recognition and to be counted according to ethnic identities in the census.  In addition, this 
non-recognition intensifies the challenges indigenous people (IP) face to establish their fundamental rights. 
Regarding location, approximately 80 per cent of the indigenous population lives in the plain land districts 
of the north and south-east of the country. At the same time, the rest reside in the Chittagong Hill Tracts 
(CHT) (Barkat, 2015). They are popularly referred to as Jummas due to their traditional engagement in crop 
rotation agriculture through shifting cultivation.  For the indigenous people, their struggle mainly revolves 
around land issues. Customary land rights are more attached to IP culture distinguished from formal law, 
which includes controlling, using, and managing land and resources. However, such customary practices of 
land ownership by the IP communities are ignored by national-level policymakers and seen as static and 
socially regressive. Further non-recognition in the Constitution and not having IPs information in line with 
their ethnic identity leads to a discriminatory understanding of IP customary laws and hinders their 
significant inclusion in the development. 
Constitutional Silence
 Constitutionally, Bangladesh is yet to give space or recognition to the cultural distinctiveness or 
special rights of the ethnic people adopted in 1972, based on Bangalee nationalism (Halim, 75, 2008). 
However, several provisions are directly applicable to their rights. Most importantly that addresses 
indigenous people is Article 28 (1) that –'The state shall not discriminate against any citizens on the ground 
of any religion, race, caste, sex, or place of birth.' Sub Section 4 of the Article 28 identified non-advanced 
group, i.e., women and children, as 'disadvantaged 'group1, but did not make evident whether indigenous 
people are included. However, after the assassination of the Father of the Nation Bangabandhu in 1975, 
subsequent military-backed political regimes omitted the most crucial pillar of the Constitution, secularism, 
which provided a politically conducive environment for the minorities. The Ordinance (No 1 of 1977) 
undermined the secular spirits, and in 1988 through the 8th amendment, Islam was made the state religion, 
which led to the further division of the state religiously. As argued by Mohsin, that these politically 
motivated changes made IPs a religious minority. The state now has religious, ethnic, and linguistic 
minorities.  Further, the country's greater emphasis on Islam as the religion over 90 per cent of its 160 
million people follow underplays Bangladesh's claim for pluralism (Mohsin, 2002, 2004; cited in Halim, 
76, 2008).
 The 15th Amendment of the Constitution in 2011 brought back the spirit of secularism of the 
Constitution of 1972. While the process began to amend the Constitution to restore the spirit of secularism, 
indigenous leaders lobbied with the parliamentarians to establish their constitutional rights.
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 The other important initiative the government has taken for the indigenous people is adopting the 
Small Ethnic Group Cultural Institute Act 2010.2 The Small Ethnic Group Cultural Act focuses on the 
preservation of the culture and tradition of the indigenous communities and does not safeguard IPs right to 
customarily owned land. Hence, the indigenous people have been struggling to ensure their political, 
economic and, most importantly, their land rights for a long passage of time (Halim, 2015: 73-74, and 
Halim and Eshan, 75, 2017).
 Nonetheless, the Constitution of Bangladesh, in general, ensures the fundamental rights of all 
citizens. Article 11 explicitly maintains that the state shall be a democracy with fundamental human rights 
and freedom and respect for dignity. Article 15 vests the state with the task of providing its citizens with the 
bare requirements of life, such as food, clothes, shelter, education, and medical care. The same provision 
also guarantees the right to work and social security. Article 19(1) and Article 20 (1) ensure equal 
opportunity and establish work as a right and duty. Article 27 provides for equality before the law, and as 
mentioned earlier, Article 28 (1) prohibits any form of discrimination. Article 41 stipulates freedom of 
religion, and Article 42 provides for the right to property.3   
 Thus, as pointed by Roy (2007:107), there is no doubt that the Constitution reflects respectful and 
unequivocal recognition of the status of all the peoples of Bangladesh. Therefore, utmost importance is to 
proactively promote the implementation of the above articles of the Constitution, which favour indigenous 
people's rights instead solely to concentrate on obtaining Constitutional recognition. Roy (2007) urges the 
Bangladeshi state to take affirmative action ('positive discrimination') to better the indigenous people. The 
articles mentioned above in the Constitution protect those affirmative acts of the state that might otherwise 
amount to discrimination (Halim, 2008;76).
 In addition to the Constitution, the state also ratified numerous international instruments, more 
specifically the International Covenants on Civil and Political Rights and Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights of 1966 (Art.2); the ILO (International Labour Organization) Convention on Indigenous and Tribal 
(107 of 1957), which, among other issues recognises customary land rights of the indigenous people. In 
practice, despite these international bills, more and more IPs lands in both CHT and plains are illegally 
grabbed and registered in the name of non-IPs. Bangladesh Government is yet to ratify ILO Convention 169 
where indigenous peoples' traditional possession and customary rights have been recognised’, and those 
who would ratify those respective governments are supposed to protect that (Halim, 2008:77).
Invisible in Census
 There is no denying that in Bangladesh, Bangalees are predominant; however, out of the total over 
159 million populations, the 2011 census of the Government of Bangladesh claims that approximately 1.8 
per cent of the country's total population is indigenous.4  

  However, irrespective of 
indigenous peoples' expectations to 
provide them full recognition in the 
Constitution were partially addressed. 
A new Article 23 (a) provides that the 
state shall take measures to safeguard 
and enhance the tribes', minor races', 
ethnic sects', and communities' unique 
local culture and tradition (Halim and 
Eshan, 2017:75).  After forty years of 
independence, this is the first of a kind 
provision in the Constitution where the 
indigenous people of Bangladesh are 
mentioned specifically. 
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 However, the IP researchers and activists' claims that the total population of IPs in Bangladesh 
would be around 5 million, the number of different indigenous peoples' community be at least 54; and who 
speak at least 35 languages (Barkat, 2015, 15; cited in Halim, 72-73, 2015, Bonik Barta, 2021). The 
forthcoming 2021 census format has given 50 codes against indigenous communities. The census in 
Bangladesh is mainly done by religion, sex, and age. The critical matter of concern is to include the IPs by 
ethnicity in the census.5 The major reasons for not conducting census in line with ethnicity are as follows: 
(a) lack of resources; (b) lack of workforce of Bangladesh of Bureau of Statistics (BBS); (c) not having 
sufficient expert, trained enumerators to collect information from the IPs; and, finally, (d) lack of political 
commitment (Bonik Barta, 2021). Since the plurality of ethnicity is not clearly recognised in the 
Constitution, which may influence the census process, the Constitution has an open-ended clause 
(Subsection 4 of Article 28), which allows the government to commence any special steps for 
disadvantaged people (Tripura, 2008, 106). This Subsection 4 provides the theoretical underpinnings to 
motivate the government to conduct the census along with religion, ethnicity. It could be argued if the state 
takes the heterogeneous, plural outlook, it will contribute more effectively to the IP development. The 
prevailing mainstream methodology of the census needs to bring such changes to attain the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), which aims at inclusive development. A multi-dimensional approach is 
required to obtain the data of the IPs on their different categories of ethnic status, age, sex, religion and so 
forth to effectively and not merely as passive beneficiaries but as active agents of social change.
 It is against the context of absence in the Constitution and the census needs to comprehend the 
situation of IPs in CHT and in the Plain. 

CONCEALED IDENTITY & INDIGENOUS LAND RIGHTS IN BANGLADESH

Indigenous Communities in CHT and Plain Land
 Of the indigenous communities, the Chakmas, are the largest of the communities with thirteen other 
ethnic groups in the CHT (Chowdhury, 2008). The 1997 Accord ended more than twenty years of 
insurgency in the CHT is to resolve the land dispute, cultural integrity of the indigenous (officially "tribal" 
or "ethnic minorities") peoples of the CHT; refugee settlement, demilitarisation, and the devolution of 
authority to local institutions. The Accord strengthens the self-government system of the CHT. Moreover, 
the HDCs (Hill District Councils) and the Regional Council (RC) have been given jurisdiction over "tribal" 
customary law. A separate Ministry of CHT Affairs has also been established to oversight the matters 
pertaining to the CHT. However, these legislative prerogatives remain largely unaddressed.6 According to 
the accord, the government is obliged to take prior consent of the RC before passing any laws for the CHT. 
RC could advise the government to address any inconsistency between the CHT accord, which draws 
heavily from the CHT Regulation of 1900. (Halim,2003:95-96). 
 Land ownership of the IPs in CHT was mainly protected under the 1900 Regulations prohibiting the 
transfer of land to non-IPs. CHT Regulation of 1900 implicitly accounts for the practice of customary laws 
in CHT (Roy, 2006; cited in Halim, 2008:76). However, the process of Bangalee settlement (1979-85) was 
eased by the amendment of the 1900 CHT Regulation 34 (1) to provide a legal face to resettle thousands of 
non-residents within CHT (Roy, 1997:173).  In addition, with the construction of the Kaptai Dam in 1960, 
more than 100,000 people were displaced, and the richest two-fifths of the CHT  paddy lands were 
inundated (cited in Barkat and Halim, 2010:116; Ishaq, 1975; Barkat and Huda, 1988).
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 To address such a complex land situation, Land Dispute Resolution Commission Act-2001 
(amended in October 2016) aims to determine ownership over land, respect the traditional customary land 
rights of indigenous people of CHT, and establish peace and communal harmony in the CHT. The Hill 
peoples’ expectation from the government is to restore their rights to customarily owned lands since their 
livelihood, cultural way of life, religious norms, and practice are inextricably linked to those lands.
 The instances of land dispossession suffered by the indigenous peoples of the plain land are perhaps 
even more widespread than in the case of the CHT. Numerous land laws7 were enacted over time, keeping 
special provisions for the protection of "tribal" land. The most relevant is the East Bengal State Acquisition 
and Tenancy (EBSATA) Act of 1950. Section 97 of the EBSATA Act forbids alienating aboriginal lands to 
non-aboriginals without prior sanction of the Government's District Officer. 
 Traditionally the IPs in the plains inherited occupancy rights or homestead from the Zamindari era 
and passed down from generation to generation, which is not recognised by those who are accustomed to 
systems and policies based on the legal papers. Instead, these lands are regarded as khas land and often 
taken from them by the government. The special provisions of various laws rarely secured the minorities, 
including the indigenous peoples customary land rights. Rather than that, in plains, indigenous people's land 
is frequently labelled khas or state land or is easily classed, if incorrectly and unfairly, as reserve forests, 
eco-parks, and so on (Dhamai, 2014).
 Further criminalisation of political economy, Bengali vested interest groups, rent-seekers, and 
ignorance of the use of land-related laws by the IPs in the Plain leads to the dispossession of customarily 
owned land (Barkat and Halim, 2010:118-119). Thus, an appeal is to establish a separate Land Commission 
for Plainland IPs (Dhaka Tribune, 2020) to stop such violation of traditional land rights.  
Conclusion
 As a result of the preceding debate, one may argue that political, economic, and social security is 
the major IPs demands. The state is still unenthusiastic in giving complete recognition in the Constitution, 
which creates a negative notion amongst the stakeholders responsible for ensuring the rights and 
entitlement of the IP communities. There is no denying that in some national laws, IPs have been addressed 
but are not directly relevant to development rights. Such a narrow stance promotes inequality (Halim, 
2015:74), which contradicts the SDG targets of leaving no one behind and reaching the most vulnerable 
first. The global indicator framework that aims to measure 17 SDG goals includes two indicators that refer 
specifically to indigenous peoples (indicator 2.3.2 and indicator 4.5.1) and particularly on land rights are 
indicators 1.4.2 and 5.a.1. In addition, the global indicator list emphasises that “SDG indicators should be 
disaggregated where relevant by income, sex, age, race, ethnicity migratory status, disability and 
geographic location, or other characteristics, with the fundamental principles of Official Statistics" 
(https://www.un.org/sustainable development/).  Therefore, it is pertinent to consider the indicators 
mentioned above in the forthcoming census of 2021 and political commitment to give proper space in the 
Constitution to address the plurality of the citizen’s context-specific issues.
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 Enunciating the glorious past of Bangladesh, one cannot forget the brave and dynamic women, 
from all strata of the country, who rendered equal participation in movements against disparity, exploitation 
and injustice which inevitably led to the nine months tenure of the War of Liberation and the sanguinary 
birth of the new country.  Since the division creating India, and Pakistan with  two far flung wings, Bengal, 
in the east remained subjugated to the whims of the west. But this did not deter the Bangalee from 
announcing their dissent since the historical Language movement which erupted in 1952. Women came to 
the forefront with as much gust and passion to associate themselves with all socio-political movements.
 Eventually post-liberation days have experienced the emergence of women engaged in varied 
forms of pursuits, in jobs or businesses. They have continued to  endeavour and their contribution is 
certainly an inclusion into Bangladesh’s GDP expansion, an increase of about 160 billion US dollars since 
2014. This growth is projected to continue to at least until 2025.
 Bangladesh’s export economy, notably mostly from the garments sector, are labour intensive where 
women from low-income families play the pivotal role as the main workforce. This GDP increase was 
meant to lift millions of Bangladeshi families out of poverty in the recent years. 
 Alongside with women involving in various industrial entrepreneurships, grassroots women  also 
have a role to play in the country’s economy indulging in small-scale businesses, which are soaring  in great 
numbers. Education has a vital role to play in this respect. In the rural arena of Bangladesh it is the new 
normal to invest in girl’s education. Parents have realised an educated girl can yield high returns, mainly 
breaking the cycle of poverty. Empowering women and girls provide them access to income generating 
opportunities and avoid early underage marriage. To attain this the government and NGO 
(non-governmental organizations) Agencies operate to create awareness on ‘Gender equality issues’ and 
‘Women’s Rights and Health issues’ amongst the rural populations, and assist them to overcome financial 
and environmental crisis. An aphorism very concisely stated by James E. Kwegyir Aggrey, an African 
American intellectual, missionary and teacher,
                     ‘If you educate a man you educate  an individual, 
                      But if you educate a woman you educate a whole family (Nation).
 The observation may be pithy, but it contains a general truth and nothing but the truth. Under these 
circumstances schools are provided with breakfast or mid-day meal programs which attract girl students to 
attend. In North Bengal   girls are gifted bicycles to ride to school, an incentive to enable them to attend 
classes regularly. In Dhaka city ride sharing companies have women riders who carry women only, to their 
destinations to help them avoid any untoward incidents through sexual harassment, on the way.  Social 
study and skill development training provides them to depend on themselves and shelve early marriage. 
They are gaining the confidence to prove that “Girls are no longer burdens to their parents”. 

Mrs. Nilufer Zafarullah
Chairperson, Education, Science, Technology and 

Cultural Development Trust (ESTCDT),
the Founding Trust of Independent University, Bangladesh (IUB)

and Chittagong Independent University (CIU)

PIONEERS OF DEVELOPMENT: 
TRIBUTE TO BANGLADESHI WOMEN
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 Tomorrow’s Bangladesh is already here. Achievements and progress are reaching new heights in 
education, science, technology, culture and other human developments. As Bangladesh steps into the next 
fifty years, the enormity of transformation brought about in the country’s socio-economic diaspora will 
open up new prospects and promises for more progress and growth. To deal with changes more integrated 
and robust planning is required. In visualizing the future of Bangladesh, Bangabandhu’s dream to build a 
Sonar Bangla’ gives us the strength to accommodate more progress by transforming challenges into 
opportunities. As we face changes, adopting innovative technology, women, mostly young, energetic, 
diligent and digitally connected, will overtake the Bangladesh scenario. They have tasted the strength of 
empowerment and nothing can dither them from facing the challenges as they proceed into the future.  They 
will be agile, receptive to new ideas and divulge into new ventures to gain more financial strength and 
stability. Bangladesh is urbanising fast into becoming a “high -level, knowledge-intensive society, beyond 
apparel manufacturing.” In 2021 it has emerged as a developing country, forecasted to flourish into a 
developed country in 2041 with more dynamic changes to provide an exploitation free and just society.  
Gender inequality has to be overcome in totality to enable men and women to work as a joint force to 
overcome challenges before Bangladesh can reach this glory. To amplify the verity of this assertion I will 
conclude with words from poet Kazi Nazrul,
                   “Everything that is great in the world all that is wrought, beneficial and grand, 
               half to be ascribed to women and the other half to man’’. (A translation from Bangla)

PIONEERS OF DEVELOPMENT: TRIBUTE TO BANGLADESHI WOMEN
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 From 1983 to 1985, I was given the responsibility to directly control/monitor more than 20 of 
exclusively export-oriented RMG factories (including Continental Apparels, Style craft Ltd, Voyager 
Garments, Liz Garments, The Continental Garments (BD) Limited, Venus Garment Limited, and so forth), 
where Daewoo  used to place free-on-board (FOB) garment orders from international apparel brands and 
buyers (like Capital Mercury, Sears, Gitano, Townsley, C & A. Karstadt AG, K-Mart Apparel Corp, May 
Dept. Stores, and so forth). Shuttling between Dhaka and the port city of Chittagong, I visited some of the 
then best-known garment factories, like Azim Mannan Garments Limited of Sunman Group (established in 
1983); Venas Garments Limited; Continental Apparels Limited; Islam Garments Limited (established in 
1984); Continental Garments BD Limited; Elegant Garments Limited; Utah Garment Limited (established 
in 1984); KDS Garment Industries Limited, and the like.
  Sent to Seoul, Korea for in-service training in 1984, I had to maintain a very close relationship with 
the shipping companies, like Maersk, K-Line, Sea Land OOCL, and so forth, for timely export. Generally 
speaking, I had the opportunity to enrich my ideas as well as get thoroughly acquainted with the business 
community, which our beloved country badly needed to tackle so-many "sick" industries (both in the public 
& private sectors). Time was ripe, I felt with my Daewoo experiences, to personally implement business 
management capacity learned at Daewoo.

“Present at the creation”:
Bangladesh’s R.M.G. Evolution

A K M Enayet Kabir
Former Director, Gooryong Tanzania Limited

 A couple of independent incidents helped me. The 
first was when a renowned entrepreneur, Md. Hanif 
(Chairman, Abedin Group), facing labor union problems 
in all his garment industries (The Continental, Nippon, 
Metro, and so forth), was about to close his garment 
business to continue his previous main business of 
manpower export (through his Ali International) to 
Middle Eastern countries. The second was the resignation 
of Daewoo DGM Dhaka Liaison office, Mr. Koh, in 1984. 
He started his own fabrics/accessories business at 
Seoul/Korea in 1986, and with the direct blessing from 
Daewoo head office at Seoul and with the support from 
Daewoo Corporation head office also in Seoul, he became 
very successful.
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 When I visited Korea under his invitation, 
I found his Gooryong Company Limited, to be 
well-organized, with a homely office environment. 
Mr. Koh took me to various manufacturing units 
during my 3-week stay, and introduced me to the 
major Korean garment buyers, with whom I 
became very close. Mr. Koh hinted me to get 
"ready" because he was planning to set-up a 
padding project (poly-fill inside winter jackets) in 
Bangladesh (the first overseas project of 
Gooryong Company Limited).

 After returning from Korea, Mr. Hanif, who frequently visited my Lalmatia house, tried his best to 
convince me to join his Group. As a challenging and aggressive business Executive, I joined Abedin Group 
around March 1989, under 2-years Contract Agreement as a Director, but Hanif Bhai honestly delegated to 
me all his power/authority (as an Acting Chairman) to re-organize the total garment sector of his Group 
(administrative-management-cum-factory re-orientation). I began to make the major planning/decisions, 
and to ensure proper implementation, and to pass more time in all the production units (The Continental 
Garments Bd. Limited at Tongi and Nippon & Metro Garments at Mohakhali), so as to make sure that my 
decisions were followed properly at the factory side!
 Success with labor agitation prompted Hanif Bhai to procure four more garment units from Islami 
Bank (IBBL) within end of 1989--Crescent Apparels Limited, The Crystal Garments Limited, General 
Garments & Textile Ind. Limited and Shoib Garments Industries Limited. For the first time, the total 
garment exports of Abedin Group exceeded US$10 million in 1990 alone (from total 19 production lines of 
Jackets/pants/shorts etc. From 1984 To 1989, Abedin Group could export only US$ 5 million worth of 
garments)). I was "crowned" the Deputy Managing Director (DMD) of the Abedin Group. In March, 1990 
Mr. Hanif sent me to Korea, Taiwan & Hong Kong. In Korea I drafted the MOU (Memorandum of 
Understanding) with Gooryong Company Ltd. (on behalf of Abedin Group) for a Padding Project in 
Bangladesh on a joint-venture basis, in the name of M/s Gooryong Bangladesh Limited (GBL). In Taiwan 
we met the AVP of the famous General Trading House, Collins Co. Limited, and visited major industrial 
complex in and around Taipei. In Hong Kong, I made exclusive Garment Marketing Agreement with SKD 
Pacific Limited and Glorida Development Limited. I remain grateful to Mr. Hanif for my "golden key" 
opportunity to decide or reorganize the entire Garment Division of Abedin Group during 1989 and 1990. 
My confidence rose that we Bangladeshis had a very good working force. All we needed was to motivate 
them by being beside them (instead of blaming them as "idle, corrupt, and union based" and making them 
scapegoats of our own weaknesses). 
 Late in August 1992, Gooryong Company Limited was ready to start the Padding Project with Mr. 
Hanif as their joint-venture Partner. That was how the Gooryong Project Division was established in 
October, 1992 Within October'1992. Within October 1992 I began recruitment of factory management for

Gooryong Fashions Ltd. (Garment factory 
at Tongi) and the first batch of Project 
Executives around December, 1992 for the 
Gooryong Bangladesh Ltd. (Padding 
Project) and Gooryong Off-shore (Garment 
business as Garment Buyer, using the 
15-Production lines of The Continental 
Garments (BD), Ltd., of Abedin Group). 
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 Mr. S.I. Choi ("Big Boss" for 
Gooryong Investment) and myself began 
to supervise/monitor the construction of 
Padding Project near Ershad Nagar 
(Tongi); the machinery setting-up of the 
garment factory (Gooryong Fashions 
Limited) at Cherag Ali Market (Tongi) and 
the production of our garment orders 
(jackets) at Continental Garments (BD) 
Limited at Ershad Nagar. We introduced 
canteens in all Gooryong projects for 
providing free lunch to the poor workers; 

and we had more than 40 Executives at our Banani head office alone, all of whom were M.A. Degree 
holders (and some M.B.A.s). I still remember those initial days as to how I personally trained and motivated 
the first batch of our projects executives (whom I used to call "Young Tigers").
 The rising labor costs and skills in the Newly Industrializing Countries (Korea, Hong Kong, 
Singapore) as well as the second-tier NICs (Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand) elevated to higher value-added 
activities, leaving labor-intensive activities to countries like Bangladesh, Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, and so 
forth, for manufacturing. As a consequence of the above trend of the flow of foreign investments towards 
favorable investment climate, Gooryong (as a low-wage, labor-seeking investor) sought a firm grip on the 
soil of Tanzania (as it had done in Bangladesh), an undeveloped production source, i.e., Non-Quota Area to 
the US market and Gooryong took this advantage to enjoy the export-market in the United States.

 By June 1995, Gooryong Company established an 8-production line garment factory (240,000 
dozens of shirts/ladies blouses per annum) at Dar-es-salaam in Tanzania (Africa), employing about 1,000 
African work-force. With my firm insistent, Gooryong President Koh selected a total of 26 supervisors from 
Bangladesh (14 male+12 female) and on 2 August, 1995, I led the supervisors from Bangladesh to Tanzania 
(Africa) and stayed at Dar-es –salaam for some time  to witness  the recruitment of African work-force as 
well as to give “adjustment-orientation” to our Bangladeshi supervisors , who possibly became the first ever 
Bangladeshi garment workforce team to work as “teacher-cum-trainer” in a  foreign  land. They became the 
garment manufacturing-trainers to the Afrikaaners, as were the Koreans to the Bangalees a decade ago!  In 
fact, it was a national prestige for the Bangalees.
Textiles Evolution:
 Bengal Subah (the largest sub-division of the Mughal Empire and later an independent State under 
the Nawabs of Bengal) was a mid-point of worldwide “muslin” (a plain woven cotton fabric, which got its 
name from the City of Mosul in Iraq, where it was first manufactured) and “silk” (natural protein fiber woven 
into textiles) trades during the 16th to 18th centuries. It was the most important center of cotton production 
(particularly around Dhaka city), leading to muslin being called “Daka” in distant market such as Central 
Asia. Bengal produced more than 50% of the textiles and 80% of silk, imported by Dutch East India 
Company from Asia. It also directly exported cotton/silk textiles to markets in Europe, Indonesia and Japan.
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 After the Battle of Polashi in 1757, Britain 
imported raw cotton from Bengal without taxes or 
tariffs to British factories, which used them to 
manufacture textiles, many of which exported 
back to Bengal! From 1947 to 1971 the textile 
industry (like most other industries in East 
Pakistan) were largely owned by West Pakistanis. 
Though in the 1960s, some local Bangladeshi 
entrepreneurs set up large textile and jute 
industries, but after independence of in 1971, the 
newly-formed Bangladesh lost both capital and 
technical expertise.

 The textile sector was primarily a part of the process of “Import Substitution Industrialization” (ISI, 
a trade and economic policy that advocates replacing foreign imports with domestic production, so as to 
reduce foreign dependency), to replace imports of textiles. Immediately after independence, tea and jute 
were the most export-oriented sectors. In 1972, the new Awami League government of Sheikh Mujibur 
Rahman enacted the Bangladesh Industrial Enterprises (Nationalization) Order, taking over 
privately-owned textile factories and creating State-owned Enterprises (SOE), called Bangladesh Textile 
Mills Corporation (BTMC). BTMC never matched the pre-1971 textile output, losing money after the 
1975-76 year.

 Under the 1982 New Industrial Policy 
(NIP) of President H.M. Ershad, a large number 
of SOEs (both textiles & jute mills) were 
privatized and returned to their original owners. 
Henceforth, Bangladesh adopted 
Export-Oriented Industrialization (EOI) by 
focusing on the textile and clothing industry, 
particularly the RMG sector. If the textile 
owners pioneered the beginning of the 
industrialization of colonial/British India, our 
RMG manufacturers are the champion of a vast 
new arena of industrialization in independent 
Bangladesh. Bangladesh’s highly 
labor-intensive RMG industry grew fast and 
showed remarkable performance from its 
nascent 1970s beginning. The RMG sector 
grew in numbers and quality.
 The first two export-oriented RMG 
manufacturing factories came up in 1977 and 
1978, namely Reaz Garments Ltd (established 
in 1960 as a small tailoring outfit, named after 
the Reaz Store in Dhaka. After serving domestic 
market for 13 years, in 1973 it changed its name 
to Reaz Garments Limited, which in 1978 
shipped 10,000 pcs of men’s shirts worth 13 
million Francs to a Paris-based firm) and Jewel 
Garment Industry. In 1978, there were only 7 of 
RMG units in Bangladesh.
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 Today, we earn more than US$40 billion by exporting RMG products. We have about 4,620,100% 
export-oriented garment industries that contribute 83% to our national GDP. About 4 million of workers are 
working in this industry, 80% of whom are women. Success of our RMG industry is impressive. Many 
industries and trading activities have been expanded such forward and backward linkage industries due to 
the expansion of garment industry. Now the whole society and economy are the beneficiaries from this 
sector. But many of us don't know the person who was the mastermind of ready-made garments industry in 
Bangladesh! This pioneer of our RMG industry was Mr. Nurul Kader Khan. The amplitude and breadth of 
garment industry came from his courage, energy, intelligence, and passion. He was an unsung hero, a true 
legend, visionary and pioneer in this arena.

 Developed countries of the world had taken an 
initiative to control the textile business by implementing the 
Multi-Fiber Agreement in 1974 (which ultimately phased 
out in 2005). As a resultant, some least developing countries 
availed to do commerce of many products under tax-free 
quota policies. Among other things, the MFA quotas were 
imposed on garment exports from the newly industrializing 
countries (NICs, also known as “Four Asian Dragons”) of 
Asia (South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore and Hong Kong). 
Therefore, entrepreneurs from quota-restricted countries 
like South Korea began “quota hopping”, seeking 
quota-free countries that could become quota-free garment 
manufacturing sites.  Nurul Kader wanted to utilize this 
scope to unveil a new horizon. He already established a 
garment industry, but had fallen in trouble due to the 
shortage of skilled workers. He realized the necessity of 
skilled manpower. 

 In the late 1970s, he met with Chairman Kim Woo Chong of Daewoo Corporation of South Korea, 
and both of them came up with the idea to set up the first non-equity, 100% export oriented garment factory, 
named Desh Garments at Kalurghat, Chittagong, Bangladesh on 4th July, 1978. (It may be mentioned here 
that due to imposition of quota system, Daewoo Corporation was shut out of US shirt markets and needed 
to find a base in a previously shirt free country like Bangladesh)! The Joint Venture Agreement itself was of 
a unique nature, where Nurul Kader was the sole financial investor of the project and Daewoo offered the 
technical knowledge transfer! Thus, by a collaboration of Daewoo Corporation, he sent 130 supervisors and 
managers (including 18 women) to South Korea to get 6-months training in Daewoo's Garment complex in 
Pusan city (to learn the technical and marketing knowhow for garment manufacturing and exporting from 
Bangladesh). According to World Bank Report, this joint venture agreement "emerged as the single largest 
and most modern garment manufacturing in South Asia".
 Nurul Kader dreamed that RMG industry would lead and occupy the mainstream export business 
and will create thousands of employment for many. His dream became true. The garment industry has got 
most priority in our country by his long efforts. Mr. Kader began a new arena in the history by introducing 
the advancement of garments industry in Bangladesh. He tried to make easier the import process of raw 
materials. He first thought to introduce back to back LC and bonded warehouse in this sector. The 130 
Korea-trained staff joined the Desh Garments factory with the initial annual capacity of producing 5 million 
pieces shirts in 6-production lines, with 600 workers. Desh Garments began its journey with its first 
shipment of 120,000 pieces of boy's shirts to a German company called MNR. Thus, started the new era of 
manufacturing industries in Bangladesh with the 130 Korea trained technical/administrative staff, majority 
of whom, in course of time, became the backbone/owners of RMG industry in Bangladesh! Dhaka city 
Mayor and former President of BGMEA, Mr. Anisul Huq was one of his ex-employee (Commercial 
Manager) of Desh Garments. Mr. Anisul Huq became a public figure, entrepreneur, TV personality and 
leading an individual business organization named Mohammadi Group which directly employed around 
12,000 workers in the garments sector of Bangladesh.
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 However, the landmark journey did not start without 
problems. Desh Garments soon faced several inconveniences 
within the operational & financial side of running the business. 
During 1981-82, Desh Garments got an import entitlement of TK. 
180 million for 1-year, but the Chief Controller of Import & 
Export (CCI&E) could give a license to import garments raw 
materials (fabrics and accessories) worth TK.24 million only, i.e., 
15% of the actual requirement! To resolve the situation, Nurul 
Kader met with the then Governor of Bangladesh Bank, Nurul 
Islam, and suggested to devise a scheme to open a 90-120 days 
differed payment L/C by the local banks to import fabric and 
accessories, against the main/mother export L/C received from the 
garment buyer in lien with the local bank. This he named "a 
Triangle of Trust" between the garment factory + the suppliers of 
fabric and accessories and the Bank. This idea was accepted and 
soon the "Back-to-Back (BTB) Letter of Credit (L/C)" banking 
system came into effect in Bangladesh and thus the problem of 
having ready cash to import garment raw materials was solved.

