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It is now 49 years that I, along with millions of 
others, had that special opportunity to be a part 
of history by being personally present at the Race 
Course Maidan (now Suhrawardy Udyan) on 7th 
March afternoon to hear, what turned out to be 
one of the most outstanding speeches in recent 
history.

I remember the day as if it were yesterday. I 
got up with inner excitement and rushed to the 
Dhaka University campus intuitively feeling 
that something momentous is going to happen 
today. Ever since Bangabandhu’s non-cooperation 
movement was launched, it became our regular 
practice to gather around Dhaka University’s 
Teachers Students Centre (TSC) and start a 
procession around 11 am that would do the 
rounds of the city and end at Shaheed Minar by 
afternoon. The purpose was to urge people to 
join the rally of the 7th, spreading the message of 
non-cooperation and raising awareness about the 
continuing and impending struggle.

On March 7, 1971, the procession returned 
comparatively early and we, fellow workers of 
Chhatra Union, the most prominent left-leaning 
student organisation of the day, gathered together 
at TSC and proceeded across the road and entered 
the meeting venue. We watched as people gathered 
and how endless processions of activists and the 
general public kept pouring in. Placards, posters 
and miniature “boats” (symbol of Awami League) 
were to be seen everywhere. We positioned 
ourselves quite a distance from the dais – places 
closer were filled up. Within minutes places 
farther away also got filled up and the gathering 
was increasing by the minute, so to speak. 

The meeting atmosphere became electrified as 
Bangabandhu entered the ground and I could see 
from afar as he climbed to the stage with millions 
chanting slogans – engulfing the whole area.

Then history began to unfold.
Below I reprint what I had written 23 years 

ago.
It is this writer’s view that the 7th March 

speech was Bangabandhu’s finest hour. 

SEE PAGE J2

SEE PAGE J2

Between the 1st March when there was a sudden announcement of the postponement 
sine die of the sitting of the National Assembly and the 6th March, the people 
of Bangla Desh have seen subjected to military confrontation. There has been 
widespread firing upon unarmed civilians (workers, peasants and students) who 
had stood up to protest against the sudden and un-warranted postponement 
of the National Assembly. Those who have lost their lives during the last 
week are martyrs who died protecting the democratic rights of the people 
against the arbitrary and unwarranted action of postponement sine die 
the National Assembly. It is indeed a travesty of the truth to term these 
martyrs as “destructive elements” when in fact the real destructive 
elements are those who are responsible for unleashing a veritable reign 
of terror against the people of Bangla Desh. It is highly regrettable that 
the President has not been able to find time to come to Dacca to see 
the horrors perpetrated during the last week.

A HISTORICAL DOCUMENT

Bangabandhu’s March 7 Press 
Statement
The following press statement was issued by Bangabandhu 

on March 7,1971 in response to Yahya Khan’s radio 

speech on the previous day.
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Bangabandhu’s March 7 Press Statement
FROM PAGE J1

If what the President calls “minimum” 
use of force has resulted in thousands of 
casualties, are we to understand that what 
he calls “adequate” force would aim at 
extermination? I condemn such naked 
threats of force being held out against the 
unarmed civilian population of Bangla 
Desh. The armed forces have been armed 
at great cost to the nation in order to repel 
foreign aggressors and not for the purpose 
of mowing down civilian population. Today 
in Bangla Desh people require protection 
against the excesses being committed by the 
uniformed personnel from the other wing, 
who are acting like an army of occupation.

MACHINATIONS

It is said that the postponement of 
the National Assembly has been 
“misunderstood”. I would like to ask the 
President whether or not this postponement 
was effected solely in response to the 
machinations of a single party--constituting 
a minority of the total members--against 
the declared wishes of the majority party 
and also those of numerous members 
from the Western wing? We had suggested 
the 15th February as the date for the first 
sitting, while the minority group question 
had indicated a preference for the first week 
of March. It was the minority group’s view 
which was accepted and the Assembly was 
summoned on the 3rd March. But then the 
same minority group raised objections to 
participation in the National Assembly. 