 Also, with Daewoo's advice, Nurul Kader persuaded the Government of Bangladesh (GOB) to set 
up the special Bonded Warehousing system to give duty-free imports to the garment exporters, hence 
making the manufacturing costs competitive & making overall price of garments much more attractive in 
the global markets. The GOB also allowed Utilization Permits based on paper calculation (in place of the 
original system of carrying out physical measurements). These 4 factors, mentioned above, were introduced 
and negotiated, and were the major contribution by Nurul Kader, as far as methods to do garment business 
in Bangladesh were concerned.

 The collaborative agreement with Daewoo 
was cancelled by Nurul Kader on 30 June, 1981. The 
production capacity increased from 43,000 shirts in 
1980 to 2,3 million pieces in 1987. Out of 130 
Korea-trained persons, 15 left Desh Garments in 1985 
to set up their own garment manufacturing units under 
the same model. They transferred the know-how to 
others and the initial "shirt mania" was diversified 
into other products, such as trousers, sportswear, 
jackets, gloves and so forth. Precisely, the success of 
Desh Garments of Nurul Kader laid the foundation 
for the growth of RMG sector in Bangladesh as a 
global garment manufacturer. Nurul Kader died 
suddenly at the age of 63 on 13th September 1998. 
Nurul Kader was lucky to become the brilliant 
member of the history by showing the path to a 
nation. He deserves our honor for his exceptional role 
in the development of our RMG sector. 
 During the same period, Akhter Mohammad 
Musa of Bond Garments, Mohammad Reazuddin of 
Reaz Garments, Md. Humayun of Paris Garments, 
Engr. Md. Fazlul Azim of Azim Group, Major retd.
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 Abdul Mannan of Sunman Group, Shamsur Rahman of Stylecraft Limited (First President of 
BGMEA), A.M. Subed Ali of Aristocrat Limited came forward to establish some of the first garment 
factories in Bangladesh. Other prudent entrepreneurs established RMG manufacturing factories, the top 10 
are: Ha-Meem Group (present 26 factories with 50,000 employees); Beximco (Textile & Apparel Division); 
DBL Group (known as Knitwear Company); Opex Sinha Group; Fakir Group; Epyllion Group; Standard 
Group (with 11 factories); Asian Apparels Limited (with 30,000 employees); Viyelletex Limited (with 8 
factories).
 Despite serious obstacle and hindrances, within a short span of time. The RMG industry in 
Bangladesh achieved a glorious success both in terms of production and quantity. In 1980-81, apparel 
export from Bangladesh stood at Tk. 58 million (0.46% of the total export of Bangladesh). By the fiscal 
year 1983, the number of RMG manufacturing units rose to 600 and the garments export earnings stood at 
Tk.600 million (1.58%  of the total export earning of the country). By 1984, the number of RMG factories 
rose to 250 and by 1986 this number further increased to 500, employing about100,000 workers (80% of 
whom were women), producing around 100 million pcs of wearing items (such as shirts, blouses, trousers, 
baby wears jackets etc.), annually the total export amounted to TK. 8 billion (contributing 12.44% of the of 
the export earnings of Bangladesh). During the fiscal year 1987-88 more than TK. 13 billion worth of 
apparels was exported (contributing 35.24% of the total export of Bangladesh). By 1990, there were 650 
RMG units in operations, with annual production capacity of 50 million dozen, employing 300,000 
workers! In other words, the earnings from the export of RMGs from Bangladesh registered a rise of about 
155 times over a period of 8 years (from 1980-81 to 1988-89), i.e., a rise of over 17 times per annum.
 Fast growth of Bangladesh’s RMG industry could be assigned to mainly two factors: external and 
internal. The external factors included increasing cost of RMG production in the developed countries, and 
the imposition of quotas in the traditional major garments manufacturing countries like Taiwan, Peoples 
Republic of China, Hong Kong, Singapore, Korea and India. The internal factors were: (a) availability of 
abundant and relatively cheap labor in Bangladesh; and (b) a large group of our middle-class entrepreneurs 
with modest investable fund were readily available to undertake investment in this sector (with simple 
technology requirement, potential high rates of return and relatively shorter pay-back-period)!

 Bangladesh RMG sector’s export market soon spread to 
more than 20 countries, with United States, Canada, United 
Kingdom, France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium and Middle 
Eastern countries being the major ones. However, soon problems 
started crippling the RMG sector of Bangladesh since the growth 
of this industry lacked pragmatic planning, i.e., rational systems 
could not evolve as fast as the industrial growth in this sector … 
resulting in delays, corruption and higher cost of production. 
Anyway, in view of this enormous potential of our RMG sector, 
the GOB had taken following positive steps to facilitate its 
smooth operation and steady expansion: (a) no duty had been 
imposed on yarn and other ancillary items used 100% 
export-oriented garment factories; (b) tax holiday for operating 
RMG factories given for 5 to 8 years; and (c) by 1990, GOB set 
up the second EPZ at Savar. Unfortunately, the Bangladesh RMG 
industry had to import at least 75% of its raw materials against 
back-to-back (BTB) L/C to meet the requirement of fabrics and 
other raw materials. And to effect that importation on time was an 
absolute necessity for the survival of RMG industry. To substitute 
import of fabrics, sufficient capacity of textile manufacture was 
required to be developed. But, for setting up such textile units, 
mobilization of huge resources was required.
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 The importance of the economics of fabrics & accessories needs was to be understood by all the 
Customs, the Export Promotion Bureau (EPB), the banks, the Port Authorities and the shipping companies. 
Rapid implementation of all the different raw materials import formalities for the RMG industry had to be 
accomplished for all. 
 Being the country’s prime FDI (foreign direct investment), Bangladesh Shilpa Bank (BSB) had 
taken positive steps to set up such projects. However, one of the major factors for conservative banking 
attitudes was the non-clearance of past liabilities, and another was the subsequent build-up of operational 
and non-performance liabilities in terms of short shipments and stock lots (a cancelled garment order 
became “Stock lot”, which would be ultimately sold at a minimum reduced price of 25% to 40%, the total 
loss actually borne by the national exchequer). According to Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and 
Exporter Association (BGMEA), the BTB L/C system had certain inherent drawbacks. BTB L/C raw 
materials were opened against the Principal L/C, often did not reach the country in due time because of 
delay in shipment or other reasons. In many cases, the Principal L/C validity period of 120 days expired and 
the export orders were cancelled by the foreign buyers! The garment units also could not sell the products 
in the local market, as they were kept in the bonded custom warehouse. As a result, they incurred losses for 
reasons beyond their control.
 Garment accessories (popularly called “Trimming materials”) are the integral raw materials for 
manufacturing garments. These include interlining, pocket fabric. Sewing thread, collar stay, poly bag, 
neck and back boards, price tag, hand tag, export cartons, and so forth. During the early years (i.e, up to 
1983), 100% of the trimming material requirements of our apparel industry were met through imports from 
countries like Hong Kong, Korea, Taiwan, Thailand and India. However, due to liberal GOB policies and 
investors’ enthusiasm, there had been a considerable accessories sector growth in the country. Because of 
the rapid growth of garment export from Bangladesh after 1990 (amounting to more than Tk.19 billion) the 
demand for accessories requirement increased (amounting to about TK. 2 billion). Depending on styles & 
products, 25% to 80% of the accessories requirement of our RMG sector could be met from local supplies.

 Considerable administrative bottlenecks at every stage of imports of garment raw materials and 
export of finished goods forced the government to take some pragmatic streamlining steps: (a) provide 
bonded warehouse facilities to the garment manufacturers/exporters; (b) introduce the back-to-back L/C 
facility; (c) allow the import of capital machineries at a nominal rate of customs duty; and (d) introduce 
fiscal incentives to indirect exporters to promote backward linkage for more value retention in the country.
 Fabulous increases in garment producing units caused unplanned mushroom growth, but the RMG 
industry eventually collapses owing to quota restriction by Canadian and U.S. governments. Consolidation 
replaced expansion. This was the first international impediment, from 1986 (beforehand a GSP/Generalized 
System of Preference in the North American and European Community countries prevailed). In response, the 
EPB Textile Cell came into existence. The Ministry of Commerce played a very significant/commendable 
role in formulating textile quota policy; monitoring export of garments; attending bilateral negotiations with 
garments importing countries; consistently attending to customs, shipping, banking and port problems, 
holding frequent consultations/meetings with concerned agencies and the garment association (BGMEA). 
The quota system ultimately became a blessing in disguise for Bangladesh, in fact, it became the key of 
fortune: RMG factories started getting orders at a fixed rate due to the quota system.
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 The European market was late in importing remarkable quantity of Bangladeshi apparels. Until 
1986, our garments export to this market never exceeded 5 million pieces (pcs). By 1988, this increased to 
46.20 million pcs. In 1989, the United Kingdom imported 12.10 million pcs from Bangladesh, registering 
a 67% increase over 1988. The French market increased from a mere 833,000 pcs in 1986 to 2.10 million 
pcs in 1987, registering an annual growth rate of 157% (in 1988, the apparel from Bangladesh to France 
increased to 6.50 million pcs). Export to the Netherlands increased to 6.10 million pcs in 1989,  to Italy 
from 766,000 pcs in 1986 to 4.40 million pcs in 1988, and in 1989, a total of 2.50 million pcs were exported 
to Belgium, Spain, Denmark, and Ireland. The reallocation to Bangladesh of the quota-limited production 
growth from South Korea and Sri Lanka facilitated further growth. Export proceeds from garments reached 
US$1.20 billion in the fiscal year 1992-93 (52% of the total export of Bangladesh).

 The second international impediment was 
RMG child labor-free exports. Under the effective 
leadership of GOB and BGMEA, an MOU 
agreement was executed with International Labor 
Organization (ILO), UNICEF and BGMEA in 1992 
for evacuation of the system and subsequently export 
of “Child-Labor-Free” garments producing resumed. 
A third impediment was to discourage the 
development of our backward linkage industries, 
based on the 1999 Report of the private sector 
lending agency of the World Bank, the International 
Finance Corporation (IFC), which came up with the 
idea that “Backward Linkage Industry is not feasible 
in Bangladesh” (indicating that Bangladesh may not 
possess comparative advantage in the backward 
linkage). Going one step ahead of International 
Financial Committee, the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB) noted “ . . . no guarantee that RMG industry in 
Bangladesh would be competitive with imported 
fabrics in terms of either quantity or price”.

 A fourth impediment was the U.S. and E.C. “environmental & human rights”. Bangladesh’s first 
Export Processing Zone (EPZ) was set up at Chittagong in 1983 and the second at Savar in Dhaka in 1990. 
Indian circles influenced U.S. lobbies (through the representatives of IMF, World Bank) to enhance EPZ 
trade union activities. Under GOB and BGMEA auspices, the issue was successfully neutralized. 
 To revitalize the 100% export-oriented garment industry, Bangladesh Apparel & Textile Exposition 
(Expo ’89) was held in Dhaka for the first time in Dhaka from 5-7 April 1989. The Bangladesh Textile 
Exposition (BATEXPO’90) was held from 10-11 April 1990 at the Grand Ball Room of Hotel Sonargaon, 
Dhaka (both events were organized under joint EPB and BGMEA auspices). Overseas garment buyers got 
the unique opportunity to meet more than 700 Bangladeshi garment manufacturers and exporters. The main 
objective of these Expositions was to strengthen and expand the overseas markets for the RMG factories of 
Bangladesh. Despite the recession in the world market during the 1991-92, the growth of the garment 
industry was phenomenal, which was evident from the fact that Bangladesh emerged as the 4th largest 
supplier of apparel to the United States, 9th to Canada and the 10th to the European Union markets. This 
phenomenal growth of the RMG industry had infused new blood to the economy of the country and brought 
a revolutionary socio-economic change through the employment of a huge number of work forces.
              Under the Trade and Development Act (TDA-2000) Agreement, 72 less-developed countries of 
Africa, Sub-Sahara and Caribbean region got facility of quota and duty-free export to the United States. 
Jordan, Honduras, Egypt and Syria came up as new Bangladeshi competitors. These countries were then 
able to catch the bigger market of Bangladesh abroad. They managed their business through bilateral and 
multi-lateral trade agreements.
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 As a result, for some time, the United States did not get a chance to buy Bangladesh RMGs at a 
lower price. Meantime, EC countries had been providing GSP facilities to the LDCs in the field of 
exporting goods produced out of local raw materials. Our RMG industries had been enjoying the EC 
countries’ GSP facilities. For long, the Indian business circle tried their best to achieve monopoly in the 
textile market. That was why, with a long-drawn policy and international lobbying, it tried to get GSP 
facilities in favor of SAARC countries, for exporting goods produced out of local raw materials, under the 
name and style of “SAARC Accumulation”, to obtain GSP facilities from EC countries. Under that system, 
Bangladesh would simply turn into a market of the Indians for fabrics and accessories, and Bangladesh’s 
textile backward linkages would be closed totally (GOB Commerce Ministry of GOB very secretly and 
unilaterally agreed in November 1999 to the principle of “SAARC Accumulation”, without consulting our 
textile and garment industries associations (BTMA and BGMEA, respectively). Fortunately, the issue was 
settled after a serious FBCCI, BTMA, BGMEA campaign against the suicidal MOU for “SAARC 
Accumulation”.
 According to an IMF Report, the WTO’s MFA and the Agreement on Textiles and Clothing (ATC) 
phase-out would shut down the textile and clothing (T&C) industry of Bangladesh, which was expected to 
suffer most from the 2005 MFA ending/phase-out. Still, even in the face of other economic giant like China, 
Bangladesh labor was cheaper than anywhere else. Thus, the garment orders kept coming even after MFA 
expiration. Bangladesh ranked as the second leading garment exporter in the world after China in 2005. The 
export of RMGs from Bangladesh increased from US$3.50 million in 1981 to US$ 10.70 billion in 2007.
 To remain competitive in the world market, one of the important strategies was product 
diversification and market access. Therefore, to retain its position in the world market as a leader, the 
garment manufacturers and exporters of Bangladesh had to shift their concentration from the low-value 
added product (such as T-shirts) to high-value products like suits, lingerie. Potential big markets with large 
buyers of medium income group (such as Russia, Brazil, Japan, Turkey, Australia, and even India) became 
the lucrative target for both low and high-value added products. However, Tools such as Quotas through the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) Agreement on Textile and Clothing (ATC) and Everything But Armies 
(EBA), and the US 2009 Tariff Relief Assistance in the global clothing market have benefitted 
entrepreneurs of Bangladesh RMG sector, which could reach 75% value addition threshold, relying on the 
strong backwardly-linked yarn-fabric making factories, directly from imported raw cotton, reaching a new 
height of exports worth of  US$ over 30 billion in the fiscal year 2018.
 Generally speaking, the RMG sector (finished textile product from clothing factories) emerged as 
the principal export earner, employment provider, foreign exchange earner, and major GDP contributor, and 
poverty reducer. Known as the “Thrust Sector”, the RMG sector became the top ambassador of an emerging 
South Asian Bangladesh in the global market. From a humble beginning, the garment industry had grown 
into a Leviathan and began to serve all the major global fashion brands, including H&M and GAP. It acted 
as an investment growth catalyst and the torchbearer of future growth. With an annual growth rate of 55% 
from 2002 to 2012, our RMG sector became one of the fastest growing sectors in the Bangladeshi economy. 
Textiles, clothing and RMG exports accounted for 77% of Bangladesh’s total merchandise exports in 2002. 
By 2005, our RMG industry was the only multi-billion-dollar manufacturing and export industry, 
accounting for 75% of the country’s export earnings. By 2014, this sector accounted for 81.13% of the total 
export of Bangladesh. The RMG industry’s prima face was the need for low-cost labor. This attribute made 
it broadly consistent with Bangladesh’s comparative advantage. This sector also tangibly contributed to the 
socio-economic prospects of Bangladesh, creating a huge number of employment opportunities, mostly for 
the poor and destitute workforce. It employed women from the rural poor who previously did not have any 
opportunity to be the part of informal workforce. This has given our women the chance to be financially 
independent and have empowered them at least to have a voice in the family/society.
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Prospects:
 In 1972, the World Bank approximated the Bangladesh GDP at US$29 billion.  It grew to US$368 
billion by 2019, with US$ 46billion of that generated by exports, 82% of which was from the RMG sector. 
As of 2016, Bangladesh was the second largest exporter of RMG products in the world (after China), when 
it exported US$ 24.14 billion. Today, 60% of our garment export contracts are with European buyers, about 
30% with U.S. buyers, and the rest 10% with others. In terms of core economic consideration, RMG sector 
holds almost 14% of our GDP and 82% of the total export earnings of Bangladesh.
 The economy of Bangladesh started from the “bottomless basket”. In spite of its major contribution 
in the country’s export earnings, our RMG sector had to struggle against a lot of problems towards 
achieving its full potentiality. During the initial stage of RMG sector development, the garment 
manufacturers/owners/entrepreneurs had to face the main challenges of improper infrastructure, crisis of 
electricity supply, gas shortage, insufficient bank loan associated with high interest rates, poor ports 
facilities, weak backward linkage industries (whose component included spinning the yarn, weaving the 
fabric, dyeing, printing and finishing operations), conflict between owners & workers, political 
unrest/crisis, corruption and bureaucratic red-tapism, conspiracy from both home and international 
opportunists. 
 RMG sector growth acts as our economic backbone. The “Made in Bangladesh” tag has brought 
glory for Bangladesh. The export earnings from garment goods & services during 2019-20 fiscal year was 
US$33.67 billion. GOB had announced export target with a new slogan “US$50 billion by 2021” in its 
ambitious vision to match the 50th Anniversary of the Republic of Bangladesh (anticipating that US$43 
billion would come from shipment of garment goods and US$7 billion from services). However, navigating 
the new challenge of the Covid-19 pandemic and the shifting global apparel sourcing market, our RMG 
sector successfully overcame these significant obstacles and could at least achieve a total of US$ 45.39 
billion from its export in the fiscal year 2020-21. According to the BGMEA Vice President, Shahidullah 
Azim, Bangladesh’s RMG sector will get “more export orders that shifted from India, Myanmar and China 
… Famous Buyers like Walt Disney are coming back to Bangladesh to source apparel items”. 
 Despite rapid growth and transformation, our RMG sector faces new challenges. Inadequate 
infrastructure, bureaucratic inefficiency and rampant corruption are still the major problematic factors for 
further RMG sector growth. One of the biggest problems faced is to ensure workplace safety and better 
working conditions. Two major accidents (the 2012 fire at Tazreen Garment and the 2013 collapse of the 
Rana Plaza) brought workplace safety to the fore. Following these unfortunate incidents, various platforms, 
such as Bangladesh Accord on Fire and Building Safety, The Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety, and 
National Plan of Action were formed to improve building and fire safety of the garment industries.
 Every success comes along with the new challenges. Though, over the years, good backward 
linkage industries have developed, our RMG sector still falls short of forward linkages. Moreover, most of 
the factories do not have in-house training facilities. The existing training facilities in most factories may 
be ranked as poor in quality due to lack of professional/qualified trainers. Most factories were built in an 
unplanned manner. Inadequate and improperly-built infrastructure complicate normal 
expansion/renovation. Moreover, because of the recent massive infrastructure development, Bangladesh’s 
socio-economic scenario is changing fast. Adverse RMG effects may come from poor negotiation and 
bargaining capacity; rapidly increasing competition from international rivals; increasing bargaining power 
of garment buyers. These factors may adversely restrain the full potentiality of our ever-expanding RMG 
sector. Responsible operational system (including reliable partnership, good information management, 
flexible manufacturing system, effective inventory and robust logistic systems) must be developed.
 Effective technical education facilities are needed to be established to create expertise and increase 
efficiency of existing workforce. The application of Lean has become a preferred methodology to reduce 
the cost of production. The RMG factories need to implement lean as a possible solution for the new 
challenges! 
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 Special loan instrument may be created for the RMG sector, for which a more glitter and prosperous 
future is waiting! It is high time to frame Corporate Social responsibility (CSR) to achieve sustainability. 
New thinking and new direction is needed in our trade policy. Long-term planning has become imperative 
and it must be under-pinned by strong inter-ministerial coordination & consultative processes with a wide 
range of stakeholders. Establishing sound infrastructure, skilled man power, enhanced market access & 
market diversification is very urgent. As Bangladesh graduates from least-developed to middle-income 
country status soon, transforming the RMG sector of our country into a climate-neutral industry will be a 
major challenge, requiring enormous investment into renewable energy and the grid, along with the 
investment in productivity improvement, digitalization, automation, environmental sustainability, 
innovation. In reality, many Bangladeshi RMG factories have not yet transitioned to providing solutions to 
the new challenges. 
 Finally, the key strategy for further growth of our RMG sector must be to diversify customer 
country and move to more complex products (such as outer wear, tailored items lingerie and provide new 
washes, prints and laser finishing) and value-added services (The ionic T-shirts, trousers and sweaters still 
continue to dominate our exports). Above all, there is a need for trade diplomacy of our government to be 
more target and result-oriented. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Foreign Consulate and Embassies of 
Bangladesh must be more pro-active in this regard. Business and trade associations like BGMEA. BKMEA 
and Export Promotion Bureau (EPB) should ensure to avail market and trade benefits from foreign markets.
 Author gives a precise overview based on secondary data, intending to draw the historical scenario, 
depicting the evolution of our RMG industry, as personally witnessed during his job in three capacities: 
Assistant Manager in the South Korean multi-national company Daewoo Corporation for 10 years 
(1981-90); Deputy Managing Director under Management Contract with Continental Garments (BD) 
Limitied for two years (1990 & 1991); and Founding Director (Coordination, Planning & Development) in 
a South Korean fabric and accessories supplier and investment company Gooryong Company Limited for 
11 years (1992-2002).
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ACHIEVEMENT & ASPIRATION: 
BANGLADESH ECONOMY

 Bangladesh is now a middle income country, and aims at reaching high middle income level in 
2031 and becoming a developed country in 2041. It has stepped up efforts to expand trade and mobilize 
domestic and foreign private investment. The economic and social development in the recent years has 
been commendable. The article considers a few important drivers of growth and policy issues. 
GDP and Per Capita Income 
 Growth of GDP followed an upward trajectory during the last decade. Annual growth was 7% or 
higher on average since 2015 and peaked to 8.2% in 2019. Annual growth slowed down to 3.5% in 2020 
owing to the pandemic. Notably, it was positive amidst negative growth averaged by the countries of South 
Asia. IMF projects that Bangladesh will grow at 4.6% in 2021, accelerating to 6.5% and 7.1% in 2022 and 
2026 respectively, which is higher than the average for Emerging and Developing Asia and indicates a 
strong recovery. Table 1.1 portrays this. 
 Per capita income in Bangladesh grew 2.5 times from US$ 800 in 2010 to US$ 2010 in 2020. Per 
capita income in 2020 was higher than the average of South Asia (US$ 1927), including per capita income 
of India and Nepal (US$ 1900 and US$ 1190 respectively). The pandemic impacted per capita income and, 
according to of IMF, will grow at 3.9% in 2021. Table 1.2 portrays this.
Structural Transformation 
 The economy has been transforming structurally in terms of sectoral shares of output and 
employment. Agriculture accounted for 18% of GDP in 2010-11 but for less than 14% in 2018-19. The 
share of industry grew from 27.4% to 35% of GDP. The service sector accounted for more than half of gross 
domestic product during the period, but followed a downward trend declining from nearly 55% in 2010 to 
51% in 2018-19 as Table 2 illustrates.
 Agriculture accounted for 47.5% of employment in 2010-11 but 40.6% in 2016-17. The share of 
employment in industry rose from 17.6% in 2010-2011 to 20.4% in 2016-17. Employment in services was 
39.0% in 2016-17 compared with over 35.3% in 2010-11. Employment in agriculture fell faster than its 
share of output, while employment in industry and services grew slowly relative to their shares of output. 
This is shown in Table 2.
 Industry leads in sectoral value addition, which grew from 7.0% in 2010-11 to 12% in 2018-19. The 
service sector followed, which recorded 5.5%-6.4% productivity gains during the same period. Agriculture 
has sustained productivity improvement at 3%-4% annually since 2014-15, which generated surplus 
production. Again, Table 2 despicts this.
 Transformation of agriculture from subsistence to commercial production needs support of efficient 
extension services; credit for investment in machinery and inputs including fertilizer and also seeds; 
irrigation; domestic and increasingly world market information; and risk insurance.
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Demographic Transition
 Bangladesh is going through demographic transition. BBS has made projections for the period 
2011-2061. The medium-growth and low-growth projections are more relevant and considered here.1 The 
following are the important points to note. First, negative growth starts in 2056-2061 in the low growth 
projection, but not in medium growth projection. Second, labour force grows until 2041 and starts to 
decline thereafter. However, the labour force will be large exceeding 134 million in 2046. Third, in the 
medium growth projection, dependency ratio starts rising in 2046-2061 – and in 2056-61 more than half of 
the population will become dependent (dependency ratio 0.506 & 0.525). In the low growth projection, 
dependency ratio will be even lower in 2056-61 (dependency ratio 0.495). Old age population (64+ years) 
will contribute to the rising dependency ratio.
 The large labour force contributes to output – and potentially to savings and investment. Productive 
employment is crucial. The Labour Force Survey 2016-17 shows that 85% of the labour force were 
employed in the informal sector, and 56% of the employed were own-account and contributing family 
workers.2  Informal employment is characterized by low wage, low skill and productivity, unsafe working 
conditions, and insecure employment.
 Underemployment is quite widespread. Skill upgrade suits workers for job and raises productivity. 
Savings increase as the dependency ratio declines, and investment puts savings to productive use. Savings 
likely buckle as the old age dependency rises. The greying workers turn to state social protection – the only 
source of livelihood – in the absence of pension fund for them and if they did not have sufficient income to 
save and opportunity to invest. 
Trade and Investment
 Export has high concentration in composition of goods and destinations. Ready-made garments 
account for 80% of export. In 2020, merchandize export to European Union (including the United 
Kingdom) and the United States and Canada was nearly 70% of total merchandise export. During 2010-20, 
export to EU recorded growth from 50% to 53% facilitated by EBA (Everything but Arms) policy. Export 
to North and Central America (United States and Canada) fell from 23% to 16% during same period in the 
absence of duty and quota free access. Asia-Pacific Region received a meagre 12% of total export in 2020 
– up from 9% in 2010. The high concentration and distant destinations tend to exacerbate shocks from 
changes in the export receiving countries and rising transportation cost. Kindly see Table 3. 
 Import from Asia-Pacific Region accounted for 62% of total import of Bangladesh in 2020 – lower 
than 68% in 2010. While import from North and Central America almost doubled (3.8% to 6.7%) during 
2010-20, import from Europe remained unchanged (9.8%). Production for domestic market and export 
depends on imported machinery, parts and spares and inputs including intermediate goods, which exposes 
the economy to bouts of imported inflation. Again, kindly see Table 3.
 Production of goods, which require relatively high level of technology and helps break out of the 
concentration of labour intensive goods, has already started. These goods start with assembling imported 
parts and progressively add locally manufactured parts. The infant industry may justifiably need help and 
protection. However, high level of support including tariff and non-tariff protection stunt competitiveness. 
High protection imposes cost on consumers and generates opportunities for rent, which cause loss of 
efficiency and welfare.

 1Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics uses TFR for the projection. The high-growth projection assumes TFR will remain 
constant at 2.3 through the projection period 2011-2061. The medium-growth projection assumes moderately paced decline of 
TFR: 2.3 in 2011-2020; 2.10 in in 2021-2025; and 1.9 in 2026-2061. The low growth projection assumes rapidly paced decline of 
TFR: 2.3 in 2011; 1.9 in 2021-2026; and 1.6 in 2031-2061. Sample Vital Registration System found TFR at 2.10 in 2015, while it 
occurs in 2021 in the medium growth projection suggesting faster demographic transition than in the medium projection. 
Bangladesh has had a faster demographic transition than the the other countries of South Asia, and by 2010 TFR was lower than 
India’s and caught up with Sri Lanka’s. In 2005-2010, Sri Lanka had a rise in TFR.  BBS, Population Projections of Bangladesh: 
Dynamics and Trends 2011-2061, November 2015, pp. 39, 71; Statistical Yearbook 2020, p. 53.
 2BBS, Labour Force Survey 2016-17, January 2018, pp. xv-xvii.
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 Trade gives access to market wider than domestic market, which allows firms to grow taking 
advantages of scale (produce more at declining marginal cost) and scope (produce variety of goods that 
meet diverse demands). Intra-regional trade is helped by low transportation cost as well as cross-border 
investment. Foreign investment makes transfer of knowledge easier, especially tacit knowledge; gives the 
foreign investor a stake in production and brand value for the product. 
Vietnam Narrative
 Vietnam’s success in expanding export generates interest in considering how it was done. The most 
obvious reason is foreign investment. In 2020, foreign direct investment in Vietnam was $15,800 million 
compared with $1,143 million in Bangladesh – i.e. 14 times as high, and constituted 5.8% of Vietnam’s 
gross national income compared with 0.3% of Bangladesh’s – more than 19 times as high. Product that uses 
medium and high technology accounts for nearly 41% of output of Vietnam compared with less than 10% 
of output of Bangladesh. Vietnam’s investment in R&D as a percentage of GDP rose from 0.19% in 2010 
to 0.53% in 2020. (R&D investment data for Bangladesh are not available.) Trade-GDP ratio is 100 or 
higher; export-to-GDP and import-to-GDP ratios rise in tandem. Vietnam’s economy is more open as 
suggested by high ratios of both export and import to GDP. It attained high quality lower secondary 
education as measured by trained teachers-student ratio (21.9) and extensive coverage (84.7%) of the 
relevant age cohort. Nevertheless, young people not in education, employment or training rose in Vietnam 
from 8.2% in 2010 to 14.4% in 2020, suggesting contraction of employment opportunities. In contrast, the 
proportion fell in Bangladesh (from 30.1% in 2010 to 27.4% in 2017). Kindly see Table 4.
 Vietnam initiated Doi Moi (trade liberalization) and socialist market economy in 1986, and by 
1993-96 achieved high GDP and per capita income growth and significant reduction of poverty while 
inequality rose.3 Poverty fell from 4.0% in 2010 to 1.8% in 2018. Inequality rose first and then declined.  
Gini coefficient rose from 0.364 in 2010 to 0.397 in 2015, then declined to 0.382 in 2020 – still higher than 
in the initial year. The growth experience of Bangladesh is comparable. In 2015-20, Bangladesh caught up 
with Vietnam in GDP and per capita income growth. (Table 1.1 & 1.2). Poverty ratio fell rapidly from 
19.2% in 2010 to 14.3% in 2016. Gini coefficient was 0.321 in 2010, but rose to 0.324 in 2020. The 
elasticity of poverty reduction to growth has declined since. 
 Simon Kuznets found that inequality rises at the early stage of growth and declines later (inverted 
U curve). Several economists found that the Kuznet’s curve does not hold across economies and time. 
Distribution of income varies widely, which makes choice of policy complex especially if equity and 
poverty reduction are sought along with growth. Redistribution of assets to those who make more efficient 
use and containment of rent can remove market imperfections, thereby enhancing growth. Equity and 
development are inseparable in the context of developing countries.4  
 Bangladesh has done well and has won accolade as a role model. Viet Nam can at best provide 
examples of good practices in some respects. The Vietnam narrative above says little about the 
social-economic and institutional structures that bear on making and implementation of policy. Mimesis is 
a weak epistemological for economic policy tool.
Concluding Remarks   
 As the economy progresses through the grades of middle income, it will become more integrated 
with the world economy and diversified and more adaptable (resilient) to changes. Also, blended loan will 
replace concessional loan, which does not necessarily raise debt burden if export grows and remittance 
remains strong. Improved mobilization of tax revenue as well as domestic and foreign capital is important 
for realization of the aspiration.
 The economic and export processing zones provide serviced plots where investors can build 
factories. The industrial clusters will employ huge staffs and workers, which will initiate large human 
settlements. Urban development may be planned parallel to – or integral with – planning industrial 
locations. Sustainable city is included in SDG.
 3Janvary, Alain De and Sadoulet, Development Economics, 2016, pp. 261-2.
 4Janvary and Sadoulet, pp. 264-7.