First, it took up the highly objectionable 
position that its members would be in 
“jeopardy” if they came to Dacca and that 
they would be “double hostages”. Thereafter, 
this party took up the position that it would 
only attend the National Assembly on the 
terms dictated by it. It then went on to 
strike another posture when its members 
recorded a decision to resign from the 
National Assembly. What was particularly 
surprising was that almost simultaneously 
an amendment appeared in the LFO 
enabling members to resign before the first 
sitting. But then they decided not to resign. 
This party’s intransigence reached its climax 
when on the 27th February it declared that 
it would launch a mass movement if the 
National Assembly was to meet without 
its participation. It went so far as to say 
that people would take full “revenge on 
those who chose to attend the Assembly 
session” and that “if the people failed to take 
revenge” then that party “would take action 
against them.” It further threatened that if 
any members of its own attended, “the party 
workers would liquidate him.”

SUDDEN POSTPONEMENT

By this time our parliamentary party had 
assembled at Dacca and members had 
already began to arrive from the different 
provinces of the western wing. The Chief 
Election Commissioner had reached Dacca 
and announced that the election of the 
women members was to be held on the 2nd 
March. The President himself was expected 
to arrive on the 1st March for the inaugural 

session. Our own position on constitution-
making had been clearly stated in our 
press statement on 24th February when we 
reiterated our invitation to each and every 
member of the National Assembly from all 
parts of Pakistan to cooperate with us in the 
historic task. 

On the 27th February, we went to the 
extent of affirming that if any member 
presents before the Assembly anything 
just and reasonable, we would accept it. 
But even this was ignored, it would appear 
deliberately and with motive.

On the 1st March, by a radio statement 
there was sudden and unwarranted 
postponement of the National Assembly 
sitting sine die. The reason given was 
that there should be more time for 
“understanding,” and it was said that there 
was “political confrontation between the 
leaders of East Pakistan and those of the 
West.”

Did the people of Bangla Desh not have 
sufficient reason to feel that their democratic 
rights had been grossly interfered with at 
the behest of an undemocratic minority? 
Were there not enough grounds for them 
to feel that a minority group had aligned 
itself with certain forces to obstruct the 
constitutional process and to deprive the 
majority of the people of their rights? Indeed 
these apprehensions were further fortified by 
the steady military build up which became 
evident.

This showed that “political confrontation” 
was soon to be followed by “military 
confrontation,” if the majority did not 
submit to the dictation of the minority 
group.

BENGALI PRIME MINISTER DISMISSED

Indeed, we had warned in our statement of 
the 24th February that dark conspiratorial 
forces had always intervened in our country 
whenever the people were to take over 
power through the democratic process. The 
microscopic minority, which represented the 
vested interest of the western wing, had by 
sabotaging democracy deprived the seventy-
five million people of Bangla Desh, as they 
did the oppressed masses of the western 
wing, of their basic rights.

In 1953 the Bengali Prime Minister 
was dismissed by a conspiracy of the 
Punjabi ruling clique. In 1954, the elected 
Government in East Bengal was dismissed 
and the Constituent Assembly itself was 
dismissed by the same clique. When general 
elections were to be held in early 1959, the 
vested interests of the Punjab once again 
struck and usurped power.

Today the Punjabi ruling coterie is 
attempting to repeat this disgraceful history. 
But they should know that the awakened 
masses of Bangla Desh -- as also the 
oppressed masses of the western wing--shall 
resist their foul conspiracies by every means 
possible.

To set the record straight, I should make 
it clear that I had never conveyed any 
impression that a RTC-type of conference 
should be held. I had only conveyed to 
the President that he should come to 
Dacca in order to see the grave situation 

prevailing in Bangla Desh in order to end 
the wanton killing of unarmed civilians. 
As for the earlier meeting proposed by the 
President, we had made it clear that our 
pre-occupation without Working Committee 
and parliamentary party meetings which had 
been fixed several weeks in advance would 
not enable us to travel Rawalpindi at that 
time.

Furthermore, we had pointed out 
that constitutional issues were best 
resolved within the National Assembly 
and its Committees rather than by secret 
negotiations, and that once a National 
Assembly had been brought into being, 
there was no justification for any RTC or 
secret parleys.