Page|37

ACHIEVEMENT & ASPIRATION: BANGLADESH ECONOMY

  Improved road and railway network will provide transportation between industrial locations and 
ports. There will be three sea ports with the addition of one being built. Trade within South Asia is 
conducted through road, railway and trans-boundary rivers. Coastal shipping connects with India and 
potentially with third country ports. 
 The central bank follows a policy of timely adjustment of exchange rate while cautiously avoiding 
delay or precipitous adjustment. Real effective exchange rate (REER) is tracked using a basket of fifteen 
currencies. Over-valuation of domestic currency helps import and discourages domestic production. 
Sufficient foreign exchange reserve and stable currency encourage trade and investment. 
 Higher collection from core taxes (managed by NBR) is needed for investment in public goods and 
expansion of social protection. The strategic steps to improvement are discontinuing discretionary 
concessions and ad hoc rate cuts, aligning tax instruments with economic principles, compressing rates, and 
being progressive but avoiding high rates that discourage enterprise or work. 
 Important steps are being taken to improve the financial intermediation. Adequate capital and 
provisioning for non-performing loan and credit risks are critical, especially for the banks which have large 
portfolios and pose systemic risk. Improved quality of lending can contain non-performing loan. 
 Private investment had been subdued for quiet sometime. Refinancing by the central bank and 
interest rate cap helped keep the economy functioning during the pandemic. Investment response was 
lukewarm, which suggests that interest rate may not be a critical determinant of entrepreneurship 
development. The efficacy of such interventions in normal conditions needs a review. In order to avoid a 
jolt, winding down needs careful choreography. 
 The performance of the economy and recovery from the pandemic reveals its strength acquired over 
the decade, and inspires confidence that the aspiration is achievable.

Table 1.1: Growth of GDP

Annexure (Table 1-4)

Table 1.2: GNI Per Capita (US$)

Source: (1) IMF October, 2021; p: 115. (2) ADB, Key Indicators of Asia and Pacific 2021; p: 137.
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Table 2: Structure of Bangladesh Economy 2010-2020

Source: (1) Statistical Yearbook of Bangladesh, 2020; pp:  81, 120-22, 146-48, 421.
 (2) ADB, Key indicators of Asia and Pacific 2021; pp: 146-148.

ACHIEVEMENT & ASPIRATION: BANGLADESH ECONOMY

Table 3: Regional Trade 2010-2020
Direction of Trade: Exports
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ACHIEVEMENT & ASPIRATION: BANGLADESH ECONOMY

Direction of Trade: Imports

Source: ADB, Key Indicators of Asia and Pacific 2021, pp: 184, 185.

Table 4: Comparison of South Asia & Viet Nam

Source: ADB, Key Indicators of Asia and Pacific 2021; pp: 60, 61, 69, 74, 75, 128, 130, 142, 143, 177, 178. 
Data refers to 2020 except, a: 2019 and b: 2018.
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 House number 677 and 678 on Road number 32 are side by side. Number 677 belonged to 
Bangabandhu, the undisputed leader of Bangladesh, and in house number 678 was Mrs Badrunnessa 
Ahmad, former MNA; and wife of Mr. Nuruddin Ahmad, a long-time trusted worker for his party.  So 
Bangabandhu often came over with different leaders, workers and political figures when he needed a place 
for a quiet or private conversation.
 There were many people from both East and West Pakistan who had these conversations. Many 
important decisions were taken sitting in this house of ours.  
 Before we knew it, March 25 was upon us.
 We all have some incident or other to relate from the year of 1971. Just speaking of the night of the 
25th, each person had their own experience, horrifying in its own way. The memories of that night are still 
bright in the hearts of many, about Operation Searchlight. Each person has a different situation and 
experience, and I speak of myself in this phase of events.
 On 25 March 1971 there was a different look to Bangabandhu’s house, which was always crowded 
with well-wishers and party leaders and workers. Towards dusk I noticed a lessening of the crowd, and a 
little later I saw Mujib Bhai himself telling people to go away and seek safety. There had been rumors all 
day that the army would descend this very night and something terrible would happen.
 At almost 10 p.m. Mujib Bhai’s house was nearly empty. A telephone was ringing on and on in the 
downstairs verandah. I went over and answered the phone. Someone spoke from the other end, “I am 
speaking in Bangla from the Cantonment. Armed forces are on their way to the city. Their objective is the 
house of Sheikh Mujib. Please tell Sheikh Shaheb if you can.”
 No one was around. I went straight upstairs. There I saw Haroon (Zaker Khan Choudhry, who 
became minister during Ershad’s regime), with Janab M. G. Mortaza. Mujib Bhai gave them some 
instructions and sent them off and I reported the information from the phone call. 
 Mujib Bhai grew somber at the news and told us to be on our guard. Then he said, “Go back to your 
house and if possible, make a way for me to slip out the back.”
 Needless to say, I did make an arrangement accordingly. I left the front and back doors open and put 
a table next to the high wall in the back to make it easy to climb over it. Mujib Bhai didn’t avail the 
opportunity to flee. He knew very well that the entire area would be surrounded, and in my opinion, he did 
the right thing by not trying to escape.

EYEWITNESS ACCOUNTS OF MARCH 25, 1971
Chapter 18 of “In the Forests of Life” (draft translation of Jibonayr Bonay Bonay, 

autobiography of Mr. Nuruddin Ahmad, Former Secretary of Forestry, Fisheries, and Livestock, 
in Bangabandhu’s government transcribed by Nasreen Ahmad). translator: Z. M. Alim
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 While I was back at home from Mujib Bhai’s house, setting up arrangements according to his 
suggestion, a hue and cry rose from afar. I heard the sound of hammering on a tin sheet, trees being felled 
and something heavy being dragged. Apparently, roads were being barricaded. 
 The phone kept ringing at home, the foreign reporters driving us crazy with their calls. They called 
from Hotel Intercontinental saying, “Inform the Sheikh.” In alarmed voices they told us that the Pakistani 
soldiers had surrounded them, threatening to kill them. 
 My nephew Aminul Haque (Badshah) was Bangabandhu’s press secretary at the time, charged with 
being in touch with local and foreign reporters around the clock.
 The same night Badshah, my two sons Rokton and Gorjon and their friend, Qayyum (Quayyum 
Reza Chowdhury), who was like a son to us, went to Hotel Intercontinental. They had with them an 
important announcement or formal statement about the collapse of negotiations between Yahya and Mujib.
 In this atmosphere the sound of distant gunfire was gradually getting closer in the vicinity of our 
house. It is hard to tell exactly what time but it was around eleven or eleven-thirty when I heard gunfire at 
the corner of Road number 32. We chose the safe spot in the house, in the small passage between two rooms. 
Badrun sat there with Shanta on her lap. I sat with my older daughter (Nasreen, alias Shilu) in the room 
where Road number 32 was visible through a window.
 I heard gunfire again, this time very close. Someone fell on the road at our gate. I saw a leg clad in 
white going up and down and almost immediately the vision was erased by Pakistani soldiers trotting along 
the road. Moving in from Mirpur road they went towards Mujib Bhai’s house.
 Then I heard them banging on the closed gate, with boots or rifle butts, and just after that a crowd 
of them was at our gate. With a single push our gate was opened.
 The house had been painted about a month ago on the occasion of my daughter’s wedding as had the 
waist high wall between the two houses. As soon as the Pakistani soldiers came in, opening the gate one of 
them shouted “Position” and in the blink of an eye the newly whitewashed wall was lined with them, 
shoulder to shoulder, with clacking sounds (of firearms cocking.)
 The next moment, on the command of “Fire,” some of them remained on this side and the rest 
jumped over and opened fire. What firing it was! And curses flew with the bullets. 
 The two of us left the window and sat in the passage.  After quite a while the shooting stopped, but 
at the same time I heard a sound from very close, seemingly from the open door of our verandah, the sound 
of a machine-gun being reloaded. 
 I held my breath and started praying. If little Shanta cried out, we would surely be in peril. As I held 
my breath and imagined my last moment. I heard the sound of Mujib Bhai’s gate being opened. I heard the 
sound of a heavy truck-like vehicle driving away on the road. 
 An eerie silence descended all around us. Suddenly someone shouted out from somewhere, “Joy 
Bangla!” Then silence again. Everything was still.
 We were frozen in place.  Time stood still. It was suffocating in the pitch dark of the cramped 
passage-way.
 At one point of sitting like this there came two taps on the rear window. From outside Munshi 
whispered to us that ‘Shaheb’ had been taken away. The others were okay.
 I learned that very night that Mujib Bhai had been arrested. My heart fell, but the next moment I told 
myself what a relief it was. Given the anger expressed while the Pakistani soldiers were shooting it would 
have been no surprise if Mujib Bhai had been killed that night.
 Then we had to pass the night somehow, awaiting the dawn.

EYEWITNESS ACCOUNTS OF MARCH 25, 1971
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March 25, 1971 (from Chapter 21)
 Before we knew it the inevitable 25th of March was upon us.
 A patriotic cultural ceremony was going on after dusk at the Language Martyrs’ Memorial. The 
proceedings were abruptly ended at about nine thirty. I hadn’t noticed it before, but a ghostly silence 
seemed to have descended all around. We came out of the room and saw that the Martyrs’ Memorial was 
dark and deserted. 
 Bolai, the owner of the building cafeteria was going by. When we asked him, he said, “It doesn’t 
look good. You should go home.”
 The five of us, almost like the Pandava brothers (the five Pandava brothers are heroes of Hindu 
mythology, in The Mahabharata), piled into my car and sped away. 
 Anyway, we decided to go to Bangabandhu’s house at Road 32 in Dhanmandi, to find out what was 
really happening. When we went by Rokeya Hall in the car, we saw that a gigantic rain-tree, that had been 
felled to barricade the road, was being cleared away, by Pakistani army men. 
 Looking rightward, towards the University library, we saw two trucks full of armed soldiers there. 
We were taken aback, because since March 1, the Pakistan army hadn’t left the cantonment to enter Dhaka city.
 When we got to Road 32, everything was deserted, with just a door-keeper at the gate. In response 
to us, he said that all the top leaders of the Awami League had left for their destinations, just a little while 
ago, on the orders of Bangabandhu.
 The negotiations had failed, and Bangabandhu had declared the independence of Bangladesh. He 
also said, “Go to your homes. The Pakistani army will soon descend on the streets of Dhaka.”
 We made haste with the car and got to Maghbazar, where four of us five Pandavas lived. I dropped 
them off and drove myself to my house in Rajarbag.   
 I lived in the house with my elder brother and sister-in-law. It was about a quarter to eleven, and I 
had just washed up and sat down to eat. Suddenly, there was a hullabaloo from the road in front of the house.

ALY ZAKER & THE LIBERATION WAR
 Excerpt from Since that Sunrise draft translation of Shei Arunodoy Theke Volume 1 of Aly 

Zaker’s autobiography. Translator: Z. M. Alim
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 I left the table, quickly washed my hands, and ran out to the major Rajarbag road, about 100 yards 
from our house. There, a crowd of neighbors had gathered. Everyone was very excited and some were 
chanting the slogan, “Joy Bangla.”
 The (Bangalee) policemen who lived in Rajarbag (police headquarters) had come out to the street 
with their rifles, and were telling everyone to go back home. The Pakistanis would shoot unarmed people, 
and that would make it impossible to organize a resistance. They also said they would fight the Pakistanis 
to their last man and bullet.
 We went back to our homes. Within minutes, the sound of the Pakistanis small and heavy arms fire 
became distinctly audible. They were aimed at the Rajarbag Police Lines. The sound of shelling was a 
ceaseless thunder.
 Rajarbag Police lines had been surrounded on three sides, facing Maghbazar, Shantinagar and 
Motijheel Colony. Once in a while I heard a few shots from the .303 rifles of the police, but hundreds of 
shots were aimed back at them. The sound of firing became so loud that we wanted to plug our ears.
 At the time, my sister and her husband were also with us. Her husband and I went up to the roof, 
very carefully. From the concealment of the railing, we looked towards Rajarbag (Police lines). Countless 
tracer bullets filled the sky, dimming the stars themselves. Heavy shells landed on the buildings of Rajarbag 
Police lines and threw up eruptions of flame.
 By 2:00 a.m., as a result of the tremendous bombardment, the barracks, walled with wattled 
bamboo, were ablaze. The flames rose high in the air and there was so much heat that we quickly went back 
downstairs and wrapped ourselves in wet towels and sheets. It felt like our skin was burning. 
 At about 4:30 or 5:00 I the morning, the sound of firing had abated, when we heard a light tapping 
at our front door. We asked who it was, and the answer came, “We are the police, brother.”
 I opened the door and saw two men, half naked, wearing just a girded-up lungi. One of them said, 
“Brother, we have run out of bullets. Many of our brave colleagues have died in this battle. Please take these 
two rifles, and hide them so the Pakistani occupiers don’t find them. We are leaving, I don’t know where to, 
but we shall return and fight to make our country free, God willing. Victory to Bengal.”
 With that, they melted into the darkness. I stood at the open door, frozen like a statue. When I 
regained my composure, I thought of what had to be done with the rifles. We sank them in the wetland next 
to the wall behind the house. I don’t remember what happened next, but I was crying like a burst dam. I fell 
on my knees by the wetland, and I don’t know for how long. As the east lit up, the sound of the Azan wafted 
in from afar. 
 A new resolve was born in my heart. I decided I wouldn’t remain in this city, and I had to leave 
immediately. I had to join with those who had promised to make the country free by armed struggle. I would 
return to my beloved city as a victor, surely.
“Passage to India” (from Chapter 26)
 At Shamsi Restaurant (in Kolkata,) one could get beef curry for 50 paisa, and two chapatis for 25 
paisa. The grand price of the lunch made it a favorite among the Bangladeshis in exile. I would show up for 
this delicious food whenever I had some money to spend, more than once a week. 
 One day, after such a lunch, I was standing on the sidewalk chewing on a handful of coriander seeds 
that was given for free at the restaurant’s counter, and wondering what I could do next. At that moment a 
massive paw fell on my shoulder, and someone said, “What’s going on? Why are you standing around here?”
 I turned and saw Alamgir Kabir. I said, “Nothing, Kabir Bhai.”
 “Nothing?  There is a bloody war going on in the homeland, and you say ‘nothing’?”
 “I did think I’d go to the recruitment office at Kalyani, tomorrow, and see if something works out.”
 “You come along with me. I have something to say to you.”
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 Alamgir Kabir ducked into a sweets and tea shop next to us, and said as he pulled up a chair for 
himself, “Why do you go to Shamsi? They are a virulently anti-Bangladesh, pro-Pakistani element.”
 But there is nowhere else where you can get such delicious food for so cheap . . . .
 “Listen, I have important things to say to you,” said Kabir Bhai, “Have you heard the program, ‘The 
Whole Truth,’ broadcast by Radio Pakistan, Dhaka?”
 I replied, “Yes, I have. It burns me up.”
 “I’m in charge of the English Service for the Swadhin Bangla Betar Kendra (Independent Bangla 
Radio Station). I can’t do everything myself. I need help. You have a pretty good command of the English 
language. Why don’t you join the radio station? If the two of us are together, we can take them on. We can 
bring more accurate news to the rest of the world, that wouldn’t be possible in Bengla alone.”
 “But I’m going to war,” said I.
 “Come on. This is war too, and a very necessary war it is.”
 I asked for a couple of days to think it over. Kabir Bhai told me to see him in two days, slipped me 
an address in Ballygunje and walked away, striding upright just as he was to his last day, as he hopped onto 
a tram and went off.
 I was left with my thoughts.
 The day I was to meet Alamgir Kabir again, I was walking along, early in the morning, across from 
the famous #4 Bridge on the border of Park Circus, by the edge of the marshy waters. Kolkata’s Circular 
Rail Line ran under the #4 Bridge. I had a pebble which I was rolling around in my hand, and then threw it 
into the waters, making some ripples. In a whisper, the words came out of my mouth, “Word-soldier.”
 The programs of Swadhin Bangla Betar Kendra were aired from a two-storied building in 
Ballygunje Circular Road. Kabir Bhai briefed me as soon as I reported. He, himself, would read the news. 
My job was to write news scripts and read them. 
 As a war correspondent, I had to prepare the report for different sectors and record it. Also, every 
other day, I had to compose a retort, ‘The Naked Truth,’ to answer Pakistan’s ‘The Whole Truth.’ The 
‘Naked Truth’ program was mainly motivated by the false broadcasts of Radio Pakistan.
 I had to rely on various information sources. War reports came directly from the sectors. Some 
information from the People’s Republic of Bangladesh was acquired from the Information Ministry. Some 
heartfelt programs came from direct interviews with sector and sub-sector commanders at the war-fields.
 News broadcasts were prepared from reports in newspapers and other periodicals distributed by the 
Bangladesh Government.
 I had to go to various sectors, many times, to collect war reports. Once, I interviewed Major 
Manzoor, Commander of Sector #8. The memory is still fresh in my heart . . . .
 The following day I prepared a special assignment for war reports and presented it to Alamgir 
Kabir. I would interview the commanders of the sectors along the Bangladesh border, from Kolkata to 
Krishna-nagar. At that time the fighters in Sector 8 were engaged forcefully in battle.
 Alamgir Kabir gave his consent. The sub-sector was just yards from a liberated area of Bangladesh.  
 The sub-sector commander asked me, “Would you like to go to Bangladesh?”
 “Of course!”
 “Let’s go.”
 I was given a sten-gun to be able to defend myself. The sten-gun had been introduced during World 
War II by the British. With the gun in my hands, it felt like I had suddenly become a freedom fighter in 
frontal combat.

ALY ZAKER & THE LIBERATION WAR
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 A few of us went forward, led by the sub-sector commander. About three hundred yards away we 
came to a jackfruit tree next to a burned down haystack. The commander said, “We are now in Bangladesh.”
 I was thrilled. A chill ran down my spine. I asked, “Which way are the Pakistanis?”
 He pointed east.
 “How far?”
 “Their defense line is about half a mile away, but there is nothing to fear. They won’t make a sound 
even if they see us.”
 Then, while he spoke to the others, I raised the gun and aimed it at the east. 
 The commander saw me and put up his hand to stop me and said, “What are you doing? If you 
shoot, they will shoot back wildly. We better go back” . . . .
Dhaka on my mind (from Chapter 27)
 … When it sank in that I had really become a word-soldier, it was no longer possible for me to go 
to war with firearms, I committed myself fully to my work. Each day, from my unworthy pen, flowed a 
fiery, razor sharp political discourse.
 I ran around all over, to collect news or do interviews, to every sector on the western border of 
Bangladesh. Sleep and meals were often skipped, but I didn’t care. Freedom was our only goal, and one 
must work for it wholeheartedly. That was my guiding light.
 Before the Liberation War, there was an English-language daily published from Dhaka, named The 
People. I knew the editor, Abedur Rahman. The Pakistan army bombed and burned the offices of The 
People, in the Shahbag area. They committed the same outrage to the Sangbad and Ittefaq newspapers.
 Abedur Rahman crossed the border and took refuge in Kolkata. He brought out The People’s 
Weekly, from a press on Prafulla Chandra Road. It became known as a Bangladeshi paper, though printed 
in Kolkata and having their editorial offices there.
 On Abedur Rahman’s invitation, I began to write sub-editorials for him. In addition, when foreign 
visitors came to learn about Bangladesh’s war, I had occasion to interview them and put it in the paper. 
 I have to mention two of my special assignments. The first is about visiting the refugee camp at Salt 
Lake, not far from Kolkata, with Edward Kennedy, the U.S. Senator. The second is about interviewing John 
Stonehouse, the Labor Party M.P. of Britain’s Parliament. Needless to say, I took great pleasure in these 
assignments.
 There was yet another assignment for me. Our radio station would air a speech, monthly, to the 
country from the Acting President, Syed Nazrul Islam. I had to translate the speech into English and read it 
on air, on his behalf. I did the same work for the then Prime Minister, Tajuddin Ahmed. The assignments 
were reserved for me.
 Both of them were extraordinary speechwriters. Every sentence they wrote was uplifting to all the 
people who were almost like prisoners inside Bangladesh. 
 I had the opportunity to work closely with the Prime Minister. I was dazzled by his capacity for 
work, honesty and intelligence. I never saw him avoid an issue.
 The Bangladesh Government was given a building on Shakespeare Sarani. Tajuddin Ahmed’s 
office was a room in the building. He would spend the night in that small room.
 He was seen in the various sectors, wearing a Khaki uniform and Giap cap, encouraging the 
freedom fighters. 
 There was one thing that stands out as having been most helpful for our success, and that is the 
advice of Prime Minister Tajuddin Ahmed. In his leadership position during the war, his directive was for 
each person to devote themselves to their duties with as much sincerity as possible. 
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 In response, the farmer brethren took up arms and confronted the enemy. A nobody like me was in 
charge of a department at the Independent Bangla Radio Station, in a foreign language. We were all devoted 
to our duties, never allowing ourselves to be distracted.
Border Misuses (from Chapter 29)
 … I would ask permission from Kabir Bhai for an assignment and go off to the border. I went as far 
as I could, to the areas liberated by our freedom fighters, everywhere. I would lie down on the grass under 
a tree in Bangladesh, besotted, as if drugged.
 In my wanderings I walked into abandoned houses in different villages. Most of them had been 
burned by the Pakistani army. A few were still intact, without doors and windows. Obviously, the 
inhabitants had fled, or fallen prey to bullets. 
 I was infected by an urgency that made me search these houses for some sign of the inhabitants, so 
I could know something about them. I was usually disappointed, but sometimes I found a brass pot or a 
wooden sandal. 
 Once I found a little girl’s abandoned doll. A storm of emotions blew through me. I began to 
mumble the immortal words of a poem by Jibananda Das, “Again I shall return … to this Bangla …”
 Satkhira was part of Sector 9. Here, I arrived at the edge of the Baliadanga marshland in search of 
news. I was accompanied by a JCO of the Freedom Forces. We did not know each other before. 
 I came to know that he had participated in frontal combat against the Pakistani forces, under the 
command of Major Mahbub, Sector Commander of Sector 9. He told me that towards the end of the battle, 
when Mahbub raised his head a little, an enemy bullet struck Mahbub on one side of his chest and went out 
his back. There was profuse bleeding. They all tried to stanch the bleeding with their clothes, but the blood 
would not be checked.
 The battle intensified further. Suddenly they saw that the wounded Mahbub was gone. Mahbub had 
noticed that their attempts at first aid had distracted their fellow combatants from the battle at hand. So, he 
somehow climbed out of the bunker and rolled down to the Baliadanga marsh. 
 It was a windy day. At first Mahbub tried to swim, but because of the loss of blood he lost 
consciousness. No one knows how long he stayed afloat. 
 By good fortune, he was pushed along by the breeze and washed ashore at a distance. He regained 
consciousness, and the day was in sunshine. The neighboring villagers stood all around him, as he lay, 
half-dead, somewhere on the shore of Baliadanga marsh.
 He was pale from excessive bleeding. The villagers carried him to the nearest encampment of the 
Freedom Forces. There Mahbub got the treatment to stay alive.
 My most valuable experience in gathering war news was to find this kind of news. I had so much 
work at the Independent Bangla Radio Station that I couldn’t record everything in writing. If I had, I could 
have written a book of unforgettable incidents.
Media Matters (from Chapter 31)
 The martyr Zahir Raihan made a documentary, ‘Stop Genocide,’ to rouse the conscience of the 
world. This low-cost, black and white film was acclaimed all over. In making the film, Zahir Raihan’s dear 
friend, the late Alamgir Kabir was his right-hand man. 
 I had not met Zahir Bhai then. One day, unexpectedly, Kabir Bhai said to me, “Let’s go to Tollygunj.”
 When I asked why, he said I would see there. Tollygunj happens to be the neighborhood where 
Kolkata’s film studios are. At Tollygunj Kabir Bhai took me into a dubbing studio, where I met Zahir Raihan.
 He was smallish, and a man of few words. When he did speak, he directed a sharp gaze to the 
listener’s reply. His gaze pierced the heart.
 Kabir Bhai began, “We shot a documentary. Take a look.”

ALY ZAKER & THE LIBERATION WAR
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 The newly produced silent footage was played. I have never seen footage without speech or music, 
that could be so thunderous. Zahir Bhai said that the film would be dubbed in English for international 
audiences.
 The main voice-over for the film was Zahir Bhai’s and two smaller parts were others, one being 
mine. I asked who the second one would be, and Zahir Bhai said, “It would be nice to have a female voice. 
Do you know a Bangladeshi woman in Kolkata who can speak English fluently?”
 Milia Ghani came to mind at once. An exponent of Tagore’s songs, Milia was in Kolkata as a 
refugee, and a member of the Freedom Fighter Cultural Squad. I told Zahir Bhai that I did know someone 
for the task. 
 The next day I brought it up with Milia and she eagerly agreed. Now the three of us may be heard 
in Stop Genocide. It is a historical document, and I am gratified to be associated with it. As long as the film 
survives, I shall exist as having participated actively in the Liberation War.
 When I did this sort of work, I never thought it would have relevance in the long run. In those days, 
our hearts were full of a turbulent spirit, and we leapt into any task that came to hand. We never thought 
about the need to document proofs for the tasks.  We did it out of a heartfelt motive, not in the expectation 
of recognition.
 At the end of the war, I gladly gave all my papers and tapes to the authorities. Nowadays people say 
those records would have been useful today. At the very least, they would be archived.
 Maybe I made a mistake, but I don’t worry about it. Most Bangladeshis did not have the mentality 
of demanding what was owed, at the end of the war, although they all participated in the war, directly or 
indirectly.
Homeward Bound: Of Trenches, Missiles, & Memories (from Chapter 33)
 On December 8, after consulting Kabir Bhai, I went to Sector 9 to observe the progress of our war. 
By then the Mukti Bahini had advanced a long way. We were proceeding east, through the Satkhira 
sub-sector.
 Heavy fighting was going on near Tala. I had been to this sub-sector before, and so I had good 
relations with them. I made friends with the armed fighters of the sub-sector, and also met a young boy 
there, named Rustam.
 Rustam was from Jhikargachha, in Jessore. After the Pakistan army attacked their village, he was 
separated from his father, mother and sister, and he couldn’t find them later. Then, with help from various 
people he left Jessore and went to Satkhira and became associated with the forces in the sub-sector.
 Rustam ran errands and did small jobs for the fighters, like cooking and cleaning, fetching and 
carrying. He had a winsome face and always gave me a sweet smile and asked me to record his voice on 
my tape-recorder. When I showed no eagerness to do so, he would take offense and say that after 
independence he would learn English and come to me for an interview. I would laugh and say, “Of course! 
But first you have to learn English.”
 He named me ‘Radio Sahib,’ and kept an eye on me when I went to his camp, whether I had my 
meal and saw to it that my bed had been made in my tent. He was very particular about such things.
 One day, Rustam prevailed upon Ali Ahmed, an outstanding fighter of the sub-sector, to take him 
into a battle and let him have a weapon, at least a grenade.
 Ali Ahmed laughed at him and said fighting was not such an easy thing: it took a lot of hard work 
and training. Rustam insisted, and Ali Ahmed put him off by saying, “We’ll see.”
 When I got to the sub-sector, a platoon of the Pakistani army had dug in with solid bunkers. The 
confronting forces of Mukti Bahini could not dislodge them, despite having numerical superiority. It is 
actually very difficult to attack a well-defended position.

ALY ZAKER & THE LIBERATION WAR
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 Through a night and a day, the Mukti Bahini had advanced on three sides, shooting at the Pakistanis, 
who just couldn’t be moved. After two days and a half, there was a lull in the shooting, as both sides had 
limited ammunition. Everyone was fretting about how to eject the Pakistanis.
 Suddenly, from the Mukti Bahini bunker, we saw, quite a distance to our right, a boy crawling along 
the ground towards to Pakistani bunker. After looking for a while, I realized it was the boy Rustam. We all 
froze, because he was so close that they would be able to shower him with bullets and he was bound to be 
killed.
 But there was nothing we could do, except bite our nails. Suddenly Rustam sat up from his crawl. 
He took out the pin from a grenade, with his teeth. I wondered how he learned that. He must have watched 
the fighters all these days.
 With the live grenade in his hand, he ran and leapt into the Pakistani bunker, screaming, “Joy Bangla!”
 Those were Rustam’s last words. 17 Pakistani soldiers were blown to bits in that bunker, along with 
Rustam’s little body. 
 It is because Bangalees were prepared to offer this kind of selfless sacrifice that we were able win 
the war so easily.
 I went around Sector 9, to several other battle lines, and compiled quite a few war reports and 
interviews before returning to our radio station. As soon as I arrived, Kabir Bhai told me we were at the 
doorstep of victory. If the Pakistan army in Bangladesh surrendered soon, he would have to go to Dhaka by 
helicopter at a moment’s notice, with all the ministers and high officials of the Mujibnagar government.
 When I asked him what my duties were at this moment, he said I should follow the Mukti Bahini 
and the Indian army towards Jessore. As the villages and settlements were liberated along the way, I was to 
interview the inhabitants and record it on my tape-recorder, and air it from Swadhin Bangla Radio Station.
 On December 15, 1971 I stepped out once more towards the war zone. I crossed the border at 
Benapole and fulfilled my task at quite a few villages. Then I came to Jessore Road, with the intention of 
proceeding to Jessore. The name of the place is Navaron. 
 From December 15 to the afternoon of December 16 I had been working very hard, and was very 
tired as I started walking east towards Jessore, carrying my tape-recorder. I was hoping to get a lift from an 
Indian army vehicle.
 For the last two days, General Manekshaw, C-in-C of the Indian armed forces, had been sending 
message after message to General A. A. K. Niazi, the Pakistani army chief, by different media as well as by 
dropping leaflets from the sky, all over Bangladesh, from Indian warplanes, asking them to surrender. 
 By then, the Mukti Bahini and the Friendly Forces had surrounded Dhaka. The messages announced 
that Dhaka was now within range of Indian artillery. Heavy bombardment would begin if the Pakistan army 
did not surrender. It would be accompanied by sustained bombing by the Indian Air Force. 
 Also, as our infantry enter the city, there would be fighting on the streets. There would be massive 
casualties. 
 I was getting fearful at all these thoughts. So many near and dear ones were trapped in the city. 
Would I see them again when I got there?
 I knew we were on the verge of independence, but I was filled with a bitter apprehension.
 Suddenly, an army jeep came from the Bangladesh side, and slowed down near me. The driver was 
an Indian army officer. He laughed as he said to me, “I just heard on the wireless that Niazi has surrendered. 
Rejoice, you are free.”
 The jeep roared away. “You are free!”

ALY ZAKER & THE LIBERATION WAR
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 The words kept ringing in my ear and bouncing around my head. I was transfixed for a while. The 
tape recorder slipped out of my hand and fell on the road. I fell on my knees and lovingly touched the soil 
of Bangladesh with my hands. Then I slowly lay down on the ground and started to roll on the soil of my 
Bangla.
 I hardly noticed how I started to roll down the embankment to the rice paddy below. I was crying 
my heart out, as tears of joy flowed from my eyes and mingled with the soil of Bangla. I thought I had never 
seen a sky so blue, such a bright red setting sun. Such an afternoon of contentment had never come before 
in my life.
 It was joy and bliss, all around. Wildflowers blooming in the grass were brimming with the nectar 
of joy. Dew drops of bliss hung from the tips of the blades of grass. Songbirds warbled with happiness. 
 Suddenly, I felt exhausted. Now my duties were over, tasks ended. I felt utterly weary. I was flat on 
my back, on the dewy green grass of a newly liberated Bangladesh.
 The tape-recorder and the transistor lay strewn on the highway. What did that matter now?
 In his own words, excerpted from his autobiography, translated by Zahiruddin Alim.
 Translator’s note: Aly Zaker turned 27 years old in 1971.

ALY ZAKER & THE LIBERATION WAR
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Faujdarhat Cadet College

 IH: Discussing the war is a good start, beginning with what inspired you to join and where that has 
brought the country today. 
 Trustee Didar (TD): We the youth of 1971 conjured the dream of a Sonar Bangla we studied and felt 
the exploitation that abounded those days. For instance there were hardly any Bangalee entrepreneur or 
industrialist at Tejgaon Industrial area.
 I left home when I was 12 years old, selected to join Faujdarhat Cadet College from where I 
completed HSC in 1970 and joined Dhaka University, I was 19 years old. Like I said before we knew a little 
bit about the disparity that persisted and in 1969, protests were very pronounced and vocal. If you read the 
Six points, it gives you a direction that we Bangalees or East Pakistanis how much of exploitations we 
suffered. This certainly enthused the youth of the time, us. Kobi Helal Hafiz’s poem “Nishidho 
Sompadokio” was very inspiring.

Mr Didar A Hussain
Member, Board of Trustees,
Independent University, Bangladesh

A FREEDOM FIGHTER REMINISCES: 
INTERVIEW OF TRUSTEE 
FREEDOM FIGHTER
Interviewer: Dr. Imtiaz A. Hussain & Dr. Marufa Akter

 The crackdown on 25th 
March was a blessing in disguise for 
us Bangladeshis. Then this division 
between me or you, us or them, all of 
this was notoriously pronounced an 
Army on rampage against an 
unarmed civilian population. We 
lived in Hatirpool area. My father was 
a magistrate. We saw the massacre 
and the dead bodies after two days, on 
March 27 it was the defining moment 
for me. It was very difficult for 
people like me to accept. This was a 
moment of reckoning; choice was to 
either fight for dignity or parish. 

 I wrote a letter to my father that I did not want to die like a cat or a dog, so let me go. With 3  
childhood friends namely, Mizan-Munib (twins) and Shahriar we left Dhaka on May 23. We ended up in 
Motinagar, then Melaghor. In June 1971 Bangladesh Army at its nascent needed officers to lead  to lead in 
the Battle fields, we all got selected to become officers in the army. That was in June. We were the first 
Bangladeshi officers who were trained in India at the initiative of the Bangladesh Government of the time 
and 61 of us including Bangabandhu’s eldest son (Sheikh Kamal) were commissioned on October 9. 
 After our commission We were posted to different sectors and newly formed and reorganized 
battalions. My friend Syed Mizanur Rahman and me were posted to 10 East Bangal in Belonia. 
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We participated in the Belonia battle a sand model (depiction) of which was donated to the Liberation war 
museum by the Bangladesh Army and remains on display.
 In this battle over 70 Pakistanis surrendered and many more were killed. The operation happened on 
the night of 5\6 November. It was an infiltration between two Pakistani positions, namely Porshuram and 
Chitholia.The night was blessed with torrential rain and we were entrenched by dawn. A trolley of the 
Pakistanis was ambushed in the morning killing a Pakistani officer and his escorts. After that the hell let 
loose, they launched an attack that was repulsed, and the next day enemy airstrike caught us unaware, we 
lost some men and sustained casualties in the air attack  but they could not dislodge us. Indian army gave us 
support in terms of artillery and all that. Our opponent was the 15th Baluch regiment of the Pakistani army. 
It took heavy casualties and were made ineffective to fight. Then we moved on to Feni, by Nov 27 we came 
to the outskirts of Feni, a place called Pathannagar. AP (assosciated press) clips available on You tube on 
our exploits under title Belonia. Pakistanis resisted us up to here. On night of 5\6th December they vacated 
Feni leaving their cohorts (Razakars) and we entered triumphantly. On December 9th we cleared 
Chowmohoni and then Maizdi, thereafter we moved towards Chittagong.
 When Pakistan surrendered on 16th of December, I received the first two surrendering officers of 
the Pakistan army at Bhatiary (near then Custom’s training centre), Chittagong. It was in the late afternoon, 
by then possibly General Niazi was signing the surrender in Dhaka. 
 IH: Who was the officer who surrendered to you from the Pakistani side? 
 Trustee Didar: It is very interesting, What happened is, on 13th of December, my unit minus my 
Company went into the hills to cut off Pakistanis and I was attached to 32 Mahar, an Indian Battalion. I was 
on the flank with the Bay of Bengal on my right side. A Shoinik called out, Sir there is some movement and 
some white handkerchiefs being waved. So I came up and saw 2 Pakistani officers waving handkerchiefs. 
I spoke out loud asking them to get up on the road and come towards us. As they came nearer they thought 
we were the Indian Army as we started wearing Khaki uniform issued not even a week before in Feni!. 
Pakistani Captain Iftekhar of artillery and Lieutenant Akhtar of 24 FF battalion went ashen as I introduced 
myself as  Muktibahini. I reassured them distinctly that we were not like them killing innocent people and 
that they shall be treated as per Geneva Convention. They were so relieved and offered me a cigarette – 
which I declined. In the meantime, the Indian Commanding officer Lt.Col.Hargavind Singh arrived and 
whisked them away.
 Next day I went to Faujderhat and met people I knew, our house-bearer went euphoric. They all 
were so jubilant and excited I was equally elated.

 IH: Was the principal there? 
 Trustee Didar: Unfortunately, the Principal and Adjutant were killed in the month of April by the 
locals with some soldiers. As you know Chittagong remained free for nearly two weeks. Major Rafiqul 
Islam BU’s book, A tale of millions, describes. When the Bangladesh Mujibnagar government was 
inaugurated on 17th April, Chittagong was referred to as the Stalingrad of Bangladesh. The Kalurghat 
announcement of then Major Ziaur Rahman declaration of Independence on behalf of Bangabandhu was 
significant. In Chittagong, Pakistanis took heavy casualties in April, but at the same time lots of Bangalee 
lives were sacrificed, like Colonel M R Chowdhury. He was brutally killed on 25th March, and over one 
thousand soldiers training in the East Bengal Regiment center were also killed. 
 IH: Were the troops that came from Pakistani mostly from the army or navy? I ask because 
Chittagong was also a naval center, and because the navy was under Admiral Ahsan, who was very fond of 
East Pakistan? West Pakistanis did not have naval mindedness.
 Trustee Didar: The genocide committed on our soil amply describes what they were upto. I quote 
from the book of Pakistani General Khadim Hussain Raja quoting General Niazi, “Yeh Haramjada Kaum 

CHITTAGONG AS “STALINGRAD OF BANGLADESH”

A FREEDOM FIGHTER REMINISCES: INTERVIEW OF TRUSTEE FREEDOM FIGHTER
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ki Nasal Badal Dunga” (I shall change the face of this Bastard Nation-Bangalee). My course mate Shahedd 
Aziz was injured and captured by the Pakistanis and was tortured to death that’s what also they did to our 
friend Shaheed Shafi Imam and others. They were a marauding bunch – bereft of Geneve convention ethics. 
I think the order of precedence of Pakistani armed forces is Army, Navy and the Air force. When Chittagong 
remained free over a week, it was pounded by Pakistan Navy-Gunboats, Air force fighter bombers which 
blew up the Kalurghat Betar Kendro during the Chittagong resistance. The Pakistani army launched an 
attack where their elite Commando Unit’s commanding officer lost his life.
 IH: Kindly elaborate on your Chauddogram exploits. 

 He was treacherously killed by the Pakistani army in Chauddagram near Jagannath Dighi. He was 
killed on 9th of December. Pakistani feigned surrender. He went up with his wireless operator to soldiers 
when he saw that they were surrendering, but they were in a club. When he was close, they opened up and 
threw mortars. In return, Indian finished them because that was treacherous. This man (Major Ghelot) was 
very affectionate. When I first meet him, he told me that I have a 19-year old son and often he would send 
food through his runner to me from the Indian side or send me a magazine. But going back to what I spoke 
about at IUB, Major Salek became our commander after Brigadier Khaled Mosharraf was injured, Kilo 
became force commander (Kilo connoted Khaled, like Z for Zia and S for Saifullah). I was fortunate to be 
commanding some of the soldiers, who fought under him in Shalda Nodi. So, sometimes he would come 
and visit me and most often brought for me a pack of cigarette or a magazine, he was a very affectionate 
person and a true leader.
 IH: Did the Chauddagram treachery come to your mind? 
 Trustee Didar: I had a reflection but I did not want to take revenge. Why? By then we were battle 
hardened and knew the do’s and do not’s in a battle field par Geneva Convention. They killed unarmed 
Bangalees which paralleled the Nazi atrocities of the WWII.
 I distinctly remember that on 9 October after our passing out ceremony (commissioning) then 
Prime Minister Syed Tajuddin Ahmed was talking to me and others, at one point he said that,’You would 
be fighting against the Pak Army and their cohorts in many a instance you may have to eliminate them.’ 
Then he cautioned that the Paki Army would scorch our lands and ultimately leave losing the fight but their 
cohorts who have been dealt with, alluding to the Razakars and Peace committee members, their children 
and relatives shall remain and we must let them know as to why they have been severely dealt with for they 
would also be a part of Sonar Bangla. Years on, I recollect and reflect on the farsightedness of this astute 
liberation war time leader of ours. 
 IH: He had the ground experiences during the fighting, never slept at work. 
 Trustee Didar: Indeed a leader/statesman of substance. One thing I know for sure how the 
Mujibnagar Sarkar organized the training which we received. They did a fantastic job in organizing the 

 In reflecting on an incident at 
Chauddagram on December 9 I remember 
that, just after our commission on 14th of 
October, we joined our unit 10 E Bengal 
at Belonia. We turned up in Belonia. I was 
deployed at a place called Gabtali 
adjacent  to the Border. At that time 
Indian Army was deployed outside, and 
didn’t come inside the border. It was on 
the other side. But it would come to 
register targets and to talk with us. There 
was Major Ghelot. He was the Alpha 
Company commander of 3rd Dogra, a 
battalion with lots of history of over 100. 

Jagannath Dighi in Chauddagram, Cumilla

A FREEDOM FIGHTER REMINISCES: INTERVIEW OF TRUSTEE FREEDOM FIGHTER
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resistance, the sectors and keeping the population motivated. I heard that Mr.Tajuddin would sleep in a 
room next to his office; he would also wash his own cloths. 
 IH: I think, Indira Gandhi would not trust anyone else. 
 Trustee Didar: Indira Gandhi trusted him as many writings confirms to that. Mrs. Gandhi was 
perhaps was the greatest exponent of our freedom.
 IH: Please narrate the surrender on 16 December? 
 Trustee Didar: After December, we camped in Chittagong for a month or so, then moved on to north 
Bengal in the last part of February 1972. In Chittagong, we had our victory dinner and all that. Admiral 
Nonda came to the Chittagong naval base, a lavish party was thrown honouring the victory and the 
warriors. General Sagat Singh, Major General Anantsarup, K force Commander Major A. Salek 
Chowdhury, Major Jafar Imam (CO 10EB) and the rest of us were there.
 IH: How did you meet Mr Matin Chowdhury (current IUB Chairman, Board of Trustees)? 
 Trustee Didar: I met Matin at the officers training camp in Murtee, he was a second year student of 
medicine at DMC. From there our relationship grew, endured and is lasting bonded with blood and sweat.

 IH: Where were you on March 1, 1971 when the National Assembly postponement was announced?
 Trustee Didar: We were watching the cricket match between MCC and Pakistan and a commotion 
started, soon a burnt pandal because Yahya Khan announced that the Assembly is prorogued indefinitely. 
 We were all there.

 IH: We were doing shantibahini that time.
 Trustee Didar: Trustee Didar: What is 
shantibahini? 
 IH: To protect the non-Bangalee during 
March 1971 (before 25th crackdown).
 Trustee Didar: That’s very good. I lost a 
cousin who was killed by the non-Bangalee 
population at Mirpur.
 IH: On the 25, they were all stuck and 
luckily, they didn’t check. 
 Dr. Marufa Akter (MA): Given your 
contribution and everything, and since then, did 
Bangladesh reach the objective in the last fifty 
years? What do you want to say about the future? Raqibul Hasan, former Bangladeshi Cricketer

 Trustee Didar: We had aspirations, we dreamt things and many of them didn’t materialize for a lot 
of other reasons, I am not going into that. But at the end, if you look back at what Bangladesh has achieved 
in terms of socio-economic advancement is not small, our Agriculture sector is amazing, our Industrial 
growth is laudable and over ten million Bangladeshis work abroad and contributes to the nation building. 
Every time I pass through Doha airport, I met Bangladeshis, they are so passionate and so positive. I am 
going back to an incident a few years ago. I met a physician namely Dr. Aziziul Huque Khan, a gold 
medalist, from Dhaka Medical College Hospital who could not avail his scholarship to study abroad 
because of delay in receiving passport since those days passport were issued from Islamabad! He was in the 
first batch of physicians hired by Malaysia in 1972.Such was our neglect and deprivation before 1971. 
Because of the opportunity created, a silent revolution has happened, a Driver’s son has become an 
engineer, there are many instance like that. Things could have been better, there were missed opportunities, 
but today’s generations should try to rebuild where we failed. And make it better.
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 IH: How long was your military service? 
 Trustee Didar: I left Army in 1981.After General Ershad took over there was systematic purging of 
the freedom fighters. A senior of mine once said that if you believe in faith, then faith is going to lead you 
or else it is going to drag you!
 IH: Then what did you do? 
 Trustee Didar: I didn’t know what to do. In fact, I was the first group of officers to resign and 
resignation accepted expeditiously (in record 3 days)! 
 Getting out in 1981, Malek Bhai, Matin’s elder brother was alive. He was always very affectionate 
to me, akin to an elder brother. Once out from the Army I visited Matin 2/3 days after. Malek Bhai noticed 
my presence and told me to see him before I left which I immediately complied. As I set across him, he 
asked me what I was going to do? I replied that I am going to explore and determine what I could do. He 
retorted that if I went around Motijheel aimlessly I would get spoiled and straight away offered me to join 
in as a partner in his textiles project and that is what happened and I am still there!
 IH: If I can go back to 1975, did you have a sense that something was going to happen?
 Trustee Didar: I was not matured enough to make assumptions. In 1975, I was just 25. The fact is 
1975 was a bane to the Nation, it did push us back. I tell you, that was Friday morning, 15th of August. I 
was on food movement duty at Bahadurabad ghat, in north Bengal, a famine situation persisted and our task 
was to ensure safe passage of food to the affected areas as sometimes food grains were vandalised. I was 
located at the Zeal-Bangla Sugar Mill’s rest house. On 15 August mornings, my batman was knocking at 
my door. 
 The night before I finished the book The Rise and Fall of Sukarno. I think I finished it at 3am and 
he was banging my door around 5 am! I asked what happened? He said, Sheikh Sahib has been killed. I said 
get lost and went into slumber. Little later he brought transistor radio to the window, putting the volume 
loud, I heard the announcement of Major Dalim and sprung up. Then I called Dhaka for instructions but 
received nothing, something was greatly a miss.
 IH: Did you know Major Dalim before that 15th of August?
 Trustee Didar: I have seen him. I served mostly outside of Dhaka, notably in Rajshahi. There were 
problems with Sorbohara party and we were dealing with those. From Rajshahi I was posted to Dhaka in 
May 1975.
 IH: Did you ever go back to Dhaka University to see friends?
 Trustee Didar: No. I went to collect my stipend money. Pakistan government was paying 75 Rupees 
every month and annual book allowance a sum of around Tk 2,000 had accumulated. I took leave came and 
collected it, signed off by Doc.Momin since Doc Gias Uddin (my tutor) was no more, killed by the Pakistan 
Army.
 IH: What about your friends in DU? 
 Trustee Didar: My friend Shariar Huda who was commissioned with me in 1971, after the liberation 
war went back to study. He joined Imperial College London and became an Imperial College Scholar. 
Today he is a globally known statistician, presently a Professor at the Kuwaiti university. I have requested 
him to do something with IUB. He has consented and let us hope it materialises and we benefit. 
 IH: Our VC Tanveer, he is introducing coding. 
 Trustee Didar: That is so encouraging. We are required to have this for the sake of preparing our 
students for tomorrow’s world which would be so much data driven.

A FREEDOM FIGHTER REMINISCES: INTERVIEW OF TRUSTEE FREEDOM FIGHTER
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 KH: After the crackdown, suddenly a racial dimension emerged: Anyone who did not conform to 
the stereotypical Bangalee (dark and diminutive) might be mistaken for a non-Bangalee . . . which meant 
. . . if someone did not look Bangalee, he might be challenged. And he would have to run for life. And I’m 
told that a number of senior people had the same experience, including Professor Rehman Sobhan, when 
they were crossing the border.
 Major Zia’s speech was heard by a large number of people and they knew that there was a 
resistance. My friend Chinkoo and the elder brother of another friend wanted to go to Chittagong and I also 
wanted to go. But I said that before that, I had to accompany my family to the village where they would be 
safe. There, I met a lot of my cousins and, by then, my friends had already left for Chittagong. And on the 
way they were apparently mistaken for non-Bangalees and killed. The village I took my family to was my 
maternal grandfather’s house, which was on the way to Narshingdi. The Pakistani army then went to 
Narshingdi where there was a group of Bangalee soldiers and a battle raged for a couple of days. That made 
it risky to go back to Dhaka . . . .
 When we heard that there was an organized resistance, which had started growing and that training 
had begun. I and my relatives decided to go. By that time, Rumi had already joined the training for guerrilla 
action in Dhaka, commanded by Khaled Mosharraf and Major Haider. And eventually, Rumi became a 
martyr, the group was killed by the Pakistanis and their bodies were not recovered.
 IH: Is this the “Crack Platoon”?
 KH: This is the group with Habibur Rahman, Rumi and a few others. Anyway, I went back to the 
village and with three of my cousins and two of my distant uncles, we trekked across to Agartala. By that 
time, there was a well-organized conduit. We went to a relative’s house and from there we went further with 
a volunteer. This chap was a Chhatra League activist and he was at that time engaged in escorting people 
who wanted to join the resistance. So he took us along to the bank of Meghna. It was late night so we 
sneaked into a house, where we were given food and shelter. This was a regular practice. Before dawn, we 
were woken up and we set off again. The house owner gave us the directions and we followed the trail. We 
crossed Cumilla in one day. We stopped for some tea at a village market and suddenly heard a noise. People 
were saying that some people escaping to India had been set upon by robbers. As you must know, nearly 
90% of the refugees were Hindus. The Pakistanis were brainwashed to believe that the Hindus were 
responsible for turning the East Pakistanis against West Pakistan. And it was well documented by 
journalists that the Pakistanis declared openly that they wanted to get rid of the Hindus. So the Hindu 
families were crossing the river on boats with their valuable possessions, and they were preyed upon by 
robbers. So again, the war brought out both the best of human nature and the worst of human nature. And 
the cries we heard were so far away that we knew that these people were being robbed but we could not help  
them. It was a terrible feeling . . . .

Dr. Kaiser Hamidul Haq
Professor, Department of English & Humanities

University of Liberal Arts Bangladesh

SECTOR 7 COMPANY 
COMMANDER’S RECOLLECTIONS

Interview of Dr. Kaiser Hamidul Haq 
by Dr. Imtiaz A. Hussain (IH)
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 Two of my cousins decided to stay back in Agartola. I heard that some of my classmates were in 
Calcutta. One of those in our group was a distant uncle who was in the film industry, an assistant director. 
He wanted to go to Calcutta and join the media and entertainment industry people who were working for 
Swadhin Bangla Betar Kendra. So I also wanted to go there and hook up with my friends there and then 
decide where to go. For the train journey, we were issued with refugee cards, slips of paper with our names. 
That gave us the right to travel for free in the railways. Now, Agartala doesn’t have a railway station. We 
had to get a ride on a truck and go to Dharmanagar, the railhead. The railway went through Assam and 
Meghalaya, and then down to Farakka, and all the way to Calcutta. It was late afternoon when we reached 
Sealdah station in Calcutta. 
 The Pakistan consulate in Calcutta had declared for Bangladesh and had become Bangladesh’s first 
foreign mission. We went there and introduced ourselves and said that we would look up our friends who 
had come to Calcutta and then join the resistance. The gentleman there gave us 20 rupees each and told us 
that we could sleep in the office of Joy Bangla, a mouthpiece of the Bangladesh movement. When the 
journalists who worked there finished their day’s work, the rooms would be vacant. We could just lie down 
on the floor and sleep. Then I met my friends, and my teacher, Professor Khan Sarwar Morshed who was 
in Calcutta .
 It so happened that in Sector 7, which had its headquarters in West Dinajpur, there were a couple of 
friends of mine. One of them was Tanvir Mazhar Tanna. Another friend was Qayyum Khan. I also met 
Colonel Nuruzzaman who was supposed to go there. He offered me a lift. But due to traffic I was late in 
reaching the rendezvous, so I set off by train. I had to change trains at Malda. I had to spend the night on 
the railway platform, where I saw someone I knew from Dacca University’s English Department, called 
Kamal. Before the crackdown, Kamal was a member of the pro-Pakistan NSF; and so was Bodi, who was 
in the same guerilla squad as Rumi and became a martyr. With the crackdown, the NSF members were 
faced with a difficult choice. They could no longer remain loyal to Pakistan. Some of them became valiant 
fighters. I spent the night in the station and then went to a youth camp. At that time, the acting sector 
commander was Major Nazmul Haq. He was an artillery officer. Sadly, not long after, he was travelling in 
a jeep to a meeting and had an accident and was killed.
 The day we reached there, Colonel Nuruzzamanaman and Colonel Shafayat Jamil turned up. Word 
reached us that they were interviewing young people for officer training. Quaiyum, Tanna, Qaiyum’s 
cousin Shamol, myself and a couple of other guys, were wondering what to do, whether we should go for 
the interview or not. I asked Major Nazmul Haq, “Sir, this is an interview for officer training. Now, as soon 
as one is commissioned, one has to surrender one’s freedom in a manner of speaking. An Army officer, or 
jawan for that matter, cannot just walk away. As soon as the war ends, I want to go back to my studies. Can 
I do that?” He said, “Don’t worry. We’re going to train this group to fight in the war and when it’s over, you 
can do whatever you want.” But that’s not what happened. When I handed in my resignation after the war 
was over, it was torn up and thrown into the waste basket. I had to hand it in three times and eventually, I 
was released on the 25th of July, 1972. By that time, classes had started in Dhaka University, and I had been 
transferred to Dhaka Cantonment. So I had to take leave and attend classes until I was released.
 Anyway, we went for the interview and it was an interesting one. Colonel Zaman asked me, “What 
are your subjects?” I said that my Honors subject was English Literature, and my subsidiary subjects were 
Philosophy and Sociology. He asked me “What do you think about Philosophy?” I said, “I do consider 
myself as an existentialist.” He asked, “What do you mean by that?” I said, “You know, to put it in one 
word, ‘Existence precedes essence’.” Then there were some practical questions. Suppose you’re in the 
middle of a terrible action and somebody refuses to obey your order and tries to run away. What would I 
do? I said I’d shoot him because otherwise, the others might also try to do the same and the whole group 
would be demoralized. It was easy to say but it was not so easy to do so in the battlefield, as I’ll explain 
shortly. After the interview we waited for the results.
 Nothing was happening so we’d go to a sub-sector headquarters located nearby and there we met 
this officer who later became my sub-sector commander. At that time, he was known as Lieutenant Idris. 
Later on, when I joined his sub-sector, he was known as Captain Idris. I say “known as” because there is a 
story behind this. He had been commissioned in the Pakistan Army in the EME (Electrical, Mechanical and 
Engineering) Corps which is made up of technical people.