CHARGE REPUDIATED

I have recounted all these facts in detail to 
repudiate the charge that the Awami League 
has in any way obstructed the transfer of 
power. The majority party is certainly not 
the party which would stand to gain by such 
obstruction. It is only too clear to the people 
of the country and indeed the world that it is 
a minority group of the western wing which 
has obstructed and is continuing to obstruct 
the transfer of power. It would appear 
that the President has been considering 
it his “moral obligation” to submit to 
the dictation of this minority group. The 
democratic way of life cannot be established 
nor can power be transferred to the people if 
a minority group conspires with the vested 
interests to frustrate the democratic process. 
If the democratic way of life be the ultimate 
casualty and if the proposed transfer of 
power is aborted this minority group and 
those who colluded with it shall not escape 
responsibility.

Are these very elements not the “handful 
of people” whose actions have struck 
grievous blows to the efforts of the elected 
representatives of the people to evolve a 
basis for living together. The question which 
every right-thinking person must ask today 
is: whether the Armed Forces can be said to 
be discharging their duty of ensuring “the 
integrity, solidarity and security of Pakistan” 
by shooting down unarmed civilians all 
over Bangla Desh? By so acting are they 
not in fact acting as the principal force of 
disintegration?

Today after the elections the only 
legitimate source of authority in the country 
are the elected representatives of the people. 
No individual can claim authority superior 
to that of the elected representatives.

SOURCE OF AUTHORITIES

We, as the representatives of the 
overwhelming majority of the people of 
Bangla Desh, assert that we are the only 
legitimate source of authority for Bangla 
Desh. Indeed, by virtue of our majority 
position we are the legitimate source of 
authority for the whole country. The events 
of the last seven days have shown that 
all branches of government functioning 
throughout Bangla Desh have accepted us as 
the source of legitimate authority and have 
carried out our directives.

Today, the President and the government 

at Islamabad should acknowledge this basic 
fact. It would therefore be in consonance 
with the declared wishes of the people of 
Bangla Desh that no one should interfere 
with the exercise of authority by the elected 
representatives of the people.

This brings us to the question of the 
sitting of the National Assembly announced 
for the 25th March. We had ourselves time 
and time again asserted the urgency in 
respect of an early sitting. But today a grave 
and abnormal situation has been created. 
A virtual reign of terror has been created 
in pursuance of the policy of military 
confrontation of the civilian population of 
Bangla Desh. Casualties in thousands have 
been reported and the cry of “genocide must 
stop” has been raised on all sides, including 
the common people of West Pakistan and 
right-thinking people all over the world. The 
members of the National Assembly cannot 
be expected to discharge their duties in an 
atmosphere of terror. So long as this state 
of confrontation as also the inflow of army 
personnel and arms from the western wing 
continues, so long as an atmosphere of 
repression is maintained, so long as there 
are daily reports of military firing upon 
civilians in different parts of Bangla Desh, 
the members from Bangla Desh could hardly 
be expected to contemplate participating in 
the National Assembly at gun-point.

SEVEN MEASURES

If the President sincerely desires that the 
National Assembly, as the sovereign body 
of the elected representatives of the people, 
should function then the following measures 
must immediately be adopted: 
(a) Immediate withdrawal of 11 military 
personnel to their barracks; 
(b) Immediate cessation of firing upon 
civilians, so that not a single bullet is fired 
with immediate effect; 
(c) Immediate cessation of the military 
build up and the heavy inflow of military 
personnel from the western-wing;
(d) Non-interference by the military 
authorities in the different branches of the 
Government functioning in Bangla Desh 
and direction to desist from victimisation of 
Government officers and employees;
(e) Maintenance of law and order be left 
exclusively to the police and Bengali E.P.R 
assisted, wherever necessary, by Awami 
League volunteers;
(f) Immediate withdrawal of Martial law;
(g) Immediate transfer of Power to the 
elected representatives of the people.

If the military confrontation continues 
and our unarmed people continue to be 
mowed down by bullets, let there be no 
doubt that no National Assembly can ever 
function.

Our people have already proclaimed to 
the world that they shall no longer allow 
themselves to be exploited as a colony 
or a market. They have expressed their 
determination to be the free citizens of free 
country. Our economy must be saved from 
ruination. Our toiling masses are to be saved 
from starvation, disease and unemployment.