Page|57

 They’re the ones who look after the army vehicles. So he was basically an engineer. But one day, 
his Punjabi CO made some disparaging comments about Bangalees. He was working with a spanner, and 
he knocked out his CO with it. He was then court marshalled and thrown out of the army. Then he became 
an engineer in Joypurhat sugar mills. That is where he was when the crackdown occurred. He then collected 
the local boys, got some shotguns and other weapons, and began operating against the Pakistanis. Just plain 
hit and run operations. When the army came in force, he had to cross over to India and there he set up a 
sub-sector. We’d go and meet him in the morning when he’d be organizing a patrol with the mukti fauj boys 
and then cross the border into Bangladesh for launching guerrilla attacks. Now, as we were waiting for the 
results of the interview, we realized that in a wartime situation, things could easily go wrong. So we decided 
to go to Calcutta and find out for ourselves what had happened. We went the Bangladesh Government 
headquarters at 8 Theatre Road and ran into Sheikh Kamal. He was my contemporary at the university. We 
told him that we had given the interview but didn’t hear back anything. So he said “Come, let’s find out.” 
He said, “Yes, your names are here. Mine is here too. So let’s go together.”
 So we went to Kalyanpur which had a cantonment. We had to go there for our medical. Then we 
had to report for our training at a place near Shiliguri, where there was an Indian Army installation. The 
training of guerrillas was already going on in full swing, and a separate wing was set up for officers. Word 
had been sent about our arrival and an army truck was sent to take us. Originally, the training was supposed 
to go on for 12 weeks. But later, it was extended by 3 weeks. At first, they wanted to train us as platoon 
commanders, but as it was extended, we were trained up as company commanders, with 61 of us 
commissioned on the 9th of October. That is a date we still have get-togethers. The entire government in 
exile came for the passing out ceremony. It was a simple ceremony. Colonel Osmani was there, acting 
President Nazrul Islam, Prime Minister Tajuddin Ahmed, civil servants, basically all the leading people of 
the Bangladesh government in exile. Then we were given our marching orders and I was sent to Sector 7. I 
think it’s because I had been interviewed there. I would have preferred one of the Eastern sectors as they 
were close to Dhaka. Anyway, Qaiyyum, myself and two others were posted to Sector 7. While we were 
undergoing training, we were joined by two PMA cadets who had managed to escape. But because they 
didn’t do the entire training with us, they weren’t commissioned with us. They were given the option to join 
the second batch of officer cadets. The second batch started training right after we were commissioned. 
Kazi bhai was there after having taken part in some daring operations in Dhaka. Once he had a miraculous 
escape from a sudden enemy raid.
 These two chaps who joined us towards the end of our training told us that they didn’t want to go 
through more training: “We want to fight.” So they were sent to my sector. During the war, they were 
treated as officers. Like those of us who had been commissioned they were referred to as second 
lieutenants. After the war, one of them wanted to stay back in the army, and was formally commissioned 
with the second batch. But Saifullah didn’t get commissioned as he wanted to go back to university studies. 
After the war, oddly enough, my sector commander, Captain Idris Khan, received a letter, in which he was 
addressed as Mr. Idris Khan. He was told that his services were no longer required and that he could leave. 
So he is not in the list of officers who fought, even though he got the Bir Bikrom. It was a strange anomaly 
. . . .
 Colonel Nuruzzaman was commanding Sector 7. The day we reached Sector 7 headquarters, in a 
place called Tarangapur, Captain Idris, went there to pick up ammunition and supplies. One of my course 
mates and I were assigned to fight under Captain Idris. We accompanied him to Hamzapur sub-sector, 
which he commanded.  Our area of operations was south of Dinajpur town. Just a few miles South of 
Dinajpur is a hill on top of which there is a dighi called Ramsagar which was dug by someone named Rabi 
Nath. And there’s a forest department bungalow by the dighi. This hill had been fortified by the Pakistanis. 
When we reached the sub-sector headquarters, I was very thrilled as I was talking to the captain about how 
he was planning to launch the final attack and take Dinajpur, but when we reached the sub-sector 
headquaerters we got the shock of our lives. All his troops had come back. He was furious and began 
abusing them in Bangla slang. We found out that there had been a tactical blunder. The flank was not secure 
and the Pakistanis had outflanked his positions. There was a sudden attack and so they ran for their lives. 
With Captain Idris in Tarangapur, there was no one there to rally the troops. The next morning we had to go 
on a patrol to see what we could do. So Captain Idris, accompanied by two new officers, marched   his 
company across the border. We were met with a very sad sight. After outflanking the troops, the Pakistanis 
drove away the villagers from the area and occupied their villages. 
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 We went into a school at a place called Kamdebpur which was beside a sal forest. We set up our 
base there and tried to locate the Pakistanis. They were firing sporadically and lobbing mortar shells at us. 
We took out patrols and engaged in a few skirmishes. That was my first experience of combat. . . .
 The Indian Army has a list of 55,000 guerrillas, one of my course mates recently told me. They 
harassed the Pakistani Army, forcing them to scatter so that when the regular battles began, the enemy 
troops were at a disadvantage. What Colonel Nuruzzaman decided was to ask for volunteers from among 
guerrillas who have been trained and he asked me and Saifullah to train them for a couple of weeks as a 
company. We picked the ones who had some education and made them platoon commanders. Then each 
platoon was divided into several sections. Each section had 10 soldiers under a section commander. We had 
to identify those with some leadership qualities to appoint section commanders and platoon commanders. 
And in the headquarters company, we had ex-EPR personnel who knew how to fire the big mortar that had 
been given to our company. It’s either 3 inches in diameter or 81 mm. We got an 81 mm one, and that was 
our artillery. While this training was going on, one day  Colonel Nuruzzaman said “Come along. We’re 
going to see an attack.” This was at the end of October. This was the only textbook battle in our sector. The 
Pakistanis had fortified an outpost in South Dinajpur, in a village called Khanpur. Captain Idris’s company 
was going to attack that. The Indians were going to cooperate. This was much before the war actually broke 
out on the 3rd of December. The Indians provided the artillery support. A course-mate of ours, Amin, led 
the assault. We were at a tangent. Colonel Nuruzzaman, Saifullah and I stood watching. When the shooting 
started, we could only hear the whine just like we had on 25th March night. Because it was dark and the 
field was quite low, the bullets went over the heads of our boys and by the time they had reached the bunker, 
the Pakistanis realized that it was not possible to hang on. They withdrew, leaving behind their sehri in the 
bunkers. Captain Idris’s company, along with the 4th Madras battalion occupied that area. Later on, 4th 
Madras had to be replaced with 12 Garhwal Rifles because they suffered a setback. They sent out a patrol 
which was ambushed and the whole group was nabbed by the Pakistanis. 
 After Amin’s assault group had overrun the Pakistani defences the enemy troops had withdrawn 
and in the distance we could see a chap in black/dark grey. This was the color of the uniform of some of the 
militias that the Pakistani Army had brought along. It was also the color of the armored corps uniform. 
Colonel Malhotra, the CO of 4 Madras, thought that the Pakistanis might have a few tanks. So he called for 
armored support. A troop of tanks rolled up and took position. It was very impressive. It was a perfect 
textbook battle and a big victory for us.
 After that, Saifullah and I were sent back to the sub-sector. When we moved back, we came to know 
that within these few days, the Pakistanis had turned the villages which they wanted to occupy into fortified 
localities. There were interlinked bunkers. Then we just laid siege to these defenses, and we patrolled the 
countryside intensively so that the Pakistanis could not come out and there were some really dramatic 
incidents. One misty morning in winter, Saifullah took out a patrol. He thought that he would not be seen, 
and took a shortcut. A sniper shot him in his arm. Luckily, the bullet went right through his arm. I was 
having breakfast and some boys came to me and said Saifullah was shot. So I ran and saw that he had 
almost crossed over, and was lying in the field. There was a tree trunk beside him. I asked one of my boys 
to pass me an LMG and hid behind the trunk while the sniper kept firing. I figured out which tree he had 
been firing from and then fired a few heavy bursts at that tree. The firing stopped and we could come back 
to safety. Another incident    was when the collected mines were kept at a school in Dinajpur town and they 
exploded, killing 300 people. The explosion was so loud that we could hear it from Bogra.
 IH: Was that the worst incident that you noted?
 KH: Well, I wasn’t there. But yes. It was after liberation.
 IH: Can I roll back a little? Quite a few thinking points have come up from all you said. And I’m 
sure that there are a few more anecdotes that you want to share with us, certainly the post 1971. But many 
of them, I mean, I could have told them by myself. When you began, for example, with the educational 
policy when you were barely ten years old, I think that was the Hamoodur Rahman Commission Report.
 KH: This was in 1962.
 IH: Yes, and I know because he was my grandfather, my mother’s maternal uncle. So I belong to 
one of those families that was split by the war. His entire family settled in West Pakistan and we stayed back 
here. And my mother used to read the English news in Swadhin Bangla Betar Kendra, Parveen Hussain.
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 KH: Actually, in 1962 the movement was against the Sharif education policy. It was the stabbing of 
“Passepartout” that loosened the grip of the NSF on the Dhaka University. And NSF could not stand up 
again. “Passepartout” was stabbed and later on Khoka was also killed. His dead body was dumped 
somewhere  in Ramna Park.
 IH: We were very young so we don’t remember all the details. But these names stood out. Ruchira, 
restaurant, Khoka. But we never saw them.
 KH: Those who hung out at Ruchira were all actually pro Awami League. This action against the 
NSF was undertaken by  the leftists.
 IH: The leftist group was pretty big. I was not a student in Dhaka University but I was in the 
processions and heard the names of the Four Khalifas (Char caliphs) and went to their meetings.
 KH: EPSU Motia became an ally of Awami League but EPSU Menon was divided into several 
fractions. IH: I think Mahfuz Bhai was one of them.
 KH: Mahfuz Bhai was in EPSU Motiya.
 IH: I know Mahfuz Bhai because the Shanti Bahini marches we did for 3 weeks from Dhanmondi, 
he was involved there. He was also a regular when we used to go to Azimpur on the 21st. And the other 
talking point was the racial thing. That was very interesting. It struck me not only because I overlooked it 
but no one really made any mileage out of it.
 KH: There is a tangential connection with this aspect in something what Tareq Ali once said. He 
said that to a great extent, this racial tension between the West Pakistanis, the Punjabis and the Bangalees 
was a legacy of colonialism. Because after the uprising, the British stopped recruiting soldiers from the 
Gangetic plain. There were lots of people from the Uttar Pradesh and Bengal in the East India Company’s 
army. They had mutinied. But the Sikhs and the Punjabis remained loyal. So after the mutiny, the British 
brought in this categorization of martial races and non-martial races. So the Punjabis, Pathans, Marathis, 
Rajputs, Dogras, Balochis were identified as martial races and we were the non-martials. Even though in 
the 19th century when the Wahhabis started fighting against the British in the frontier, the British were 
surprised to see some short and dark skinned people among the tall, strapping Pathans. Who were they? 
They were Bangalee volunteers. And they came to know about this because some Punjabi policemen had 
caught one of these guys. After questioning they found out that he was a Bangalee. This colonial 
categorization was bolstered by colonial discourse, both discursive and creative. Kipling played an 
important role in the creative sphere  to reinforce these myths. You know, a Bangalee babu is always trying 
to use big words but he is physically unimpressive, whereas the Pathans were the opposite. This 
stereotyping lingered even after the British had left.
 IH: do you think that this racism might have sowed the seeds of what we call religious fanaticism 
today, given the fact that forces like Al-Badr, Al Shams stationed here? On top of that the division between  
Mirpur and Mohammadpur versus the rest of Dhaka, have these become the springboards. Can in fact South 
Asian religious fanaticism be directly or indirectly traced back to a time when Bangladesh’s founding 
principle was secularism?
 KH: When we were fighting the war, there was no talk of secularism. We were talking about social 
justice, getting rid of an occupation force. When we besieged the Pakistani defenses, one of my JCOs 
shouted “Allahu Akbar, Joy Bangla.” Secularism was introduced later.
 IH: Was secularism one of the factors that cemented India’s association with Bangladesh?
 KH: It was not explicitly articulated. We simply didn’t want a state based on religion. There was no 
talk of socialism. Democracy, yes. We basically had the ideals of democracy and social justice. Until the 
joint Indo-Bangla statements were made later on, the word secularism did not come up.
 Gandhi himself had said that religion cannot be kept outside of politics. Whether the South Asian 
countries can be secular is a question we need to ask ourselves. In a secular polity, the laws have to be the 
same for everyone. But just look at the inheritance laws. A person’s marriage, inheritance etc. All these 
matters depend on a person’s religious affiliation. Both in India and Bangladesh. And also in Pakistan.
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 IH: I wanted to ask you another question. While you were fighting the war in Dinajpur, I think there 
were shellings in both India and Pakistan during October-November.
 KH: Yes, the Indian Army was already there. They had artillery support. There was an airstrike on 
the Ramsagor defense. Before that, I remember we had a field telephone. Across the river there was the CO 
of 12 Garhwal Rifles. He phoned me just a couple of days before the surrender and said, “Kaiser, halt all 
operations. Something is happening. The order from above is that we shouldn’t start  anything now. Unless 
we’re attacked, don’t do anything.” And then there was news that the Indians were dropping leaflets and 
that the Pakistanis were going to surrender. At night we heard the rumbling of vehicles; the Pakistanis were 
withdrawing. They gathered in Saidpur cantonment where they surrendered.
 IH: Was there any moment when you thought that the idea of Bangladesh was not possible?
 KH: No. even while we were being trained, I told some of my friends that we would go to Dhaka 
in the winter. My reasoning was that India could not support one-crore refugees indefinitely. Now, the 
Mukti Fauj on its own would take a long time to make the country. So the Indians would have to come in 
with us. And one of my instructors said that we’ll also come and join you. I knew that in had to be in winter 
because in winter the Chinese border is frozen.
 IH: Do you think that at any point in November the Indian Army was kind of using the freedom 
fighters to pave the way for war?
 KH: India could get in only after the Pakistanis had been softened by the guerrilla attacks. It was 
actually a peoples’ war. In my company, all these boys were ordinary village boys. There was no university 
student. A few intermediate students were platoon commanders. There was a 15 year old school boy. They 
were innocent in the truest sense and to them, independence meant utopia. I tried to caution them saying 
look, utopia means nowhere. Independence will not mean utopia. It will mean a long struggle to establish 
the country in a proper way. As soon as the war was over, I was commanded to give 50 taka to each of them 
and send them home. They wanted to stay with us . . . a national militia which would rebuild the country. 
They were eager to join that but they were sent home. It’s only now that decent allowances are given.
 IH: I had an experience while working for the former press secretary of Bangabandhu, Badsha Bhai 
(Aminul Haque Badsha). In that building the other people we were responsible to, the Foreign Secretary 
Mahbubul Alam Chashi and then there was also the Press Advisor Taheruddin Thakur and the Foreign 
Minister was Khandokar Mushtaq. Subsequently we saw that the peoples’ war in the embassy was a 
misnomer. Did you get a similar sentiment in the battlefield?
 KH: There was a distance between the people who were fighting and those in Calcutta. Belal 
Chowdury said in a book that the history of Bangladesh’s movement will be complete if the record of the 
Lalbazar police station are not examined. Politics afterwards had its own dynamic.
 IH: Was the sentiment present in your group?
 KH: No. there were definitely different political affiliations but it never came up in any 
conversation. But there were records of politici.zation. That is, to leave out those who were not with the 
right affiliation.
 IH: What do you have to say about your experience versus reality post December and what do you 
expect from today’s generation to remember about the war, other than your personal stories?
 KH: this is a question that cannot be answered properly. We’re in a situation where 71 has become 
a bone of contention. What is passed on to the future generations will be determined by the government in 
power. History has been revised and rewritten and I don’t see the process coming to an end. I think what I’d 
like the future generation to do is to sharpen their critical faculties. Not to be swayed by rhetoric. Rather, 
examine things critically, to go into details and aim at precise formulations of how things were. I think this 
is very important. If we can teach our younger generations to think for themselves and to think critically, I 
think then we will be doing a great service to the spirits of 71.
 IH: Thank you for your contributions in the liberation war and also on the intellectual front.
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Chapter Two: The Night of March 25, 1971
 I participated in the Liberation War voluntarily, along with my wife Sultana, our daughters, Naila 
and Lubna, and our only son, Nadeem. We took this decision as a family, on March 26, 1971. On the night 
of March 25, we had been very upset by the crying and screaming of women and children coming from the 
direction of the East Pakistan Rifles (EPR) headquarters. Our home on Road number 13/A in Dhanmondi 
was perhaps a furlong northwest as the crow flies from the EPR headquarters. My family all seemed to have 
the same question for me. Being a professional soldier, was I not going to avenge the killing of innocents?
 Earlier that evening, apprehending that the talks between President Yahya Khan, Zulfikar Ali 
Bhutto and Sheikh Mujibur Rahman were not going well and hearing rumors of army action, the students 
had set up barricades at several points.  At about 8 or 9 p.m. in the evening I left home with my wife, in my 
Volkswagon, to go to Major Amin's house. I was forced to a stop a few yards west of what is now the PG 
(Post-Graduate) Hospital building. I saw that a group of young men, seemingly students, were trying to 
erect a barricade on the street. I laughed inwardly at the appearance of the barricade. It was so inadequate 
that the army would have been able to remove it in minutes. My wife got out of the car too. We wanted to 
give some suggestions to a few of them. They did not appreciate my opinion of the barricade. They were 
rude. They asked us if we were West Pakistani. To keep things from getting worse, we reassured them and 
returned home.
 The young men had a premonition that the army would take to the field that night. On the way back 
I had an odd feeling that there was something unusual about the city. Similar barricades were being built in 
various other places. I didn't know who had told them to build barricades. 
 There were also barricades along Satmasjid Road, which Road Number 13/A met at a right angle. 
Around ten that night, we heard the movement of an army jeep accompanied by calls to remove the 
barricades and bring down the flag that people had hoisted on rooftops in support of Sheikh Mujibur 
Rahman’s call for non-cooperation. We tried to use the telephone, but the line was dead. Later that night we 
heard the booming of guns, mingled with cries of pain, and saw an orange glow in the southeastern sky. 
Perplexed and stunned at the sounds and sights, we went up to the roof, trying to understand what was 
happening.
 Soon after we all went up to the roof, Nadeem went back downstairs. Some of his friends were 
calling. When we returned to our apartment, we found that Nadeem had left the place. We were very 
worried but there was nothing to be done. Army trucks were patrolling the streets. 
 Mohammed Toaha and Badruddin Umar came to see me that evening. When the army crackdown 
started, they were stranded at my house. They would not be able to return to their homes till March 27.
 Our telephone was disconnected sometime before midnight. We all went up to the roof to make 
some sense of what was happening.  The skyline of the area of Road# 32 was visible from our house. We 
heard gunfire from that area and at one point saw three Very lights. These lights are multicolored signals 
used by the armed forces: red, green and white. They signal the beginning or conclusion of some planned 
action. I understood that something was going on there or had already happened.
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 Our house was also about two to three hundred yards from the north gate of the EPR headquarters 
in Pilkhana. Starting at midnight, we heard gunfire from that direction for several hours. Between the 
gunshots came the screams of pain, from men, women and children. It was frightening. My wife and 
children kept asking me what the screaming and shouting was about. I knew that a massacre was going on 
in the family quarters of the EPR personnel, but I could hardly say that to my family.
 Part of Dhanmandi Lake was on the south side of my house and a few houses away from the road 
on the north side was a footpath to the river. In both directions, from midnight till dawn, EPR personnel in 
ones and twos and in small groups ran towards the river. They were in lungi or shorts and almost all of them 
were barefoot. I went out the gate of my house and stopped a few of them to ask what was going on. None 
of them gave me any answers. Some of them even pushed me aside.
 I wasted a lot of time by the telephone that night. I grew ever more anxious at not being able to find 
out anything. I tried to peer over the walls on each side to ask after the neighbors. Some of the houses were 
without lights, silent and still. I don't remember how long I slept that night, but I was woken with a start by 
gunfire from just outside the gate of the house. Through the crack of a window, I saw a corporal walking 
along, shooting blanks from a sten-gun. Obviously, this was being done to scare people.
 By the time Nadeem got back, his clothes dirty and ragged, it was after 3 a.m. He seemed strangely 
transformed. He was no longer a fifteen-year-old boy. He was carrying his mother's twenty-two caliber 
rifle. He said that four of his friends had also gone out with their fathers' guns, to go to Road# 32 to protect 
Sheikh Shaheb. His friends had realized that Sheikh Mujib’s house had been attacked at around 11 p.m. 
when they heard the gunfire. 
 These schoolboys had gone to war on their own without a Liberation War being declared. So, there 
could be no question of my doing otherwise. However, as a battle-trained soldier, it would not have been 
sensible for me to rush out with a 22 rifle.
 There was a two-story house next to ours on the east, facing Satmasjid Road. The tenant was a 
foreigner. In the morning I managed to get in touch with him. He introduced himself as being from 
Yugoslavia. When I asked him if I could watch the main road from his house, he readily took me up to the 
attic. I saw a few APC's (Armored Personnel Carriers) in the road. I was surprised that these vehicles were 
being used. They are for defense against enemy fire. I wondered if they were afraid of armed resistance. I 
began to hope.
 The gentleman offered me coffee. He tried to reassure me. He told me that during World War II he 
had fought with Marshall Tito's guerillas. In his estimation, the occurrences of the previous night indicated 
a popular uprising. I don't know if he was a political person. He wished me courage. He said that during the 
initial stages of a guerrillas war people suffer, but they are ultimately victorious. He said that in a guerrillas 
war there was never any shortage of weapons. He was sure that we were armed. I climbed back over the 
wall and told my wife and children about this encounter.
 I don't remember all we talked about that day, but one bit is imbedded in my heart. They asked me 
many times, "Abbu, you are a professional soldier, won't you avenge this killing?”
Frontal Battles and Skirmishes (Chapter 12): Sector 7
 I used to like working with the 20th Mountain division. All the officers were sympathetic to the 
Mukti Bahini, especially the division commander, Major General Lachman Singh Lehal, who was an 
artillery man. Still, they followed their orders to the letter.
 I was allowed to make use of the brigade’s 3.7-inch mountain cannons.  Sometimes, however, our 
forces would go beyond their range. The Indians wouldn’t agree when I suggested that they should move 
closer. Our border operations were limited to the range of the artillery. 
 Once I got the artillery commander to agree to deploy on the sandbanks of the Padma river and shell 
Rajshahi University, where the Pakistani army had made their biggest base. 
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 Somehow, the Awami League leader, Quamruzzaman, who was a provisional minister then, got 
wind of it. He showed up at my Torongopur HQ and asked if it was true that I planned to shell the town of 
Rajshahi. I said we would only target the university area . . 
 Towards the end of November, there was a clash with the enemy at the Shahpur Fort, Rajshahi. I 
was allowed to use Indian artillery in this attack. The action was headed by Captain Mohiuddin Jahangir 
and began just as it was getting light.
 There was a stream in the way. It was narrow, but deep. My son Nadeem was not a good swimmer. 
He was shown how he could trap air in his lungi and use it to float. But he didn’t have to use this method. 
The others pulled him across.
 The plan was to advance in two flanks. The flank on the right were first to take over the enemy 
position. On the left, the sound of gunfire went on for a long time. So I went to that area and called in 
artillery fire to ease their advance. I remember a few small incidents from this left flank position.
 As the enemy retreated, some Razakars took shelter in nearby homes. Our boys started to find them 
and shoot them dead. I reached there at just that time and was very upset that my orders were not being 
followed. An enemy combatant who surrenders should be taken prisoner, not shot. 
 The second scene was at a deserted village. The villagers had left with all their farm animals, but 
there was one small calf that followed Jahangir around, licking his hand. Jahangir got annoyed and raised 
his rifle to hit the calf on the head with the rifle-butt. I stopped him. I said there was no one around, so he 
was responsible for the calf. Jahangir was not too fond of jokes, but he obeyed me and let the calf tag along.
 Seeing me off, one of the fighters said to me that the Indian artillery deserved credit for the success 
of the operation. The enemy retreated because of the shelling, and the villagers left for safety. Someone else 
remarked that most of the people of the area were Pakistani supporters and Razakars.
 Today, thirty long years later, it is very difficult to describe the many incidents that took place on 
the battlefields in 1971. I forget the names of places, group-leaders, sub-sector commanders. In my mind’s 
eye, I can briefly see the faces of those who had shown personal courage, but then the faces fade away.
 The 20th Mountain Division was positioned at the Bangladesh border, in association with Sector 7. 
A meeting was called at 2nd corps HQ in Siliguri, about how to make the best use of this force. I was 
present there.
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 At this meeting, a staff officer described how they had not been successful in the operations they had 
planned on their own – and without my knowledge – against the Pakistani forces, especially in the Hilli 
sector. There had been a tremendous frontal battle in Hilli between the Pakistani and Indian forces. Even 
after heavy bombardment, the Indians couldn’t dislodge the Pakistani troops. The Indians took a beating, 
with many casualties, including the Colonel and the Adjutant of the guard regiment. As a result, the Indian 
army changed their strategy. 
  I maintained that it was a mistake to undertake frontal warfare. My advice was that the Mukti Bahini 
should bypass the enemy and take positions behind them. The Indian troops could support us. It was easy 
for us to move among the villagers and locate ourselves in the rear of the Pakistani base because the 
villagers knew the movements of the Pakistanis and would take the guerrillas forward by safe routes. 
 Topon, Tokrabari, and Anginabad sub-sectors were only formally under my command because of 
distance. Subedars of the East Bengal Regiment were looking after them. I remember one name, Subedar 
Moazzem. An Indian major was in command of operations in these places. 
 Towards the end of November, I went to inspect one of these three sub-sectors. I saw that the Indian 
major had advanced quite a bit. I crossed the border north of Hilli, alone in my jeep, on a motorable road.
 Everything was quiet. I could see no sign of our troops even after going quite a few miles. On the 
way, I heard from a few travelers that they had gone ahead the day before. So I kept going. 
 Rounding a corner, I came upon a Pakistani General in a parked jeep. He was being guarded by four 
or five of our guerrillas, who erupted in cheers as soon as they saw me.
 They informed me that they had been advancing along this way under the leadership of A. T. M. 
Hamidul Hossain Tareq and under the command of an Indian Major. From afar, they spotted a jeep and a 
few military trucks and took positions on the roadsides. The enemy did not see our boys, and were heading 
merrily towards the border. 
 As soon as the enemy came within range of their rifles, they opened fire. The jeep of the Pakistani 
general was unable to turn around to flee. According to the boys, the general tore off his red beret and 
epaulettes. He also flung away a map case and tried to escape through the rice paddies. The other transports 
were able to turn and flee. The boys were ordered to keep advancing for some time.
 I examined the jeep and found it was indeed a General’s. The plates had two red stars. The recovered 
cap had a red badge. It definitely belonged to a General. The map case showed that some of our positions 
had been identified.
 This kind of ambush had never occurred in my sector before. I was jubilant. I congratulated the boys 
and told them to stand guard until I returned. I said I would take the jeep and its contents to Torongopur HQ 
with me.
 The leader of the ambush was Tareq. I had seen him a few times before. He had the positions and 
programs of his sub-sector at his fingertips. It didn’t take long to realize that the Indian major depended 
fully on Tareq.  That is, Tareq was responsible for operations from the Mukti Bahini side.
 On my return, however, I found that the jeep was gone from the site of the ambush. The Indian 
authorities had whisked it away. I had held on to the General’s map case, and I had it sent to Prem Singh’s 
HQ. I’m not keen on describing this part of the incident. Tareq should write the full story, and I hear he has.
 The ambushed general was Major General Nazar Hossain. In 1956-57 he was O.C. 14th Division 
HQ in Dhaka. I knew him quite well, but I never thought he had the talent to be a General. He had risen from 
the ranks to be commissioned.
 There were many actions by the members of Sector 7 that showed their courage and bravery. My 
memory of them has faded. Some of the guerrillas have written about their group activities and been 
published in periodicals. Moklesur Rahman Dulu of Bogra is one of them.
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Victory and After (Chapter 14): 

 The Indians were said to have made off with a huge amount of plunder. I also heard that there was 
friction between the Indians and Major Jalil’s sector, about this.
 Towards the end of December, I went to a bank in Dinajpur to withdraw money that had been 
entrusted to Torongopur HQ. A crowd gathered around, seeing me armed and in my jeep. Everyone was 
shaking my hand and congratulating me on our victory. 
 Then, a gentleman came up and, greeting me in a loud voice, asked, “Sir, you have liberated the 
land, but can you keep it free?” 
 Before I could reply, he went on, “No, you can’t.”
 There were a few Marwaris in the crowd, identifiable by the sandalwood paste on their foreheads. 
The gentleman pointed at them and said,“If you let these people into Bangladesh, your independence will 
be in danger.”
  I often remember his words, to this day.
 On 16 December I heard from the boys that the Pakistan Army would formally surrender to the 
Indians sometime that day. At this, I decided to return to Torongopur HQ. 
 Before leaving, I wanted to hand over responsibility for the sub-sector to Major Gias, and had some 
more instructions for him. He wasn’t present, having taken position on the road from Chapai Nawabganj to 
Rajshahi. I told the other officers to get in touch with Gias and proceeded to Rajshahi. I warned them not 
fail to take precautions by being too joyful.
 I don’t remember any details about what I did that day, December 16. I cannot remember anything 
about when I left, where I went, who I met, what conversations I had. Not one bit. Was I undone with pride 
and joy? What could be the reason? 
 I was remembering the good and bad things about the days of the struggle. It wasn’t possible to 
know what was happening inside the country. Was I afraid to see how many villages and towns had been 
burned down? Was I afraid to see the state of my friends and relatives when I met them? Would they be there 
to be met? 
 Maybe I was thinking that the families of the brave fighters who had died in my sector would come 
to me, looking for their dear ones. Would they hold me responsible for their loss? How would I comfort the 
mothers and fathers? 
 I am astonished with my inability to remember that day. I was in a daze, driving to HQ. Maybe I was 
thinking of all the new problems that would arise, now that the war was over. 
 I would say that I felt joy and sorrow in equal proportions. I never thought that December 16, 1971 
would become a red-letter day. 
 The Pakistan Army’s formal surrender had not been finalized, as I returned. I still couldn’t believe 
it. The bulk of them had been around Dhaka for its final defense.
 I was thinking how terrible such a battle would be. I had to believe that it wouldn’t be a long fight 
because the freedom fighters were active within the city. But if the enemy behaved as they did on March 25, 
there would be indescribable harm done. 
 I dismissed this thought because the enemy had been demoralized, and they couldn’t sink to such 
depths, if only to meet the terms of unconditional surrender.
 A few times I remembered the Seventh Fleet. Had they reached our shores? Had they entered the 
war against us? 
 All these thoughts are probably why I can’t remember what I did that day.
 The Pakistan army was on the verge of surrender. The war was almost over. Yes, I was joyful, but I 



Page|66

FROM DHANMONDI TO RAJSHAHI: COLONEL ZAMAN’S ONE-MAN BAND

was also angry with myself, and blaming myself. I was deeply troubled by the death of Captain Mohiuddin 
Jahangir on 14 December.
 Captain Jahangir was not one to sit quietly. His sub-sector was in action every day. Jahangir was 
ready and eager to capture Chapai-Nawabganj. We knew there would be a big battle in this action. 
 Knowing that the fall of Chapai-Nawabganj would be a moment of pride in the history of 
Mehedipur sub-sector, I didn’t try to hold Jahangir back. Rather, I encouraged him to go ahead.   It was this 
very thing that was oppressing me on the 16th.
 After December 16, the fighters of the sector were redeployed. Lieutenants Kaiser Haq and 
Saifullah left Dinajpur with their troops and were sent to Bogra with Captain Idris. Under Major Gias, the 
fighters of Mohodipur and Lalgola made camp in Rajshahi.
 After victory, every fighter had the same thought: How soon would they be able to get news of their 
families? This is quite natural. I too, was thinking about my home and kin. Was our house okay? Who had 
been lost, among my relatives? Everyone had the same thoughts.
 There were many applications for leave of a day or two. They couldn’t wait. But we had no 
instructions from the Bangladesh government or the army chief’s HQ about the future of the freedom 
fighters. 
 I decided to collect all our arms and ammunition and secure it. With 14,000 fighters, it was more 
than a day’s work, and it was a lot of work for those who were assigned to it. In Rajshahi I saw them 
working till 2 a.m.
 The fighters wanted the armory to be open constantly. There was even some indiscipline in the rush 
to deposit arms. They knew they would not get leave without depositing their weapons. This rule was 
observed strictly.
 As soon as the war ended, there was some chaos in the country. Some armed young men started 
looting in different areas. The freedom fighters were blamed for it. Speaking for Sector 7, none of our 
fighters had the opportunity as they had surrendered their weapons and gone home. I believe this happened 
in every sector. It was unfair to blame freedom fighters. It could have been an attempt to make the people 
lose faith in the freedom fighters.
 Towards the end of the war, the enemy had been retreating in disorder. They lost control of the 
Razakars. The Razakars had also abandoned their weapons and were looking for shelter. These weapons 
could have fallen into the hands of criminals, who then took advantage of the situation to start looting. But 
it was the freedom fighters who were blamed.
 We can be sure that the freedom fighters deposited their weapons. But there was a delay in 
collecting weapons from the political commandos, who had been created by the Indian authorities. Their 
leaders became involved in political activity as soon as the war was over. Only they know where and how 
their members deposited their weapons.
 There was another incident about depositing weapons. My wife and I were talking to an Indian 
journalist, Ruchira Shyam, at the Rajshahi Circuit House. It was almost 11 a.m. when I got a phone call 
from Lt. Awwal of Mehedipur sub-sector, calling from Chapai-Nawabganj. A group of soldiers from the 
Indian Brigadier Pannu’s outfit had surrounded their camp and seized the weapons deposited by the 
freedom fighters.
 I was angry. Why hadn’t he resisted, and why hadn’t he called be before giving up the weapons? He 
said he hadn’t been allowed to. I got angrier, and, getting Brigadier Pannu’s number from him, called the 
brigade office. The Brigadier was not available. I spoke to the brigade major. 
 I told him that our weapons should be returned that very day, or we would take back our weapons 
the same way they had been taken away. It worked. 
  Brigadier Pannu didn’t know about it. There is no doubt that the weapons were Indian property. We 
received them formally, and they had to be returned the same way, on orders from our military HQ. 



Page|67

FROM DHANMONDI TO RAJSHAHI: COLONEL ZAMAN’S ONE-MAN BAND

 I didn’t keep track of how all the different sectors deposited their arms, and what decisions were 
taken about returning them. We knew that the Indians had whisked away all the Pakistani weapons, 
ammunition, trucks, tanks, and cannons. Our military HQ had to know it. However, the Mukti Bahini was 
not directed to do anything about it.
 Major Jalil of Sector 9 was relatively young, patriotic, and fierce. He stood up against the Indians 
when they started to take away cars, buses, trucks, factory equipment and materials, just as I had tried to 
stop them from carrying off jute products from Mohodipur sub-sector after 16 December. But with Jalil, it 
got complicated. He got into trouble. He was arrested and brought to Dhaka. Our military HQ had many 
charges against him.
 I decided to go to Dhaka in December 1971, as I had no word from army HQ or the local 
administration, while I was staying at the Rajshahi Circuit House. Qayyum, my son Nadeem, and my two 
daughters all wanted to come with me. They were dying to go to Dhaka. I couldn’t refuse them.
 There was no regular ferry at Nagarbari. We therefore got a large boat to carry our jeep across.  
Suddenly, four or five armed young men appeared. One of them pointed his rifle at me. I wasn’t ready for 
this. I tried to explain who I was. They had a different problem.
 They thought we looked like Pakistanis from our clothes and our looks, and that we were trying to 
flee. After much explaining and mentioning the name of Awami League MP Professor Abu Saeed 
(representative of Bera, Pabna) and others, we managed to persuade them of our bona fides. They did not 
belong to Sector 7, but were working for some other force.
 I did not get much time to talk to the freedom fighters while the war was going on. I didn’t get to 
know them well, and they treated me with deference. Not that there were no discussions at all. The 
discussions were about rebuilding the country and India’s designs.
 The people inside the country were suspicious of Indian domination, naturally. We didn’t know how 
united the progressive elements in the country were, and what programs they had to defend the country’s 
independence and sovereignty. I believed that if the Indians tried to keep us as a conquest, there would be 
no lack of fighters to oppose them in a second stage of the struggle. But I never thought that the weapons 
would be aimed at me.
 I was in Dhaka for just a few days. The Indians must have occupied the Pakistani HQ. Colonel 
Osmani’s head office was in the offices of the logistical area commander. I went there a few times, but 
didn’t get to meet any higher ups. 
 I didn’t meet Colonel Osmani. He was said to be too busy to grant my request for a meeting. 
 I was surprised to see a particular person here. It was Group Captain Tawab,1  in uniform, and quite 
busy. I had heard that he had wanted to take part in the Liberation War. He had asked what his duties and 
title would be. For whatever reason, he did not take part in the war. I couldn’t understand how he got a place 
in Colonel Osmani’s HQ, as soon as the war ended.
 Colonel Osmani’s HQ was chaotic. No one seemed concerned about the future of the guerillas. I 
decided to return to Rajshahi, hand over charge to Major Gias, and retire from the Mukti Bahini.
 I did so. 
 It was while I was at Rajshahi that a letter arrived from Colonel Osmani, marked “Ops. Immediate.” 
It just said to meet him. 
 Letters marked this way are sent rarely. I thought he might really want to talk to me about 
something important. Keeping the state of the HQ and Colonel Osmani’s conduct in mind, I went back two 
days later. 
 However, though I waited seven days, I didn’t get to see him. I took my leave from HQ.
 I joined the Liberation War on my own, and I left it the same way.

 1Later Air Vice-Marshal.  Muhammad Ghulam Tawab (1930 – 1999) was the second chief of the air staff of the 
Bangladesh Air Force. He also served as Deputy Chief Martial Law Administrator under Ziaur Rahman.
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 It is with a sense of pride and honour that I recollect the events of 30th March 1971, at Jessore 
Cantonment. My father, Lt Col. Syed Abdul Hai, was commissioned in 1950 in the Army Medical Corps 
(AMC). He was posted on deputation to the Ghana army from 1965 to 1969. 
 While abroad, he cultivated a perspective that the emancipation and economic development of East 
Bengal was not well served within the existing political construct of Pakistan. My father had no interest in 
participating in Ayub Khan’s 1965 misadventure against India. When the Pakistan army recalled him in 
September 1965, he managed to avoid going back. The Six Points Programme launched under the 
leadership of Bangabandhu — combined with the Agartala Initiative — resonated with my father’s 
pro-Bangali thinking and beliefs. 
 Upon his return to Pakistan in 1969, he was appointed the commanding officer of 7 Field 
Ambulance in Jessore Cantonment, as part of the 107 Brigade. In the immediate aftermath of the devasting 
Cyclone, which struck on 12th November 1970, 7 Field Ambulance was extensively involved in relief and 
reconstruction work in Bhola. While there, his interactions with Tofail Ahmed of the Awami League, 
directly exposed him to the fundamental political awakening that had taken root in East Bengal. The 
December 1970 election results vindicated this realization.

On the Jessore front:
Salute freedom fighter Lt. Col. Abdul Hai

Ashfaque Hai

  Following the historic 7th March speech, my father decided to come to Dacca from Jessore to reach 
out to Awami League leaders for guidance. Between 8th and 12th March, he held separate meetings with 
Barrister Amirul Islam, MP, and Col. M. A. G. Osmani, MP, seeking guidance on what actions, if any, the 
Bangalee elements of the army ought to take. These were monitored by the army’s Inter-Services 
Intelligence.  
 My father returned to Jessore Cantonment accompanied by my mother, Naseem Hai, my younger 
brothers Adel and Aref, and I on 13th March. His decision to enter with both the Shonar Bangla and Black 
flag flying on our car was reported to Brigadier Rahim Durrani,  the commanding officer of 107 Brigade.

1969 Official greeting card
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 The Bangalee soldiers and junior- 
commissioned officers (JCOs) of 7 Field Ambulance, 
were very alert and sensitive to the ongoing political 
developments of the time. These sentiments found a 
sympathetic ear in my father, who by then had 
developed a special and direct relationship with them. 
Whenever they heard the adjacent units shout 
pro-Pakistani slogans, they retorted with “Joy 
Bangla!” Brigadier Rahim Durrani used to call my 
father and order him to control his troops. It was 
brave of my father to respond that the soldiers of his 
unit had the same right to express their feelings as the 
Pakistanis. 

 During this time, my father was desperately trying to liaise with Bengali officers in Jessore 
Cantonment with a view to forming a coordinated response to any direct action that the Pakistani army 
might take. The greatest obstacle he faced was the unwillingness of Lt. Col Rezaul Jalil — the Bangalee 
commanding officer of 1 East Bengal Regiment — to contemplate any response. Leading up to 25th March, Lt. 
Col Jalil was the senior-most Bangalee army officer wielding direct command over combat troops in East 
Bengal.                                  
 My father did manage to arrange meetings with Captains Nuruzzaman and Abdul Wahab. Captain 
Hafizuddin Ahmed, Bir Bikram, of 1 East Bengal Regiment was away and only returned to join his 
battalion at Chaugacha in the third week of March. My father knew him from the time they were involved 
in cyclone relief work in Bhola. Given that Captain Hafiz was away and closely surrounded by Pakistani 
officers of 1 East Bengal, my father could not directly contact him. 
 Early on the morning of 30th March, Lt. Col Rezaul Jalil surrendered the keys of his armory to 
Brigadier Rahim Durrani. Bangali soldiers broke open their armory and started defending themselves against 
25 Baluch. Captain Hafiz and Lt. Anwar Hossain provided leadership. As they evacuated the cantonment 
towards Chaugacha Bazar, Lt. Anwar, Bir Uttam, was hit with machine gun fire and embraced martyrdom.  
 Simultaneously, the Bangalee soldiers of 7 Field Ambulance also started resisting by breaking open 
their armory. My father encouraged his Bangalee soldiers to join up with 1 East Bengal and escape from the 
cantonment. The Pakistani soldiers threw away their AMC epaulets insignia, crossed over to the Pakistani 
lines, and informed them that the Bangalee soldiers had joined up with those of 1 East Bengal, and that my 
father had encouraged them to do so.     
 My mother received a number of telephone calls from my father. My mother would later recount that 
in the last phone call my father managed to make before the telephone connection was lost, he said , “The 
firing and shelling of my offices have intensified, and if anything were to happen to me the children will be 
there for you.” While my brothers and I have been there for my mother over the last 50 years, it is my mother 
who made countless sacrifices and remained steadfast in taking up new challenges to raise and educate us.
 After midday a group of soldiers of 22 Frontier Force approached the rear door of the room leading 
to my father’s office. I understand that they were led by a certain Captain Mumtaz. I haven’t  been able to 
verify his identity. The group also included a Pakistani soldier of 7 Field Ambulance who could identify my 
father. They started knocking on the door and demanded that it be opened. With his adjutant, Captain 
Sheikh to his left, my father approached the door and replied back that they were all unarmed doctors. As 
soon as Captain Sheikh opened the door, two men entered the room and, having identified my father, 
opened brush fire—first on my father, and then on Captain Sheikh. Having shot them, the Pakistani soldiers 
did not proceed to kill anyone else. They left.

My parents - 1958
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My father’s office after being shelled on 
30th March. Picture taken December 1972

Rear door of the room leading to my father’s 
office through which the Pakistanis entered.

 On 31st March, Brigadier Durrani called and told my mother that my father had been killed in a 
crossfire. She said to the Pakistani officers present that she had a pistol and would shoot herself if she was 
not allowed to take my father’s body back to Dacca. Arrangements were made for us to take the body back 
to Dacca on one of the flights bringing in Pakistani reinforcements. The Pakistan Army ordered us not to 
mourn publicly and that the burial should be done in a quiet manner. On 1 April, we buried our father in 
Azimpur graveyard under the surveillance of the army. 
 Two excerpts reproduced below establishes the Pakistani Army’s premeditated intention to kill any 
officer with pro Bengali views. 
 First, from the recollect memoirs of Lt. Shamsher Mobin Chowdhury, Bir Bikram, of 8 East Bengal 
Regiment who was wounded and captured at the famous Battle of Kalurghat Bridge. "An ambulance 
carried me to the Dacca CMH and I was admitted to the Officer’s Ward after the Duty Doctor completed 
the necessary paperwork. I told him my name, Unit and that I was an officer from 8 East Bengal and was 
wounded in Chittagong. Within seconds, the mood changed and the word was spread around the Ward that 
I was an enemy. At one stage, I overheard one of the Pakistani officers telling others how Lt. Col. S A Hai, 
a Bengali officer of the Army Medical Corp, was killed in Jessore on 30th March. I heard one of the officers 
going to great lengths to describe how Col. Hai in connivance with his wife was inciting Bengali officers in 
Jessore to revolt. They were caught and he was shot in cold blood.” 
 Second, from What Was Once East Pakistan (OUP 2010) by Syed Shahid Hussain, a Pakistani 
national. He was the Additional Deputy Commissioner of Khulna in March 1971 and was evacuated to 
Jessore Cantonment on 29 March. “That evening an army captain was recounting the day’s (30 March) 
exploits. I was saddened to learn from him that they or perhaps he himself had killed our good Bengali doctor, 
an army colonel. I expressed my horror at the unwarranted murder of an innocent and well-meaning human 
being who had invariably shown great concern for us. This remark provoked the young captain to point his 
gun at me  because he felt I was defending a traitor; for the Pakistani troops every Bengali was a traitor.” 
  A play based on the above events in Jessore Cantonment was produced and broadcast by 
Bangladesh Betar as part of the series, Pages from History (Etihashar Prishta Theke). Fifty years have 
elapsed, yet the memories and emotions of those days of March 1971 are etched fresh and forever in me. 
These recollections are dedicated to those killed by the Pakistani army in Jessore. Invoking the colossal 
sacrifice in times of war by a historic city, “let no one forget, let nothing be forgotten.”

ON THE JESSORE FRONT: SALUTE FREEDOM FIGHTER LT. COL. ABDUL HAI
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An Unexpected Experience: Dhaka Central Jail
 Bangabandhu jokingly called Dhaka Central Jail his second home. This was the jail where 
Badrunnessa Ahmad (his wife), too had been imprisoned in for a month in 1954. They were political 
prisoners, but what was I? Who was I and why was I here?
 Before being brought here I wasn’t told where I was going and why. At the jail I was told that I had 
been arrested under the Emergency Power Rules, 1975. That night former Cabinet Secretary H. T. Imam, 
Secretary Khondokar Asaduzzaman, and Khairul Kabir, Managing Director of Janata Bank were also 
brought to the jail and put in.
 Among others with whom I was imprisoned I recall Professor Akhlasur Rahman (Economist, 
Jahangirnagar University), Col. Shafat Jamil, labor leader Abdul Mannan, Ruhul Quddus, retired Maj. Gen. 
Joynal Abedin, student leaders Mesbahuddin, Ekramul Huq and Qureishi. Many of us on this list were there 
as ‘threats to national security and sovereignty.’ We were arrested to defend the government’s ‘economic 
and financial interests; supplies and services essential to the life of the community etc.’
 The government hid behind false reports in the media, presenting us as being arrested under the 
‘Special Powers Act.’ Daily newspapers printed descriptions of corruption by the three of us who were 
Secretaries. According the news Imam, Asaduzzaman and I had been arrested for corruption and nepotism!
 I never imagined I would ever go to jail. I didn’t have much of an idea about jail though I heard a 
few jail stories from Mujib Bhai. Thus it was an unfamiliar environment for me and quite new to me. 
 Going into the jail I saw that the whole jail yard was divided into sections by high walls. Each 
section was like a separate neighborhood. Dhaka Central Jail had four of five such neighborhoods. That 
morning H.T. Imam and I were brought to one of the sections and put into the same cell.
 Our section was behind a five-foot high wall and included a long brick building with a wide veranda 
stretched in front. There were 26 rooms or cells in the building that held two to a cell and most of us in our 
section were political prisoners. 
 The cell that Taufik Imam and I had was a little separated from the others and more comfortable. It 
was fifteen feet by ten feet and had an attached bathroom. Being at the corner of the main building it had 
two windows.
 The two windows let in plenty of light, so it didn’t feel so bad to be in during the daytime. But the 
tall door of thick steel bars reminded us of our situation. We were prisoners, living in jail.
 Time passed slowly for us in the jail. Some would play cards on the verandah after breakfast. 
Professor Akhlasur Rahman was very good at bridge and was the life of the party after his arrival at our 
section. Many of us read newspapers that we were allowed at our own expense, but there was not much joy 
in that. Not only was there no news but irritatingly the jail authorities would black out anything they 
considered political (and therefore objectionable) before allowing the paper to be read.
 Books from the jail library would be read.

1975 JAIL KILLINGS:
PRISONER NURUDDIN AHMAD’S 
RECOLLECTION
(from his autobiography, On the forests of Life, 
transcribed by Mrs. Nasreen Ahmad & translated 
by Z. M. Alim). Mr. Nuruddin Ahmad was the 
Secretary for Forestry, Fisheries, & Livestock, 
in Bangabandhu’s government.
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 Besides, there were prayers and reciting the Koran of course.

 Badminton was played in the late afternoon. Some of us jogged or did light exercises in the space available.
 Talking about passing the time, I am reminded of our preoccupation in the first few days. Bedbugs! 
The cell was crawling with them and they made it impossible to sleep the first few nights or during the day.
 Finally, we took the bedframes out of the cell and poured buckets of hot water over them to be 
relieved of the torment. 
 Our section had its own kitchen with a cook who was a prisoner. We got quite the class A of food in 
quality and quantity. 
 We had breakfast and lunch on the verandah but the evening meal was delivered to our cells just 
before locking up. Janab Khaleque, a Maulana Shaheb imprisoned with us represented the prisoners to the 
jail authorities regarding our food. He looked after how much of each item had to be obtained and how the 
contractors had to be paid, according to our allocation. 
 Utterly unassuming in his manners, this Maulana Shaheb was very probably one of the accused in 
the ‘Shahidullah Kaiser Murder Case’ of 1971. I couldn’t reconcile his appearance with my mental image 
of a Razakar. It was hard for me to see this Maulana as a Razakar!
 The cell doors were left open during the day, and everyone being together, we managed to pass the 
time somehow. It was harder after sunset when the cell doors were locked. Then it would be just Imam and 
I in the cell, but it still felt like being alone. It was at night that I felt more that we were prisoners, going 
through an abnormal period of time.
 One night, a young man named Qureishi, an accused in the Dhaka University Murder Case, 
suddenly fell ill and there were many problems in getting a doctor and having him taken to hospital. After 
seeing that situation I prayed constantly, not just for myself, but that no one should fall ill while imprisoned, 
particularly at night.
 The first problem is with how to inform someone outside, to fetch the warden, jailer and doctor. It 
is also a big hassle to get the patient out from behind locked doors.
 The jail environment and our situation kept everyone in a weak mental state. Some jail wardens 
took advantage of this weakness, talking about this holy man or that. They would say we should sacrifice a 
cow of a certain color or a goat of a particular breed to get an early release. Or if you paid for religious 
ceremonies in such and such a place, it would solve your problems. Quite often the jail wardens were able 
to get fat sums of money with the swindles.
 Even being in jail we were quite well informed about the news outside. The main source was secret 
letters from party workers to the party leaders inside. There were also visits from family members, the jail 
wardens and the jail doctor. Everyone knows about the corruption of the jail doctors with their unhindered 
access everywhere.
 The doctors’ tyranny and corruption worked around extorting money from prisoners for special 
food, hospital stays and getting news from outside. I would get all kinds of news through the doctor or 
wardens, true or false. 
 It so happened that even sitting in jail I got wind of something going on in Dhaka on the 3rd or 4th 
of November.
 Around October I learned from the jail doctor that Major Dalim and others had entered the jail and 
collected information of some sort. Around that time one day the warden who was supervising us came and 
took our papers away. These papers contained detailed information about us, including doctor’s 
instructions.
 The papers were returned by the warden two or three days later. I subsequently learned that Dalim, 
et al., had gone through our papers. Who knows what they were looking for?
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 It was 2 November 1975. With the windows of our cell open we could overhear the guards on duty 
talking. From what drifted in through the open windows after dark that day it seemed they were quite frightened.
 Between midnight and 1am the alarm bell went off, and along with that big torches flared up. The 
alarm goes off if there is some mishap in the jail like a prisoner escaping, to alert everyone, and it creates a 
scary situation inside the jail. The warden said that some prisoners had escaped.
 The alarm bell kept ringing and at the same time, with torches held to light up the whole place, the 
search for the fugitives went on.
 On the 3rd of November 1975 I had just sat down to say the dawn prayer with Taufiq Imam. 
Suddenly we both jumped out of our skins, startled by a frightful sound of weaponry. The volume suggested 
it was coming from our section, very close by, the very next cell.
 As soon as we hurriedly concluded our prayer, we heard from the warden that some political 
prisoners had escaped from the adjoining section. We were glad to hear this, thinking that Mahbub and 
others had escaped.
 In the section next to us on the east were Tajuddin Ahmed, Syed Nazrul Islam, Mansur Ali and 
Kamruzzaman Shaheb. SP Mahbub was there and probably Mofazzal Hossain Maya as well. I didn’t 
usually see them, just once on Eid day when the gates between the sections were opened up and everyone 
was able to meet, both ordinary prisoners and political prisoners.
 That Eid I took the circuitous way to the adjacent section on the east to visit Tajuddin Shaheb. That was 
the only day I spoke with them. Among various things said, Tajuddin Shaheb said, “Once we are free, we’ll 
remove the inconvenience of the circuitous route and put both sections together behind the same gated wall.”
 After the gunfire incident in the small hours our cell door was not unlocked as usual at 6 a.m. and 
remained as it had been, locked since the previous evening. A little later the warden came with a bucket of 
kedgeree and offered breakfast from behind the locked door. We declined the festival style breakfast in 
protest of the door not being opened. In reply he raised his hand to show four fingers and left. Four political 
prisoners on our east had escaped, we thought.
 Around 11 a.m. we learned what really happened! The news of what happened so close by in the 
small hours was slow to come to us. When the news of this atrocity was whispered from ear to ear and 
finally to us, we were all stunned. I couldn’t believe my ears.  
  We were dumbfounded at this medieval barbarity. It was unbelievable! Even a caged tiger should 
never be killed, no matter how savage he may be. Here it was four of our national leaders who were 
murdered while they were imprisoned - Tajuddin Ahmed, Syed Nazrul Islam, Capt. Mansur Ali and A.H.M 
Kamruzzaman – who, just the other day, had directed the great struggle for freedom so successfully.
 They had taken the helm in the absence of Bangabandhu, and we had been looking up to them.
 After November 3 we felt very insecure in the jail, constantly in fear and on edge.
 The government of the time was up and at it to bring a corruption case against me after bringing me to 
jail. To the best of my recollection the investigating officer in my case was changed three times. I was interrogated 
in jail. Friends and acquaintances, family and relatives and office colleagues were questioned outside.
 I conveyed instructions through my children who visited me. During the visits some SB man or 
other would always be sitting right in front, so there was a lot that couldn’t be said. So, I would write on 
chits that I slipped into their hand without letting the SB man notice.
 I have a lifelong habit of preserving all papers that seem important to me, carefully organized and 
filed, be it an educational certificate or receipts for cement bought to build a house. So whatever papers 
were asked for by the investigation I could produce them.
 My being in jail made my Gorjon (second son, Nawaz Ahmad) grow up beyond his years in 
responsibility and maturity. He maintained communications with the jail as well as outside and completed 
all kinds of tasks efficiently, be it obtaining a visitor’s pass for the Interior Ministry, arranging legal advice, 
providing information for police investigations, keeping our wardens ‘happy,’ even who and how to slip the 
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‘baksheesh’ envelope to at the jail gate to have my ‘iftar’ delivered to the right place. Gorjon learned to do 
it all at that age, when he was going to university.
 On November 3 and 7, there were coup and counter-coup! That first week of November there was 
a ‘fall-out’ within the jail due to the events that rapidly changed the scene. A few twigs and straws fell into 
our section from the blast of stormy winds in the political arena. New faces appeared amongst us.
 I recall this is when Col. Shafat Jamil came to our section, as did Professor Akhlasur Rahman. 
Joynal Abedin left, and Imam and I settled into our seats.
 I recall one thing from Col. Shafat Jamil about August 15th. He was close to Ziaur Rahman. 
Hearing the news of the horrendous massacre that morning he rushed to Zia’s house on the strength of their 
relationship. Zia came out, shaving. Being told that Bangabandhu had been killed, Zia replied very calmly, 
“So what? The others are still there”!
 After 7th November the pro-JSD (Jatiyo Samajtantra Dal, a left-leaning student group) Retired 
Major Joynal Abedin was released from jail. On his departure he assured us he would arrange for us to be 
freed very soon by Ziaur Rahman. We did get freed, but not ‘very soon.’ Days turned into weeks and months. 
Almost four and a half months after Joynal Abedin’s assurance I was finally freed on 31st March 1976.
 I had been taking a nap after lunch that day. I dreamed I was home, and it woke me up. There was 
a warden at the door, who said, “You’re off!”
 I didn’t understand at first. What did that mean?
 Then the supervisor came. He said, “You’ve been freed. You are released!”
 Just like that?
 Why had I been jailed and why indeed was I let out, I couldn’t understand. I did know that for all 
their efforts the government of the time had not been able to bring any case against me to court. They 
couldn’t show that I was involved in any corruption. The only reason for which I, as well as others, was 
jailed was political. We were the hunted in the repulsive politics of the time period following the 
assassination of Bangabandhu.
 In other words, it was above beyond the norms and rules of government, administration without 
law, doing whatever and whenever. Flouting the law of the land and completely ignoring it has now 
gradually become the rule.
 Anyway, once freed from jail and out through the gate, it is not permitted to go back in. So I packed 
my bag in a rush, just keeping my clothes and medication. I gave away the milk and biscuits I had in the 
cell, and came out by the jail gate with Asaduzzaman, who was freed along with me that day. The moment 
of freedom would have been even more joyful if Taufik, my cell-mate of all these days had been freed the 
same day.
 I took everyone by surprise at my home in Road number 32 after the unexpected, unsolicited and 
unimaginable experience of spending almost seven and a half months in Dhaka Central Jail. The familiar 
area of Road number 32 in Dhanmandi had become unrecognizable. The atmosphere of a constant hubbub 
was gone, replaced by an eerie silence.
 And what about the so familiar House number 677 on Road 32 (Bangabandhu’s house)? The once 
crowded house was empty and abandoned. It stood silent and lifeless, all the doors and windows shut, 
witness to the most reprehensible event in the history of Bangladesh.
 The next day I learned by asking at the office that my contract, based on which I had been doing 
governmental work since 1972, had been canceled. Now I was really a retired government officer. 
 I, Nuruddin Ahmad, appointed to a government job in distant 1944 and having arrived at the year 
of 1976, joined the crowd of all the other retired government officers in Bangladesh.