The millions in the cyclone-ravaged areas 

are yet to be rehabilitated. If the ruling 
coterie seeks to frustrate these aspirations, 
the people are ready for a long and sustained 
struggle for their emancipation. We pledge 
to lead this struggle and ultimately to 
attain for the people their cherished goal of 
emancipation, for which so many martyrs 
have shed their blood and made the 
supreme sacrifice of their lives. The blood of 
these martyrs shall not go in vain.

The first phase of our struggle has been 
launched. Our heroic masses have displayed 
indomitable courage and determination. 
They have braved bullets and violated 
curfews in a planned manner. I also 
congratulate our people, and our Awami 
League volunteers, who have frustrated 
the designs of agent-provocateurs and 
anti-social elements to create communal 
tension between different religious groups 
and between Bengalis and so-called “non-
Bengalis”. I once again re-affirm that every 
person living in Bangla Desh is a Bengali 
and that his person, property and honour, 
are our sacred trust and must at any cost be 
protected. We are proud to note that since 
our volunteers have undertaken the task 
of vigilance and patrol there have been no 
untoward incidents.

Our struggle must continue. The objective 
of the present phase of the struggle is the 
immediate termination of martial law 
and the transfer of power to the elected 
representatives of the people. Till this 
objective is attained, our non-violent, non-
co-operation movement must continue.

PROGRAMME OF ACTION 

The programme of action for the week 
commencing 8th March, 1971 is as follows: 
1) No-tax campaign to continue;
2) The Secretariat, government and semi-
government offices, High Court and other 
court throughout Bangla Desh should 
observe hartals. Appropriate exemptions 
shall be announced from time to time; 
3) Railways and ports may function, but 
railway workers and port workers should 
not co-operate if railways or ports are used 
for mobilisation of forces for the purpose of 
carrying out repression against the people; 
4) Radio, television and newspapers shall 
give complete versions of our statements 
and shall not suppress news about the 
people’s movement, otherwise Bengalis 
working in these establishments shall not 
co-operate; 
5) Only local and inter-district trunk 
telephones communication shall function;
6) All educational institutions shall remain 
closed;
7) Banks shall not affect remittances to the 
western wing either through the State Bank 
or otherwise;
8) Black flags shall be hoisted on all 
buildings everyday; 
9) Hartal is withdrawn in all other spheres, 
but complete or partial hartal may be 
declared at any moment depending upon 
the situation;
10) A Songram Parishad should be organised 
in each union, mahalla, thana, subdivision 
and district under the leadership of the local 
Awami League units.

FROM PAGE J1

He stood far taller than ever before and 
with him we too stood tall, far taller than 
we could ever imagine or even dream of 
till that moment. He was known for being 
a powerful and spellbinding speaker. 
But that day he outperformed himself a 
thousand times over, and a thousand times 
more empowered we felt that day because 
of him.

During that crucial March afternoon, 
and especially through the electrifying 
moments of the speech, the young 
Bangabandhu stood towering above the 
nation, singly shouldering the burden of 
leading an unprepared people towards an 
independence struggle that was later to 
become one of the most brutal.

However bravely we may talk today 
about those events so long ago, at that 
time we really did not know how things 
would unfold. Yes, we all wanted our 
rights and our freedom and we wanted 
them right away. But how were they to 
come? Was freedom to come through 
negotiations or would it require us to wage 
an armed struggle? And what did we know 
or understand about armed struggle? Did 
we really know what it would entail? We 
romanticised about it, but knew nothing of 
it. I myself along with a few went towards 
Demra and practiced with a .22 gun and 
fired a few shots. This was the extent of our 
‘training’ till then.

It was becoming increasingly obvious 
that to realise our legitimate rights we may 
have to split the existing country and seek 
independence. But how is one to start an 
armed independence movement? What 
would be the consequence of making a 
declaration for it right now? What is it that 
we needed to do in case we were to start 
such an armed struggle soon?

Though we all talked about it, and some 
may even have said so in public, yet it was 
for our elected leader, it was that man on 
the dais who was to speak to and for the 
nation on this day and who would have to 
take us through that uncharted path.

Many do not fully appreciate the 
complexity of those moments. A premature 
call for action or an unprepared move 
could precipitate counter moves that 
would nip all our dreams in the bud. Many 
a revolution failed because of that.