JAIL KILLING: SALUTE FREEDOM FIGHTER MR. NURUDDIN AHMAD
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 How did religion emanate from a once-secular Bangladeshi? What explains Bangladesh’s more 
multifaceted profile today than before? Why is democracy still a “work in progress” pursuit?
 Critical as those questions are today, their seeds could have been sown at the time of our 
independence. At least reviewing a muktijoddha’s memoir of that “seminal” year, 1971, suggests so. In a 
honest recapitulation of “everything that is good and bad about the liberation war” (p. xiii), A. Qayyum Khan 
also helps us at this half-century juncture to reasonably conjecture about Bangladesh’s next half century. 
 We get a microscopic interpretation (of how one newly recruited individual soldier reminisces the 
war) being dwarfed today by macroscopic dynamics (the sum of all other contributions, on and off the 
battlefield, which produced Bangladesh). Khan is not unaware of those macroscopic views (evident, for 
example, in him moving outside his own experiences in positioning 1971 historically and referencing a 
post-1971 sequel publication), yet something about those trenches just won’t let him go (or conversely, he 
let them go). This is fully understandable: no other task demands as much attention as putting one’s life at 
stake for a worthy cause; and besides, not everyone is a freedom-fighter. The end-product cuts both ways: 
we get a sincere and much-needed portrayal of how Bangladesh’s independence resulted from the blood, 
sweat, tears, and lives of its own citizens, rather than commonly-held external perceptions/interpretations 
that Indian soldiers did the job for us. Seen as a cog in the Bangladesh wheel (the micro in a macro 
embrace), Khan’s work cannot fully grasp how, where, and when that wheel will spin: no trench is big 
enough to carry more than that one expectation, of victory. Bitterness, sweetness, or bitter-sweetness are all 
post-trench macro-stirred sentiments interpreting or just remembering their micro counterparts. After our 
blood was pumped up by all the gripping prior battlefield narrations, Khan’s final chapter is 
uncharacteristically anti-climatic: it exposes, as 50-years of experiences must, post-trench realities. 
Linkages like this feed the “continuity” history is built upon. Not unsurprisingly, then, why Khan’s 
anti-climactic final chapter uncharacteristically opens yet another reality.
 Eight chapters chronicle the passage from East Pakistan (title of Chapter 1) to Bangladesh (title of 
Chapter 8). The central theme, of course, is bitter-sweetness, itself the subject and title of Chapter 7. Yet, 
every other chapter carries its strains, wittingly or not. 
 Elucidating his father’s Karachi posting in Chapter 1, the author found that the city “never became 
a home for us” (p. 5), generating perhaps an ambivalent life-long ghost. “Impending Storm”, as the second 
chapter is entitled, depicts how, after the Awami League won a free and fair Pakistani election, East 
Pakistanis “sensed that something sinister was afoot” (p. 25), thereby reinforcing their unanchored identity, 
which, by now, had extended from individual families to the entire East Pakistani population. In Chapter 4, 
called “Genocide”, the author (like many other Bangladeshis) juxtaposes “the emotion of seeing . . . 
Bengali soldiers, tall and strong, armed and ready” for a war, with the reality of that war being not only 
imposed upon them by erstwhile compatriots, but also brutally at that (48).
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 “Mukti Bahini”, the next chapter’s title, finds the author highlighting the selflessness and sufferings 
of what he calls the “bravest sons” of the soil whose names we do not even know because there were so 
many of them (p. 55), when elected representatives pampered themselves with such irrelevant war-time 
priorities as “finding a suitable rental property for their families.” Even in his training camp, “Murtee”, an 
appropriate Chapter 5 title, although he describes his fellow cadets as “eclectic” though ideologically 
diversified (pp. 82-3), he could not escape noticing “discriminatory policies” against the Mukti Bahini and 
favoring the Mujib Bahini. In Chapter 6, “Sector Seven” being the title, the author’s blissful account of his 
Argararhat fellow-travelers contrasts with the Provisional Prime Minister Tajuddin Ahmed’s prescient 
concern that “sycophancy would lead to nepotism . . . [a]nd nepotism would shut-off most economic and 
other opportunities for the ordinary man” (p. 130).
 Chapter 7 is where bitterness and sweetness collide, and appropriately entitled “Bittersweet Victory”. 
Five themes have been extracted from this pregnant chapter, written half-a-century or so after the events, 
because of their contemporary resonance and relevance―and capable of impacting developments in the next 
fifty-odd years. These are: distinguishing the pure from the fake freedom fighters; the Mujib-Zia rift; 
intra-Awami League dissent; the authoritarian bug in our democratic aspirations; and the definition of freedom.
 Distinguishing the fake from the real today puts us as much on a slippery slope as it did the author 
in 1971. He contrasted the “sacrifice and fighting” for independence “by the sons of poor farmers” (p. 177) 
with the “fake freedom fighters,” some of whom he identified as belonging to the Chatra League, the 
Awami League’s student organization. Khasru, the Chatra League muscleman, and the student body’s youth 
leaders exemplified a majority of the League’s members who, he posited, “had no knowledge about 
guerrilla warfare” (p. 60). In between were the “intellectuals”, who, he correctly points out, played a 
“pivotal” role in the anti-Ayub movement, but, in the war, remained aloof of the battlefield. One could sense 
how macro interpretations were brewing differently than the micro.
 The second theme is but an offshoot of this artificial atmosphere. On center-stage for at least the 
first two decades of Bangladesh’s democratic experiences has been the Awami Leage (AL)-BNP 
(Bangladesh Nationalist Party) rift. At first glance, it looks like a tussle between two women party leaders 
alternating in office from 1991: Sheikh Hasina, Mujib’s eldest daughter, and Khaleda Zia, the widow of 
General Ziaur Rahman.  Having announced independence on March 27, 1971, from Chittagong, Zia had a 
valid claim to become the army chief. Instead, because Khaleda, “needed medical treatment”, Zia was 
jettisoned to Canada (p. 199). By 1991, this downgrading fueled a nasty inter-party rivalry, with both party 
leaders at each other’s throat. The history of formative Bangladesh might just be written upon this rift. On 
the one hand, dissenters of all stripes, including the Al Shams, Al Badr, Razakars, and Jamaat-i-Islam party 
members, drifted in the BNP direction. On the other, freedom fighters remained too independent of party 
politics―thereby weakening any AL claim of guardianship of independence. Awami Leaguers were also 
caught in their own crossfire: some crossed over to the BNP, others shifted attention to accumulating the 
country’s meager resources. As politics-as-usual shifted to proprietorship politics, with both parties trying 
to out-duel each other, the political arena was slowly but surely occupied by both moderate and extreme 
religious forces enjoying both domestic and foreign support.  
 In this maelstrom, the country slowly lost its original identity. While the book makes a big deal 
about how Provisional Foreign Minister Khondakar Mustaque Ahmed scuppered war efforts through his 
confederation proposal (with Pakistan and through U.S. auspices), I hope the author picks up in his planned 
sequel publication how Zia’s 1978 elimination of the “secular” pillar of the country in place of an Islamic 
State pushed Bangladesh farther into Pakistan’s arms through the very forces the author himself recognizes 
as “insurgents”: Al-Badr and Al-Shams. “If they were not defeated once and for all,” he presciently 
forewarns, “it is only a matter of time before they would surface again with the help of their foreign patrons 
under the guise of ‘saving Islam’” (p. 205). Could it be that the sweet component that dominated the 
bittersweet equation under Mujib has since been subordinated by the bitter counterpart? A lot may pass 
after the liberation generation bids a final farewell, since the atmosphere most appropriate for a religious 
revival seems to be too universally present, for micro-level triggers to be noted: a larger proportion of
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women live under a hijab or behind a veil than half a century ago; and more tension riddles relations 
between Hindus and Muslims than before, even stroked by more opportunites than then .
 That opens up the third point: Awami League dissent. The author found it everywhere: in Calcutta’s 
Circus Avenue where Provisional Foreign Secretary Mahbubul Alam Chashi drew up the Mushtaque 
confederation proposal against the anger of the remaining provisional cabinet members; and in Calcutta’s 
Theater Road office where Sheikh Fazlul Moni had sent an assassin to eliminate the hard-working and 
overloaded Provisional Prime Minister Tajuddin Ahmed (that he did not pull trigger was precisely because 
Tajuddin’s assiduous working habits changed the assassin’s heart and mind). He further found the same 
division on the battlefield―between the Mukti and Mujib bahini recruits; among the student leaders; and 
so forth. Ever since, we saw it in how Mushtaque assassinated the remainder of the Provisional Government 
ministers in 1975; and in the several Awami League defections to the BNP. Any Awami League attrition 
today foretells a precarious future: as the only party defending everything the liberation war stood for, AL 
survival strengthens Bangladeshi’s lease of life; its corrosion predicts greater chaos; and its subordination 
would erase all that Bangladesh accomplished since that keynote March 7, 1971 Mujib speech. How we 
stand at the crossroads of democracy and independence today begs the question how have we enhanced our 
four constitutional pillars?
 Khan’s book, while reflecting on the 1973 election, could not help but lament the drift away from 
democracy towards authoritarianism under the very eyes of Bangabandhu. “Mujib,” he noted, “wanted a 
landslide victory”―and, as the author continues, “the Awami League bigwigs had made up their minds to 
get it at any cost, fair or foul” (p. 228). Several questions arise, but two capture the essence: why must our 
democratically-elected and democracy-pursuing leaders turn autocratic so automatically; and whether there 
is any credible safeguard to protect those who are not on the ruling-party bandwagon? Among the victims: 
those very “sons of poor farmers”. If this is the only constant feature half-a-century after independence, 
then injustice clamps heavily upon those war martyrs.
 A final theme dwells precisely on that: what the 1971 war was all about―freedom. As the author 
observed from both of his Sector 7 capacities, as Adjutant and Company commander across Rajshahi, 
freedom comes when a woman can “enjoy a bath all by herself without worrying about predators” (p. 178). 
This is about as powerful an image as one might get in the democracy literature. Jean Jacques Rousseau 
captured our imagination with his “man born free” reference, but with a disturbing “forever in chains” 
suffix. Abraham Lincoln broadened the subject from males to the “people” (of, by, and for the people). Yet 
Khan unequivocally elevates a gender largely absent in democracy-initiation―even in the most 
democratized country today (remember how suffragette movements came on the heels, not the eve, of 
democratic revolutions). By virtue of having a slight population majority in many countries today, such as 
ours, women carry the wherewithal of shaping democracy, and perhaps the most crucial constituency to 
consolidate our “work in progress” democracy.
 Overlooking the mighty Jamuna, the author tells us, he saw such a woman, who was also aware of 
the author’s presence, bathing so leisurely in a pond. What a half-century change. His poignant description 
confronts a paradox today: even though we have (or have had) a woman prime minister, legislative speaker, 
foreign minister, and opposition leader evoking women empowerment, far more conspicuous has been how 
a larger proportion of women hide behind a hijab than ever before and a stubborn but illegitimate group 
(Hefazat), demands women return to the household completely. While hijab does not necessarily signify a 
fundamentalist twist, to simply use it to avoid street-side hassles means we either do not have the laws (or 
the male tolerance) to protect women, or if we do, they remain too weak to be effective. Broadening the 
already macro argument, increasingly afflicted minorities make that same claim. Somehow we have 
allowed the magic of “freedom” that the author noted by the Jamuna banks as it flowed through the 
countryside to evaporate even in cosmopolitan Dhaka: freedom cannot be functional if laws can be bent, 
broken, banished, or abused.
 One only hopes the author’s sequel is not entitled Bitter Defeat. When all is said and done, however, 
the author can help in preventing that outcome by connecting micro-level idiosyncrasies and sentiments 
with macro developments and dynamics. Two evidences illustrate why that correlation matters.
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 First, the author mentions (on p. 20) how he voted twice in that ill-fated December 1970 
election―once where he lived, in Testuri Bazar, then in his “ancestral” home in Khwaje Dewar. His honest 
admission of an irregularity might pass without raising eyebrows in Bangladesh, but elsewhere anyone, 
especially democracy scholars, would be dumbfounded. Since democracy, by definition, stands on the 
“one-person, one-vote” principle, the author could amend his personal memoirs to explain to the wider 
world why he did what he did. No memoir can get mileage if it stays locked only within the author’s 
designated sphere: the more it connects with others (that is, reflect the macro prevalence over the micro), 
the more they will be interested; and the more domestic interest is generated, the more likely external 
acceptance and unambiguous interpretations will emerge.
 Second, underplaying the Provisional Foreign Ministry would lead any reader to really believe the 
ministry was a useless agency during the war. Perceptions, again, could produce disastrous unintended 
consequences. While the author is extremely hard on Mushtaque and Alam Chashi, the Minister and Secretary, 
respectively, for all the right reasons, the entire ministry is chastised when it should not be. The official 
publication of that war, Bangladesh Documents, would not have been possible without the contributions of a 
fleet of hard-working university students from the Provisional Government’s only foreign embassy, in 
Calcutta. They also fed all foreign reporters and officers both information and company in visits to war and 
refugee camps, in addition to facilitating non-governmental organizations, such as Operation Omega. 
Borrowing the cliché depicting inclusiveness, unless all the “tinkers, tailors, soldiers, and sailors” get a place, 
implicitly or explicitly, in any macro description of a war, the story is unnecessarily compromised. Simply 
elaborating micro details with a tunnel-vision automatically faces a quagmire. Khan’s work is no exception. 
Just as no “big picture” portraiture is ever complete without the “nitty-gritty,” nuts-and-bolts details, no micro 
perception can alone alter the more secularly evolved macro outcome.
 In closing, this is an enormously important book for independence war participants, those who 
engaged in building the country for half a century, and the many more new generations in the offing who 
will direct the country’s future. Yet, its actual value might be found outside the country: to win outside 
friends, since that would vindicate the strength of our democracy, and thereby independent viability. As far 
as post-independence integration goes historically and globally, we are not out of the woods as yet since 
dust over democratization,  religion, and indeed, identity must settle first, a task rarely fulfilled in the 
lifetime of “trench” participants. Still, the direction must be visible. With a Bangladesh escalating towards 
a “developed country” target now, as it did “democracy” from the 1990s, there is reason for hope. The book 
gives us a final warning that “Amar Sonar Bangla” is still reachable―but only if we dare to stand as “tall 
and strong, armed and ready” as our independence war heroes were! No better a homage, tribute, or salute 
to Bangladeshis on a well-deserved ever-escalating developmental Bangladesh on its half-century 
landmark occassion. 
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 Few universities could take pride in what the University of Dhaka had achieved in its lifetime. It 
was established in 1921, but in less than a hundred years of its establishment, it made significant 
contributions to the history of Bangladesh, particularly in the making of the country. Two events are 
noteworthy.
 The first one is related to the historic language movement of 1952, when university students laid 
down their lives for making Bangla one of the national languages of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan. The 
event is now nationally observed on 21 February, and the University of Dhaka is the event's official host. 
National leaders, foreign dignitaries, and millions of people, all barefooted, congregate at the footsteps of 
the Shaheed Minar (martyrs' monument), located at the campus, on 21 February to pay homage to the 
"brave sons of the soil." UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) has 
declared the day as the International Mother Language Day. The University of Dhaka could only take pride 
in hosting the event and having the day recognized globally.
 Secondly, the University of Dhaka is the only university in the world where the students raised the 
country's flag and handed it over to the national leaders. This took place on 2 March 1971, incidentally 
several weeks before the Pakistan military's recourse to genocide and the proclamation of independence. 
This flag became the rallying call for freedom and the new country’s symbol during the nine-month 
liberation struggle.
 On the night of 25 March 1971, the University of Dhaka became a predictable target of the Pakistan 
military. But who were the victims? In a multi-class society, subalternity could never be uni-dimensional or 
linear. Given the semi-colonial experience of the Bangalis, the Awami League could easily muster support 
in favour of a 'nationalist' campaign against the repressive state of Pakistan. The campaign was intuitively 
summed up in the Six-Point program, incidentally launched in 1966, which later became the party's agenda 
in the general elections of 1970. The cry of 'Joy Bangla' symbolized the nationalist aspirations of the 
people, mainly to overcome the semi-coloniality of the nation. But the semi-colonial experience was only 
one aspect of the subalternity of the Bangalees. The society had other subaltern layers, mainly the 
disempowered marginalized population. But then, how obvious were these in times of genocide? Or, to put 
it slightly differently, is there a willful blurring of subalternity on the part of the state and statist discourses? 
And if so, what does it signify? The mass murder inside the university at the hands of the Pakistan military 
can shed some light on this.
 M.A. Rahim, a professor of history, while reflecting on the last sixty years' of the University of 
Dhaka (1921-1981) and the role the latter played in the nationalist movement culminating in 1971, stated:
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THE EPICENTER OF 1971 GENOCIDE: ESTABLISHING THE “CENTRE FOR GENOCIDE 
STUDIES” AT THE UNIVERSITY OF DHAKA

The commentary of the US Consul General, Archer K. Blood, on the Pakistan military's attack on the 
University of Dhaka was more telling:
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 Both the accounts give the impression that since the university was at the centre of the movement, 
the Pakistan military targeted only the 'armed students.' But then, not only scholars and students of the 
university but also unarmed and relatively marginalized people of the university were brutally murdered. 
Apart from the faculty members and students, the victims included caretakers, gardeners, security guards, 
sweepers, canteens owners, and even 'peons' or messengers.

 1M.A. Rahim, The History of the University of Dacca (Dacca: University of Dacca Press, 1981), pp. 185-187.
 2Archer K. Blood, The Cruel Birth of Bangladesh (Dhaka: The University Press Limited, 2000).
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THE EPICENTER OF 1971 GENOCIDE: ESTABLISHING THE “CENTRE FOR GENOCIDE 
STUDIES” AT THE UNIVERSITY OF DHAKA

 In this context, scholars and students raised a critical question a decade back: what role must the 
University of Dhaka play for being the epicenter of genocide? It is ironic and somewhat sad that the 
scholars and students of the university had to raise such a question nearly four decades after the gruesome 
killing of its members. But then, one thing is sure: that the University of Dhaka, as the epicenter of genocide 
and emancipatory politics, has a lot to offer to the nation and humanity. It is precisely for this reason that 
the authorities of the University of Dhaka, indeed, with active support from the faculty members, campus 
officials, family members, even students, old and new, embarked upon the noble task of establishing the 
Centre for Genocide Studies (CGS) on 25 March 2012.
 As the first of its kind in South Asia with a focus on genocide and mass violence, the CGS is aware 
that in the past 150 years, tens of millions of people have lost their lives in genocides and mass atrocities in 
the world, including South Asia. Millions have been tortured, raped, and forcibly displaced from their 
homes. Even now, more than 60 countries are involved in armed conflicts around the globe. Moreover, 
there are more than 40 areas of protracted conflicts, including potential situations of genocide in Syria, 
Sudan, and Myanmar.
 The CGS principal aim is to address genocide, mass atrocities, violence, and crimes over 
peace-loving people and contribute to effective initiatives for a peaceful world. To make its task unique in 
this part of the world and attain the more important goals of humanity, the CGS is involved in several 
activities, including:
 Teaching: CGS currently offers a three-month Postgraduate Diploma in Genocide Studies 
(PDGS). This program aims to provide a comprehensive introduction to Genocide Studies. The diploma 
degree is designed for practitioners, journalists, lawyers, academic researchers, personnel from law 
enforcement agencies, and professionals from any field with interest.
 The Bangladesh Peace Observatory (BPO): Accessible at www.peaceobservatory-cgs.org, 
BPO is a research facility housed at CGS and established in 2016 in partnership with United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP). It holds the most extensive data on violence in Bangladesh in 26 
categories of the last nine years.
 Fellowships: CGS offers fellowships to Bangladeshi applicants who demonstrate outstanding 
potentials and can contribute in diverse areas. The following fellowships are offered:
 • CGS-Square Fellowship: CGS, in collaboration with renowned business enterprise SQUARE 
Group, offers the CGS- SQUARE Fellowship mainly to applicants who demonstrate outstanding potentials 
and can contribute in such areas as genocide, war crime, crime against humanity, human rights, ethnic and 
communal violence, and other related themes.
 • CGS-FES Fellowship on the Futures of Higher Education: CGS, in collaboration with 
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES), offers CGS-FES Fellowship on the "Futures of Education" for national and 
international scholars and researchers annually. The Fellowship is designed to explore the challenges, 
opportunities, innovations, changes, and futures in education in Bangladesh.
 • CGS-UNDP Fellowship on Peace: CGS, in collaboration with the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), offers a 4-month CGS-UNDP Fellowship on Peace annually. The Fellowship is 
designed to widen the scope of evidence-based research on crime and violence in Bangladesh. It also aims 
to engage researchers with the BPO Platform for disseminating the evidence through sophisticated 
analytical work. The Bangladesh Peace Observatory (BPO), as a repository of data on violence, violence 
prevention, and social cohesion, is the basis of research under this Fellowship.
 The Walking Museum on 1971 Genocide: The birth of Bangladesh cannot be contemplated 
without considering the glorious role and the painful sacrifice of the University of Dhaka. To sensitize 
newly admitted students of the University and introduce them to the genocidal violence of their campus, 
CGS regularly organizes the tour program with the support of scholarly volunteers. The Walking Museum 
is also open to outsiders upon request and service fee.
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 Seminar and Public Lectures: CGS regularly organizes national and international seminars and 
public lectures to discuss and discover different dynamics of genocide and violence in Bangladesh and 
beyond.
Publications:
 • CGS Papers: A total of 10 CGS papers has been published as of October 2021.
 • Peace Report: As a part of the BPO initiative, CGS publishes bi-monthly Peace Report on 
various hot-button topics and themes. Twenty-three CGS Peace Reports have been published so far, 
covering a number of issues. The latest CGS Peace Report focuses on Vaccine Nationalism & the 
COVID-19 pandemic; available at: http://peaceobservatory-cgs.org/#/peace_report
 • Peacegraphics: Peacegraphics are published online on the BPO website to visually comprehend 
the monthly and weekly data on the violence situation of Bangladesh; available at: 
http://peaceobservatory-cgs.org/#/highlights
 • Covid-19graphics: COVID19graphics  address the impact of the COVID19  pandemic by 
highlighting data under different categories. As of September 2021, a total of 42 issues have been 
published; available at http://peaceobservatory-cgs.org/#/highlights
 • Authored books: A total of 7 books have already been published as of October 2021.
 • 25-volumes Bangladesh Foreign Policypaedia: 4 volumes will be published in 2021.
 • Electiongraphics: Electiongraphics are produced for in-house consumption to comprehend 
visually electoral violence in Bangladesh.
Other activities
 • Annual International Conference: CGS annually organizes the International Conference on 
Genocide and Mass Violence in December, attracting many participants from home and abroad every year.  
 • Joint Research and Programs: In partnership with UNDP, CGS conducts joint research and 
collaborative programs with different stakeholders and government offices from time to time. This activity 
includes the mapping facility of BPO to prepare initial mapping and data support to conduct advanced 
research, educating stakeholders to research with open access data insight, and identifying crucial areas of 
academic and policy inquiry. This includes social mapping of the Covid-19 pandemic in collaboration with 
the UNDP. CGS also partners with University College London (UK) on Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh, 
Malaysia, and India. 
 • International Exchange Program: BPO and UNDP jointly offer technical support under 
international exchange programs to disseminate and support other countries in mapping violence.
 • Micronarratives: One effective way to understand the dynamics of peace and violence in a 
country is by collecting micronarratives on the issue. In this regard, CGS carries out several qualitative 
research work on violent extremism and electoral violence under the umbrella of UNDP's 'Preventing 
Violent Extremism (PVE)' program in Bangladesh. BPO uses micronarratives collected from CGS's 
qualitative research works and incorporates these in its peace reports and discussions.
 • Professional Certificate Course/Training: As a part of the BPO initiative, CGS offers an 
intensive course to understand the underlying factors behind the violence, including practices in various 
countries for preventing/countering. The Professional Certificate Course on PVE is designed mainly to 
initiate discourses on violence and formulate methods for combating violent extremism and promoting 
society's tolerance. The training covers critical issues on preventing violent extremism concerning 
Bangladesh and beyond. Prominent faculty members, scholars, practitioners, and foreign experts on the 
topic of PVE conduct the course sessions. So far, seven Professional Certificate Courses on PVE have been 
offered under this activity.

THE EPICENTER OF 1971 GENOCIDE: ESTABLISHING THE “CENTRE FOR GENOCIDE 
STUDIES” AT THE UNIVERSITY OF DHAKA
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 Since its Independence in 1971, Bangladesh has shown numerous transformations, such as 
reducing poverty, ensuring food and energy security, improving the literacy rate, women empowerment and 
so forth. Despite facing multiparous challenges falling into the hands of the military regime, the people of 
Bangladesh have shown enthusiasm to restore a democratic framework for its governance, which was one 
of the principal elements behind the bloody nine months independence war. Over the last decade, the 
country has experienced remarkable economic growth and development, which for sure is praiseworthy. 
Besides appropriate macro-economic policy, the rise of the Bengal Tigers is also rooted in ensuring peace, 
security and stability in Bangladesh. Bangladesh has a tolerant religious tradition and steadfast 
commitment to peace, harmony, and social cohesion. Despite all such progress, like many other countries, 
Bangladesh faces the challenges of religious centric terrorism and extremism in the Twenty-first Century. 
Although Bangladesh’s counter-terrorism, based on a zero-tolerance policy, has been a model of success, it 
has some room for further improvement as well.
 The Independence of Bangladesh came during the third New Left wave of terrorism, which 
consisted of nationalist and anti-western sentiment that emerged from the Vietnam war. Soon after the 
Liberation War, extreme leftist political ideologies flourished in Bangladesh, causing militant groups to join 
the armed struggle against the state. Although religion-centric militant group has been present in 
Bangladesh since the early 1990s, it started to get a matter of concern for its activities since 2005.1 Among 
many others, few notable cases include the blast in 63 districts, among 64, in a 30-minute time-span in 
2005, attacks on secular bloggers, university teachers, publishers, foreign nationals, and members of 
minority groups in 2013 and 2014, the seizure of Holy Artisan Bakery, Dhaka in 2016 by violent extremists 
being inspired by Islamic State ideology, and resulting in death of 28 people. Looking into the structural 
element of violent extremism in Bangladesh, radicalisation is based on disrupting democratic governance 
structure and secular practices and establishing a sharia-based system.2 Major violent extremist groups 
which operate in Bangladesh currently, such as Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB), 
Neo-Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen Bangladesh (Neo-JMB), Ansarullah Bangla Team (ABT) and 
Harkat-ul-Jihad-al Islami Bangladesh (HuJIB), show inspiration from different ideological principles from 
abroad such as Afghan Jihad, Islamic State (IS) or Al Qaeda in Indian Sub-continent (AQIS). Individuals 
who are radicalised and involved with these militant outfits in Bangladesh belong to diverse socioeconomic 
statuses and educational backgrounds.

 1Ali, Riaz & Saimum, Parvez, 2018. “Bangladeshi militants: What do we know?” Terrorism and Political 
Violence, 30(6), pp.944–961.
 2Shahab Enam, Khan, 2017. “Bangladesh: The changing dynamics of violent extremism and the response of the
state”, Small Wars & Insurgencies, 28(1), pp.191–217.

 

Raian Hossain
Lecturer B
Global Studies and Governance Program, School of Liberal Arts & 
Social Sciences, Independent University, Bangladesh

DECODING TERRORISM & COUNTER 
TERRORISM IN BANGLADESH



Page|85

DECODING TERRORISM & COUNTER TERRORISM IN BANGLADESH

 The government of Bangladesh started its crackdown against militants and extremist groups at the 
beginning of 2006. Bangladesh, at first, followed one of the traditional means of counter-terrorism: killing 
terrorists, often referred to as decapitation, managed to take down JMB’s head Sheikh Abdur Rahman and 
its deputy Bangla Bhai. The Awami League government, led by Sheikh Hasina, realised the problem of 
terrorism, and formed a 17-member ‘National Committee on Militancy Resistance and Prevention’ and 
eight members ‘National Committee for Intelligence Coordination’ in 2009.3 Setting up national 
committees led to better coordination between policymakers, practitioners and intelligence agencies. The 
government of Bangladesh passed numerous laws such as the Anti-terrorism Act 2009 (amended in 2012), 
Money Laundering Prevention Act, 2012, and Mutual Legal Assistance Act, 2012 with directly or indirectly 
address the problem of terrorism and violent extremism. The response of Bangladesh counter-terrorism 
became more notable since the Holy Artisan Bakery incident, such as forming specialised 
Counter-Terrorism and Transnational Crime Unit of Dhaka Metropolitan Police in 2016 and the Anti 
Terrorism Unit in 2017. Two anti-terrorism tribunals are also set up in Dhaka and Chattogram to ensure 
speedy trials for anyone with terrorism or militancy offences. In recent years, recruiters of violent 
extremists groups have used cyberspace as a platform to radicalise, recruit, and train.4 To overcome the 
threat of cyberterrorism, Bangladesh established National Telecommunication Monitoring Centre, which 
helps to monitor such activities.5 Dhaka also took steps to smart counter-terrorism by disseminating 
counter-narratives via or promoting tolerance in society via commercials, posters, documentaries and films 
and mobile app-based complain mechanism and information sharing capacity known as Hello CT, Report 
2 RAB and BD Police Help Line.6 The government partners with relevant bodies such as Islamic Foundation 
Bangladesh to prepare and disseminate religious counter-narratives, formulate prescribed Khutba 
(provided during Jumman prayers on Friday)7 and redesign the curriculum of Madrasah education system.
 Besides government, academics, civil society, think tanks and non-governmental organisations 
helped in capacity-building, arranging workshops/seminars/conferences, research and disseminating 
awareness.8,9  
 
 3Saimun, Parvez, 2019. “Bangladesh and India,”, in Isaac, Kfir & Georgia, Grice, Counterterrorism Yearbook, 
Australian Strategic Policy Institute, pp.41-47. 
 4 Iftekharul, Bashar, 2017. “The evolving threat in Bangladesh", Counter Terrorist Trends and Analyses (RSIS), 
9(3), pp. 15-18. 
 5Parvez, op.cit.
 6Ibid.
 7Khan, op.cit.
 8Bangladesh Enterprise Institute, “Expanding Collaboration for Enhancing National CVE Efforts,”
https://bei-bd.org/index.php/bei-workshop-cve-handbook-planning. 
 9Bangladesh Institute of Peace and Security Studies, “National Workshop on Countering Violent Extremism- 
capacity Building Programme (CVECBP)”. https://bipss.org.bd/bipss-organized-a-3-day-national-workshop-on- 
countering-violent-extremism-capacity-building-programme-cvecbp/.



Page|86

DECODING TERRORISM & COUNTER TERRORISM IN BANGLADESH

  Both government and civil societies have started to put more emphasis on Preventing/Countering 
Violent Extremism(P/CVE) mechanisms besides security sector-led counter-terrorism. So far, Bangladesh 
has signed and ratified 14 out of 19 international legal instruments and mechanisms that address countering 
or preventing terrorism or violent extremism.10 Bangladesh is also part of several regional mechanisms, 
such as Regional Convention on Suppression of Terrorism of the South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC) and the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic 
Cooperation (BIMSTEC). The conventions show steadfast commitment of Bangladesh to fight 
transnational terrorism. Recently, Bangladesh has also launched National Action Plan (NAP) on Women 
Peace and Security in partnership with civil society and UN Women aligning with UN Resolution 1325.11 
In fighting terrorism and militancy, Bangladesh partners with its longstanding friends, such as the United 
States of America (USA) and India.
 As per the South Asia Terrorism Portal (SATP), the number of the terrorist incidents in Bangladesh 
has shown a good reduction over the last ten years. The number of terrorist-related incidents was 328 in 
(2010) and 702 in (2013), which was reduced to 99 (2019), 88 (2020) and 70 as of 15th November 2021.12 
Also, the amount of fatality rate from terrorist incidents, which was 52 in (2010) and 251 in (2013), has 
drastically reduced to 4 in (2019), 3 in (2020) and only 1 as of 15th November 2021.  The statistics and 
figures reflect the improvement and success of Bangladesh and its firm commitment towards fighting 
terrorism and violent extremism. Despite such success, counter-terrorism in Bangladesh is still based on 
hard power (a top-down mechanism), which mainly involves killing, arresting, and prosecuting. The 
Government of Bangladesh should increase the role of non-government stakeholders in combating 
terrorism following the whole of society approach. The existing mechanism fulfils the requirements for 
fulfilling the current strategic or tactical purposes, which might not be the case in the future, hence 
Bangladesh must emphasise promoting preventive mechanisms for sustaining peace in a globalised world 
like today.
 Another area of improvement on which Bangladesh needs to emphasise is improving its prison 
management system and having structural rehabilitation or disengagement programs. Proper prison 
management and rehabilitation or disengagement programs are essential to allow offenders of terrorism to 
receive proper counter-narratives and reintegrate into the society as when it’s required. Despite Bangladesh 
law enforcement agencies have shown huge success in fighting terrorism, there have been cases when they 
have allegedly to violated human rights;13 hence, Bangladesh must ensure its practices align with 
international human rights standards. Lastly, despite the male-dominated domain of terrorism and violent 
extremism in Bangladesh, women are often involved as perpetrators over the last few years.  Government 
and civil society must ensure female/women access to education, employment opportunities and empower 
them properly. It requires a fair share and space for women in decision-making, policymaking, and 
increasing numbers of female practitioners in law enforcement agencies.

 10E, Gordon & J, True, 2019, “Gender stereotyped or gender responsive? Hidden threats and missed opportunities 
to prevent and counter violent extremism in Indonesia and Bangladesh,” The RUSI Journal, 164, no. 4, pp. 74-91. 
 11Bangladesh National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security, from:  http://www.peacewomen.org/ 
sites/default/ files/Bangladesh%20NAP%20(2019-2022).pdf
 12South Asia Terrorism Portal, from: https://www.satp.org/. 
 13Parvez, op.cit.
 14Nazneen Mohsina “ Growing Trends of Female ‘Jihadism’ in Bangladesh,” Counter Terrorist Trends and 
Analyses, 9, No. 8 (Singapore: RSIS, 2017), pp. 7-21.
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Personal & Political Background:
          “I am thrice an elected parliament member, from Shariatpur 3 Electoral Seat, where there are three 
upazilas with 3,00,000 voters and 5,50,000 citizens whom I represent.   My father, Abdur Razzaq, was 
elected parliament six times. From the beginning of his student politics and his past student life he was 
under the leadership of the Father of the Nation Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and created the 
student nucleus. He was one of the three leaders of the Chatra League, serving as the group’s General 
Secretary. Later on he came out for jail in 1968 and joined Shweccha Shebok Bahini, then in great 1971 he 
joined BLF (Bangladesh Liberation Force) as one of the four district commanders of Mujib Bahini: Shirajul 
Alam Khan, Fazlul Haque Moni , Abdur Razzaq , Tofael Ahmed were the district commanders of BLF. In 
1973 he was appointed as Organizational Secretary of Bangladesh Awami League, when our late president 
Zillur Rahman was appointed as General Secretary of Bangladesh Awami League. At first Bangabandhu 
was the president of Bangladesh Awami League later on one of the four leaders, Kamruzzaman, became the 
president. In 1975 August 15 after the assassination of Bangabandhu and his famil , he was jailed for 3 years 
. After he got out of jail he was elected as the General Secretary of Bangladesh Awami League. This time 
the president of Bangladesh Awami League was Mr.Abul Malek Ukil . After that in 1981 the well-deserved 
daughter of the father of the nation Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina was elected as the president of 
Bangladesh Awami League and in that election my father was appointed as the General Secretary. Given 
my family background in politics, I too immersed into politics. From the perspective of education, I was a 
student of Government Laboratory High School, then later on in class 8, I went to Saint Paul’s school in 
Darjeeling, India for completing ICSC. Then completed my high school from Mayo College, Ajmeer, India. 
I am a student of commerce. Later on I went to UK in Middlesex College London to complete my 
undergraduate work. I have double Majors, one in Business and another in Marketing. Then I finished my 
masters from Kingston’s University. 
                In profession I was a chartered marketer. Then later on I worked in multiple social activities. After 
the grenade attacks of 21st August 2004, I came to Bangladesh and started again into politics. It was from 
my educational perspective. From the political perspective I am a politician. And also I am related to some 
other businesses. After being elected in parliament, I focused on the future of youth, the reflection of the 
ideas, thoughts and inspirations of youth. Primarily I was one of the standing committee member of the 
Disaster Management Ministry, after that I was standing committee member of Youth Sports Ministry. In 
promoting youth policy, I had some important roles. Since 2018 after election I am one of the standing 
member of foreign ministry till now. And also I am the founder of the biggest youth organization Young 
Bangla which is a national youth platform. Beside that I work with climate parliament. From the beginning 
of E-CAB, I have been a senior organization advisor, and currently the member of the trustees of United 
Nations Youth and Students Association of Bangladesh and on the editorial board member of Y Magazine 
which is a sustainable development-goals based youth magazine. This is my primary professional 
introduction. My mother is Mrs. Farida Reza, who is still living, my wife Maliha Hossain, who owns 
Aamra Romoni a NGO. I have two children, both are sons, one 14-years, the other 8-years of age.
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Climate Change:
             Climate change has its affect in Bangladesh. In a global index, Bangladesh is the 6th most vulnerable 
global climate-change country. Climate Parliament is a British and US registered NGO. It is a global 
extended forum, where 37 countries participate in their representation. Basically while working with 
Climate change personally I could make two impacts, one is when I was working with Bangladesh Disaster 
Management Ministry back in 2013-2014 then I was a part of policy making on disaster management and 
climate change. In terms of disaster, if Bangladesh faces any disaster then what to do, how to response and 
prevent was our goal. Till today these policies are active. Beside that from the side of the climate change 
each year we participate Climate Change Conference and we advocate on policymaking in climate 
parliament too. Second thing we are successful at is collaboration with Electricity, Petroleum & Mineral 
Ministry to make SREDA Act. SREDA Act was firstly applied in 2012 collaborating with climate 
parliament. and in 2014 when it formed it had determined modalities that how it will work and functions 
and its area of working. Even now from the side of renewable energy Bangladesh is struggling. How we 
will connect the energy mix is what we are working till now. As I work with young fresh men, Young 
Bangla has 325 other youth organizations connected, and with UNYSAB we co-work on climate change 
and with climate activists and help them capacity building and collaborate with them in terms of advocacy, 
for instance, on coastal beds and implementing resilient methods to fight coastal erosion. 
Politics of the Past: 
               Very interesting question. Many people ask me this question. I am a 3 times elected member, my 
father was 6 times elected. He even won the election of 1970s as a parliament member for the first time. For 
example, after the assassination of the father of the nation in 1975, he was in jail. then he got out of jail and 
participated in 1979 election. Basically he did not want to be a parliamentarian but he was more into his 
league. He was there to establish his league. This example is given because to showcase his sacrificing 
tendency. Nowadays we hear “League is greater than a person, and country is greater than a league” 
phrases, but to me this value has real deficit in our country. The values of politics have changed. Labour, 
sacrifice, spending time is really important but beside that our human values are going decay. So these 
factors are changed. If anyone studies Bangabandhu’s autobiography then they will understand the 
uncompromising love towards the country. The dedication was in people back then is not found in modern 
times. This is not only applicable for politicians but also the citizens’ value.  Sometimes we have to even 
face questions like “What I have got?”, but not “What I have given?”. In these factors we see the value 
deficit. I try from my platform to promote good citizenship, and I work hard to produce moral values in 
citizens. You work on an education system and generally the architect of a leaders is the education. What 
our teachers, friends, brothers and sisters have taught us is what creates our moral values.
                When we were growing up in childhood we used to value our para or moholla, it was an emotion, 
but now we all are establishing independence, in a building no one knows each other. So these places of 
unity, moral ethics and civic sense, and education have real deficits. As we have seen the difference, we can 
sense it well. If we haven’t seen the differences, then we may have not understood it.  As usual Bangladesh 
is going forward undoubtedly under the supervision of our honourable prime minister Sheikh Hasina. We 
all are going well together, but we are lacking in these cases of moral sense or civic senses. To solve this, 
we all have to work together in our society. Also we have to work on our Identity. Today I was talking to a 
place about we are facing national identity crisis. Bangladesh is the only country in the history of world to 
for independence for a language. Bangladesh fought for his national identity. I don’t think any other country 
has ever done that before. From this point now we are going detached. Now in this case we face identity 
crisis, some of us say we are Bangalee, some others say Bangladeshi, many others say Bangladeshi 
Muslims, these value perspectives must to be clear. We want to solve the Identity crisis, where we need all 
your supports to solve such problem, again we have to promote good citizenship. Good citizenship is 
actually being a responsible citizen. In this time of Covid-19 pandemic, I am really inspired that everyone 
in our country came out with helping hands with whatever they have. Which is a very positive matter. 
Politics is mainly working for people and working under the reflection of the ideas of people. Here any 
businessman can do politics, in past there were only professionals, teachers, lawyers and doctors were into 
the politics, today’s businessman doing politics is a very optimistic side.  But they have to conserve their 
values. So as the expectation is high the delivery should be accurate. This is the difference I see in politics. 
And of course government should take steps according to the latest situations they face and take action. I 
hope I have answered your question.

DISCUSSION DIALOGUE WITH MR. NAHIM RAZZAQ, MP
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 At the time of independence in 1971, Bangladesh’s economy was in tatters, ravaged by years of 
Pakistani economic oppression and battered by natural disasters, including the massive cyclone of 1970 
that caused 250,000 deaths; and finally, by the destruction caused by the war. In 1972, the UN estimated 
that around 78% of Bangladeshis lived below the absolute poverty line.1  With almost no internal resources, 
most development interventions were supported by foreign funds. Survival was the only priority for most 
people. Due to Bangladesh’s impressive development journey, that doomsday scenario is now fast 
becoming a distant nightmare.
 Right after independence, in March 1972, Sir Fazle Hasan Abed, who had left his position as an 
executive with Shell Oil, founded BRAC (Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee), in 1972,  as a relief 
and rehabilitation project in a remote village of Bangladesh. He gathered a group of young Bangladeshis 
ready to rebuild the country. From that point, BRAC’s journey, over the last 50 years, has been closely and 
deliberately coordinated with the journey of this country, both strongly influenced by each other. 
From relief-based interventions to development
 One of the vital transformative strategies that helped Bangladesh reach the current stage of 
economic development is adopting a social safety net-based approach within the framework of overall 
growth. The journey started with relief-based interventions that soon embraced the ideas of safety nets and 
then safety ladders.2  
 Non-governmental organisations helping Bangladeshi refugees in India, such as Oxfam, started 
relief operations in Bangladesh right after independence. India offered the first financial assistance, 
amounting to US$232 million, including 900,000 tons of foodgrains. United Nations started relief 
operations on 24 August 1971, as the United Nations Relief Operation in Dacca (UNROD). The country’s 
dire state gave Henry Kissinger the audacity to infamously term Bangladesh a ‘bottomless basket’ in the 
same year.

 1The average daily intake of food of 78% Bangladeshis was less than 90% of the minimum daily requirement. 
  2The idea of ‘safety net’ is embedded in protection-related interventions for the poorest people from the shocks, 
whereas ‘safety ladders’ refers to a tailored approach for the poorest to get out of poverty.

INNOVATION & PARTNERSHIP FOR DEVELOPMENT:
THE RISE OF BANGLADESH
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 BRAC, from 1972 started with a relief operation in a remote village named Sulla. As BRAC’s 
founder Sir F. H. Abed later recounted, the “…relief and rehabilitation was over in a year.” Soon he realised 
that more was needed for sustainable poverty reduction and development. BRAC started exploring ways to 
offer “education, healthcare, family planning services, building organisations of the poor and empower 
them to demand services from the state”.3

 In the wake of the devastating famine of 1974, the Government of Bangladesh introduced two 
programmes. The Vulnerable Group Feeding (VGF) programme initially targeted women-headed 
households. Now, the programme supports vulnerable families during festivals or natural disasters4. The 
other programme, Food for Work, was introduced at the same time to offer employment to rural farmers 
who lost their livelihoods due to floods. 
Microfinance for poverty reduction 
 While relief-based interventions focused on short-term basic needs, the resources required for 
medium to longer-term needs of the vulnerable households were addressed through the introduction of 
Microfinance. BRAC and Grameen Bank introduced the small-loan programme in 1974 that flourished in 
the years to come. 
 BRAC started addressing critical long-term development needs, such as education, health, and the 
livelihood of the poor, through the Microfinance programme, which is based on a ‘credit plus approach’. 
Over time, the range of interventions expanded in scope and changed in approaches based on the continual 
review of outcomes of interventions. For example, it was observed that the low agricultural productivity, 
which limits the poor’s ability to reach economies of scale at household level, can be addressed by ensuring 
affordable and improved agricultural inputs. BRAC’s investment in the seed development programme 
provided the poor access to the high yield seeds. BRAC chicken, another social enterprise, introduced 
high-yield day-old-chicks to the borrowers to create opportunities to start successful micro-enterprises. 
From safety nets to safety ladder
 Policymakers soon realised that food support has a transient impact; a steady income stream is 
necessary to keep people out of poverty. The VGF programme was reoriented in 1982 as Vulnerable Group 
Development (VGD) with an explicit goal to go beyond protection-based interventions. 
 
  3Through the Eyes of Fazle Hasan Abed, “Soldiering Development all the Way,” an interview with Sir F H Abed 
appeared in the daily Bangladeshi newspaper New Age on August 27, 2004.
 4Program Brief, Vulnerable Group Feeding, https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/461531552967731486/ 
pdf/135379-BRI-PUBLIC-18-3-2019-10-13-54-ProgrambriefonVGFF.pdf (accessed on 28 September, 2021)
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 Seeing the potential of combining food support from VGD and the various support programme such as 
skill development and microfinance, BRAC approached the Government and World Food Programme (WFP) 
to initiate a pilot programme. The goal was to create resilience among the VGD participants, only women from 
low-income households, to protect them from “falling back” into poverty after the programme ended.
 As part of the pilot programme, BRAC, in Manikganj Lab Area, tested several livelihood options, 
including handicraft, sericulture, livestock, and poultry rearing for women living in poverty. BRAC 
identified poultry rearing as the best livelihood option in partnership with the Ministry of Livestock and 
Fisheries. The programme generated multiplier effects contributing to the household’s overall development 
through savings and improved child nutrition and education expenditures.
 In 1987, BRAC became a Government of Bangladesh and WFP partner to implement the Income 
Generation component of VGD (IGVGD), one of the first programmes to support households’ immediate 
food needs and gradually laddered the participants out of poverty. In 1989, microfinance was added to 
IGVGD. The programme was an excellent example of a ‘Social Safety Ladder’ that received many 
accolades for helping a significant number of participating women escape poverty.5/6 
Redesigning the ladder for the hard to reach
 Throughout the 90s, BRAC continued to assess the impact of the IGVGD programme and the 
socio-economic situations of people; and continued to adjust the programme based on findings. In 1998, the 
second impact assessment of BRAC’s Rural Development Programme (RDP) revealed that 41% of the 
eligible people living in poverty did not participate in any NGO activities, microfinance or otherwise.7 Sir 
F. H. Abed, in his 1999 speech at the University of Amsterdam,8 drew the attention of the development 
community to the fact that people living in “ultra-poverty” cannot take advantage of the traditional 
development programmes of the Government and the NGOs. 
 With this realisation, BRAC started designing the next generation poverty reduction programme for 
the most marginalised people living in ultra-poverty. In 2002, when the MDGs began rolling out, BRAC 
launched its premier ultra-poor programme with safety ladder components to address the most abject form 
of poverty. In 2016, the programme was redesigned and named as Ultra-Poor Graduation (UPG) 
programme. Over the last 19 years, the UPG programme helped 2.1 million people lift themselves out of 
poverty in Bangladesh.  
Graduation approach for sustainable poverty reduction
 The Graduation approach, embedded in the UPG programme, consists of four critical pillars with 
multifaceted interventions to address the complex nature of extreme poverty. The safety ladder components 
are integrated with all those four pillars. The first pillar ensures basic needs and creates an asset base for the 
programme participants, including enterprise development supports, grants or interest-free loans. All of these 
supports are designed to promote livelihood. The programme provides skills development training, matched 
savings, financial literacy and access to existing financial services. The third pillar supports participants’ 
access to health, education, government services, social safety net programmes and emergency relief during 
crises. The last but critical pillar of the approach is to ensure social integration and empowerment. 

 5Kagy, Gisella, 2012, “Long run impacts of famine exposure: A study of the 1974 – 1975 Bangladesh famine,” 
Preliminary Draft, University of Colorado
 6Clay, Edward, “The 1974 and 1984 floods in Bangladesh: From famine to food crisis management” Food Policy, 
Issue 3 (August 1985). 
 7Hussain, A. M., Mallick, D., Chowdhury, A. M. R. (1998). “An impact assessment study of BRAC’s Rural 
Development Programme: Lessons from methodological issues.” Economic Studies, XIII, 325–351.
 8This lecture on development was delivered by Fazle Hasan Abed at the University of Amsterdam, The 
Netherlands on October 11, 1999.
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 Successful application of the 
graduation approach can lift people 
from ultra-poverty in twenty-four 
months. A seven-year study on the 
programme by Prof. Bandiera and Prof. 
Burgess found that the participants 
continued improvements seven years 
after implementation at an increasing 
rate.9  A six-country assessment done by 
a group of noted economists, including 
the 2019 Nobel prize laureates Abhijeet 
Banerjee and Esther Duflo, reached a 
similar conclusion. They found that the 
“(r)esults from the implementation of 
the same basic program, adapted to a 
wide variety of geographic and 

institutional contexts and with multiple implementing partners, show statistically significant cost-effective 
impacts on consumption … and psychosocial status of the targeted households.”10 
 The National Social Security Strategy of Bangladesh recommended the adoption of safety ladder 
programming in public social safety net programmes, and the Graduation approach is mentioned explicitly 
as an example of safety ladder programming.11 The Ekti Bari Ekti Khamar or Amar bari amar khamar 
programme implemented by the Government is a safety ladder-based programme with several 
commonalities with BRAC’s Graduation approach.
 The Graduation approach was replicated and adopted in many countries.  Adapting the Graduation 
approach in a different context has attracted much interest from academia and partitioners, resulting in 
many evaluations and assessments.12  On the efficacy of the approach, the Executive Director of 
Innovations for Poverty Action, Dr. Annie Duflo, mentioned that ‘Government, aid organisations, and 
donors have been looking for something backed by real evidence showing they can help the poorest of the 
world, and the graduation approach does exactly that.’13

Preparing for the next big challenge 
 The multi-dimensional nature of poverty has been more dynamic in recent years due to many 
emerging challenges. Climate change, demographic transition, rapid urbanisation, the fourth industrial 
revolution, or sudden shocks like the global pandemic are a few that make poverty eradication an uphill 
battle.  BRAC strives to assess and adjust the graduation approach to adapt to these newer challenges. In 
2014, we started experimenting with climate change-related destitutions for a climate-adaptive graduation 
approach focusing on climate-responsive asset building and enterprise creation14. The UPG has adjusted its 
interventions to have a focused Graduation approach for “persons with disability” and urban poor 
households living in informal settlements and slums.

 9Balboni, C., Bandiera, O., Burgess, R., & Kaul, U. (2015). “Transforming the economic lives of the ultra-poor. 
FIRMS Growth Brief” (London: IGC, 2015).
 10Banerjee, Abhijit, et al. "A multifaceted program causes lasting progress for the very poor: Evidence from six 
countries." Science 348.6236 (2015). 
 11National Social Security Strategy of Bangladesh, GED, Planning Commission, Government of Bangladesh, July 2015
 12Please see "Building stable livelihoods for the ultra-poor." J-PAL Policy Insights, last modified September 2015 
(https://doi.org/10.31485/pi.2353.2018) for a summary of research done cross country.
 13https://news.yale.edu/2015/05/14/proven-approach-helping-ultra-poor
 14http://www.brac.net/sites/default/files/factsheet/june15/TUP.pdf
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 Since 2020, the UPG programme has been experimenting new Graduation approach for the New 
Poor who have fallen below the poverty line due to COVID19 related economic shocks.
 In the meantime, BRAC is supported by the Audacious Project to take this graduation approach to 
help 21 million people worldwide, leveraging approximately $5.8 billion in existing government and donor 
funding, and channel those funds toward a well-executed, government-led Graduation programme. 
Conclusion
 BRAC’s poverty reduction programming started with a relief-based intervention to meet the urgent 
needs of Bangladesh in 1972. Since then, BRAC’s programmes have been evolving to meet the changing 
needs of Bangladesh. Over the last 50 years, through IGVGD, UPG and now the Graduation approach, 
BRAC remained steadfast in innovating and evolving to support Bangladesh’s progress. The country has a 
long way to go to become a developed country by 2041, and BRAC is ready to support in every step, with 
innovative programmes to get services to the last mile and stand beside those who need it the most.
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Agony of Our Forest 
& Her Children
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 Sicilia Snal, aged 25 in 2006, was shot when she went to collect firewood sticks in the forest near 
her village. Sicilia is a Garo woman of Uttar Rasulpur in Madhupur sal forest area. It was early in the 
morning of August 21, 2006, that Sicilia went to collect firewood sticks with a few other Garo women. On 
their way back, they put down their loads to take rest for a while. All of a sudden, to their great surprise, the 
forest guards fired shots from their guns. Sicilia was hit. She fell to the ground, unconscious and bleeding. 
Terrified all but one woman fled.
 Then other villagers came to her rescue. She was immediately taken to Mymensingh Medical 
Hospital where she had a crude surgery and her gall bladder, plastered with many pellets, was removed. 
Some pellets remained in her kidney and around 100 pellets in the back of her body and hands. She has to 
live with these for the rest of her life.
 Fourteen years have passed since she was shot. The local Garos staged some protests and small 
humanitarian aid came to her family immediately after the assault. A case was also filed on her behalf. But 
the forest guards who fired the gun shots were never brought to justice. Nobody seriously moved with the 
case either.
 Sicillia and other Garo women still go to the forests, their ancestral land, to collect firewood. Asked 
about the state of the case filed on her behalf, Sicilia says in great frustration, “I know nothing about the 
case.” She believes the Forest Department and the Forest Guards are immune from legal action.
 Before and after Sicilia was shot, a few killings and abuse of forestland in Madhupur made 
headlines in national and international newspapers. Notable among them was the killing of Piren Snal that 
left the Garos in terror. On January 3, 2004, the Garos organised a peaceful rally to evince their disdain 
against the so-called eco-park within the Madhupur National Park. While the Forest Department was 
desperate about fencing an area with concrete walls to demarcate the eco-park, the Garos saw it as a threat 
and an attempt to restrict their free movement in the forest they consider as their ancestral land.
 The forest guards, with support from other security agencies, fired shots from their guns to disperse 
the rally. Hit by bullets, Piren Snal, a 28-year Garo youth from Joynagachha village, died on the spot. Utpol 
Nokrek, an 18-year youth then, was shot from the back, right into the spine that sent him to a wheel chair 
for the rest of his life.
 The Madhupur sal forest is just one of the hotspots of abuses inflicted on forest villagers. The 
Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) is a vast forest landscape of Bangladesh that demonstrates serious abuses of 
all kinds done to the forest and forest people. Let me give the example of a small Chak forest village in 
Bandarban—and how the Chaks were eventually evicted from it.
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Rubber plantation in place of sal forest. Photo. Philip Gain

 The Madhupur sal forest is just one of the hotspots of abuses inflicted on forest villagers. The 
Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT) is a vast forest landscape of Bangladesh that demonstrates serious abuses of 
all kinds done to the forest and forest people. Let me give the example of a small Chak forest village in 
Bandarban—and how the Chaks were eventually evicted from it.  
 It was in December 2008 that I first went to Badurjhiri, in Naikhongchhari upazila in Bandarban, 
which was, at that time, inhabited by 15 Chak families. Distinct from other ethnic communities in 
Bangladesh, this tiny Chak community lived for centuries in remote forest villages, satisfied with their 
traditional jum agriculture. Guided by a group of Chak men, we walked about four hours from Baishari 
Chak paras (hamlets) in Naikhongchhari upazila to reach Badurjhiri.
 There had always been fears about invasion by Bangalee and encroachment of rubber and tobacco 
plantations, but Badurjhiri remained vibrant nonetheless, with crops that came from jum, pigs, fowls and a 
rich variety of vegetables.
 Going back to Badurjhiri in December 2010 was a shock. The rubber cultivators had expanded their 
boundaries towards Badurjhiri. The Chak men and women we walked with explained how the jungle 
continued to be cleared for rubber cultivation. In 2008, when we were passing through Amrajhiri, the jungle 
was being cleared for fresh rubber plantation. The nearby hills in the east, west, and south still had coverage 
of native forests. Two years later, we found out that the entire area had been cleared.
 Rubber cultivation was fast taking over their village, and the Chaks were afraid of what awaited 
them. They had witnessed how rubber plantation, among other reasons, had forced the Chaks of the 
neighbouring Longodujhiri (Khal) Chak Para to abandon their village. A Thoai Ching Chak, a villager, 
remarked, “If rubber cultivation spreads close to our village, we will surely be evicted.” He perhaps did not 
imagine that his fear would come true so soon. 
 They had to desert their village in April 2013. Before the eviction, every time I would go to 
Badurjhiri, a group of Chak men and women would accompany me, but when I went back in 2013, they 
refused to go there. They told me horrific stories of attacks on them. On the night of March 19, 2013 the 
whole village was attacked by armed assailants in the dead of the night. For hours they stabbed and beat 
men and women, vandalised houses, slaughtered chickens (and loaded them in sacks), and looted 
belongings.
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Commercial tobacco cultivation in Naikhhongchhari that is destructive for forest. Photo. Philip Gain

 After the deadly attack, young girls and the wounded immediately left Badurjhiri. In April, almost 
all of the Chaks of Badurjhiri deserted the village. The 15 Chak families of Badurjhiri took shelter in four 
Chak villages in Baishari. They still live there.
Abuse, ill treatment and underlying factors
 Abuses and ill treatment of the forest people—in Madhupur, Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHT), Khasi 
hamlets or other sal forest areas—are mere symptoms of underlying factors that have brought the forest and 
our natural history to ruin. The legal forest area or forest land was 2.6 million hectares in 2000 (Bangladesh 
Bureau of Statistics), which however was assessed at 1.44 million ha or 9.8 percent of the total land by the 
National Forest Assessment (NFA) initiative of the government. According to FAO (Food and Agricultural 
Organization), the trees in forest land amounted to only 6.7% in 2009, which is much less than 17.62% of 
the land that has been designated as forest lands (FD, 2016). Closely examined the real forest cover is even 
less than FAO’s estimate that includes plantation forests.
 The largest category of forest in Bangladesh is reserved forest, which includes the Sundarbans in the 
southwest (601,700ha), forests in the CHT region in the southeast (322,331 ha) and the Modhupur tracts in 
the north-central region (17,107 ha). A much smaller category is the protected forest. Privately owned forest 
is another category, which ranges from plantations to those that are wholly owned by private individuals or 
companies. The last category of forests is unclassed state forests (USF), most of which is in the CHT. The 
much smaller category of forests is the protected forests. Privately owned forests are another category, 
which range from plantations to those that are wholly owned by private individuals or companies. Village 
common forests (VCF) managed by CHT ethnic communities include substantially forested portions of the 
USF lands (Roy and Gain in MRG 1999).
 The relationship between people living in and around the forest is intimate—reciprocal and 
spiritual. The life and culture of the forest communities centre around the forest and its ecology. Their 
sustenance is dependent on the forest, and therefore they do what they can to protect it. They are the 
“children of the forest” in the truest sense. To them civilisation and culture are inexorably connected with 
land, ecology and nature. It wasn't too long ago that a large percentage of the ethnic communities of 
Bangladesh lived in forests. Many factors, including actions taken by the state and international financial 
institutions (IFIs), have led to the massive destruction of the forest, and dispossessed forest communities of 
their land.
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 Reservation of the forests, beginning in the days of British colonial rule, has greatly curbed the 
rights of different ethnic communities to the land and the forests. In the CHT, about a quarter of the land 
was declared reserved forest during the British colonial era, severely limiting access of the ethnic 
communities to the land that had been their commons for centuries. Reservation of forest continues to date. 
In fact, it the British crown that initiated forest management through promulgation of ACT VII in 1865 for 
the first time to establish the British crown’s takeover of forest that until then provided free access to the 
local communities.
 The local communities consider the expansion of the reserved forests as an immoral act. It 
dispossesses them of the means of their livelihood, and does immense harm to biodiversity and to 
knowledge production about medicinal plants of the local indigenous communities. The expansion of 
reserved forests, mainly for plantations, financed by international financial institutions (IFIs) and donors, 
has further muddied the waters when it comes to the questions about land and ecology in the CHT, 
Modhupur and elsewhere. 
 Monoculture plantation has been the single biggest threat to the native forests in the hills as well as 
in the plains, affecting the life and livelihood of the forest-dependent communities. Plantations in 
Bangladesh include pulpwood (in the CHT), rubber, agroforestry, woodlot (for the production of 
fuelwood), teak, pine, etc. It is mainly the Forest Department and Bangladesh Forest Industries 
Development Corporation (BFIDC) that carry out the plantations on public forestland, mostly in the CHT, 
Chattogram, Cox's Bazar, Sylhet and the sal forests. The IFIs—ADB and World Bank—funded most of 
these recent plantations.
The negative and multiplier effects of manmade forest or plantations are quite similar around the globe. 
This is best illustrated in the words of Patricia Marchak, a Canadian scholar in her book, Logging the Globe, 
1995: “Plantations are monoculture, and the lack of biodiversity is of concern. They typically have sparse 
canopies and so do not protect the land; they cause air temperatures to rise, and they deplete, rather than 
increase, the water-table. They are generally exotic to regions. While the initial planting may be free of 
natural pests and diseases, that situation will not last, and plantation regions may not be in the position to 
combat scourges yet to arrive.”

Mountains after mountains have been cleared in Bandarban like this for preparation of rubber plantation. 
Photo: Philip Gain
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 When we look at the plantations on our public forestland, Marchak's contention makes sense. It is 
possible to plant trees but it is impossible to create a forest. Hundreds of species of trees and bushes and a 
large number of other vegetable species grow on the forest floor. The knowledge of the forest-dwelling 
communities, their traditions, culture, history, education are all part of the forest. And now, all this has been 
seriously affected.
 The displacement of human communities is another consequence of a plantation economy. In the 
CHT, pulpwood and other industrial plantations (including rubber and tobacco) have displaced human 
communities (jumias in particular) who have lived in the forests for centuries. The eviction of the Chaks 
from Badurjhiri and Longodujhiri in Bandarban is a clear pointer to the effects of plantation on and around 
forest villagers.
 Ecological damage caused by rubber plantation and the so-called social or community forestry on 
public forestland is another concern. Although a rubber plantation looks green, it is a desert for other plant 
species, birds and wildlife. It brings in some cash for the government and private entrepreneurs, but misery 
and trouble for the local communities.
 Vast expanses of banana, pineapple, papaya and spice plantations that we see in Modhupur sal 
forest can have far-reaching effects on the soil, seeds, wildlife, and human health. The trade in chemical 
pesticides, fertilisers and hormones related to it is huge.
 Plantations provide ample ground to land grabbers to illegally convert the forestland to agricultural 
land. And it is the rich, the influential and the outsiders who encroach upon forestlands in collusion with the 
government agencies and political forces. Banana plantation, illegally established on a massive scale on the 
forestland in Modhupur, is an example of how the plantation economy gives outsiders an opportunity to 
encroach upon public forestland. It is primarily the rich and the politically influential who control banana 
cultivation and benefit from it.
 Aside from the plantations carried out with foreign funds (both loans and grants), state-sponsored 
and aid-dependent 'development' initiatives from the Pakistan era have had devastating consequences for 
the land and forests in the CHT in particular. During the Pakistan regime, two development interventions 
of the state, Karnaphuli Paper Mill (KPM) and the Kaptai Hydroelectric Project, were matters of “national 
pride”. But the projects caused unprecedented ecological damage from the start and posed the biggest threat 
to the ethnic peoples of the hills and their economic, aesthetic and political life.
Is there a fix?
 It is in the best interests of the country and its people that whatever is left of the native forests in 
Bangladesh is protected from the onslaught brought about by monoculture plantation and human greed. 
Given all the damage done to the forests since colonial times, a natural fix is difficult to come by. However, 
if there is any hope of protecting what little is left, all actors, particularly the government agencies, ADB 
(Asian Development Bank) and World Bank in particular, must recognise the underlying factors that have 
ruined the forest(s), especially the plantation economy and development initiatives taking place on 
forestland.
 The surviving forest patches of Bangladesh are still so rich that the seeds and coppices would easily 
regenerate a degraded forest. A mature sal tree in any sal forest patch, for example, produces thousands of 
seeds in a season alone that can be planted for its expansion.
 The sal forests in Modhupur and elsewhere provide an environment conducive for hundreds of 
other species of plants and life forms to grow. Professor Salar Khan (late), who guided the National 
Herbarium for many years, requested the Forest Department to not plant exotic species to initiate 
monoculture in a place home to hundreds of native species. He tried to convince the Forest Department that 
consequences of single species plantation is destruction of genetic resources that the sal forest had 
sustained. He was ignored. He consistently requested the Forest Department to protect the remaining sal 
forests and replant wherever possible. ADB's withdrawal from funding any forestry project in Bangladesh 
since 2007 is a strong evidence that Professor Salar Khan was right.
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  In the CHT, a hill left untouched for some years becomes green with myriad native species. In an 
abandoned jum plot in the CHT, countless native species appear and spread throughout the plot only in a 
few years. But a hill, planted with teak, pulpwood or other industrial monoculture, is likely to be ruined. 
Plantations on natural forest patches have appeared to be manmade disasters that need to be prevented in 
any forestland that has a chance to regenerate. However, “complex” or mixed plantation can be an option 
in areas that are truly degraded. Even in that situation there is no need for exotic species; there is plenty of 
local species.
 Wrongs done to the forests and forest-dwelling communities need to be righted if justice is to be 
done. For that to happen, both forest and forest-dependent communities must be given protection. We 
should not forget the warning of Chandi Prashad Bhatt who said: “Unless we find a framework in which 
forests and people can live together, one or the other will be destroyed” (Rush 1991: 10).
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