The man who should be the Prime 
Minister of whole of Pakistan by dint of 
his electoral victory had to take the right 
step at the right time. The critical question 
was, when would be the right time to make 
that bold move? That was the burden that 
was being shouldered by the man who 

stood tall on that podium.
And this is where the uniqueness and 

the brilliance of the 7th March speech 
lie. One must fully understand the very 
critical nature of the speech and the 
crucial moment when Bangabandhu was 
making it. There was no question that the 
Pakistani government and especially its 
military were waiting to pounce on us with 
all their might for any wrong move that 
Bangabandhu would make.

The master stroke of the speech is that it 
said everything without giving the enemy 
elements that could be used to hold us 
legally responsible under international 
law for breaking up the formal Pakistan. 
Although by then we knew that the 
country had actually broken up in every 
sense, the nuances of the legal world had 
to be observed and Bangabandhu did so 
most dexterously.

To fully appreciate the magnificence 
of this speech one has to understand the 
context in which it was delivered. Awami 
League had fought an election and won 
the majority of seats in the parliament 
of Pakistan. Following the results, Gen 
Yahya had declared that Sheikh Mujib 
would be the next prime minister. It was 
Zulfikar Ali Bhutto and some conniving 
army generals who did not want to 
transfer power to someone whose electoral 
programme was to realise the legitimate 
rights of the Bangalee people enshrined 
in the now famous six points. There were 
many indications about the impending 
betrayal of the verdict of the December 
‘70 elections, yet it was not till the 
postponement of the session of the newly 
elected parliament that Bangabandhu 
could really give a call for an all-out 
movement.

When the session of the parliament 
was postponed on 1st March ‘71, the fatal 
shot to the existence of united Pakistan 
was fired right into its chest. And it was on 
the night of 25th March, when Pakistani 
military cracked down on the civilian 
population of what was till then one 
country, and started what was later to 
become a genocide of the Bangalees that 
Pakistan was killed and buried. It was in 
the midst of this highly charged transition 
period – which started from 1st March – 
when events were unfolding at a breakneck 
speed that Bangabandhu had to give this 
speech.

And here lies the beauty and the 
craftsmanship of this speech, which 
transforms itself into a classic in the annals 
of political oratory, which was rightly 
honoured by UNESCO later.

Rebellion was in the air and 

Bangabandhu’s speech had to capture it in 
full. It had to live up to the expectations 
of a frenzied mass that wanted their 
independence and they wanted it now. 
Bangabandhu understood, felt and wanted 
it from the core of his heart. Yet, there 
should be nothing in the speech that could 
give an outright excuse to the Pakistan 
army to start military action against the 
unarmed people of what was to become 
independent Bangladesh in 9 months. In 
fact, Tikka Khan’s bands of killers would 
want nothing better than to be given a 
publicly announced excuse for an army 
action which we now know would be 
genocidal and which had already been 
decided upon by the army junta.

So Bangabandhu had to say everything, 
and yet not give the excuse that Pakistan 
military was looking for. He had to stand 
steadfast and yet keep open the doors 
for negotiations which he knew and we 
understood to be, nothing but a farce.

Under no circumstances could he 
appear to be the one responsible for the 
breakdown of the talks. And yet he had to 
take his people forward and give them the 
right directions, maintain the militancy, 
ask them to take all the necessary 
preparatory steps, and clear people’s minds 
about the final goal. It was a political and 
intellectual challenge of the highest kind, 
and it could be tackled only by a speech of 
the type that Bangabandhu delivered that 
day.

Take for example the content of the 
speech. In it he gradually builds up the 
whole rationale for the movement that has 
been going on. He argues, cajoles, pleads, 
demands and finally warns, not to take 
lightly the demand of a people who have 
realised their strength through struggle. He 
talks of peace and yet gives clear signals 
that peace cannot come at the cost of 
capitulation. He talks of sacrifice, but not 
in terms of a helpless people who are weak 
but in terms of a courageous and bold 
people who have knowingly taken upon 
themselves a task which they knew to be 
arduous and dangerous and for which they 
were ready to face any consequence.

There was superb cleverness in the 
construction of the speech in which he 
said all that needed to be said and yet the 
enemy could not hold him responsible for 
having said anything which was not within 
the legal limits.

The voice in the speech is one of its 
most magnificent aspects. It was so bold 
that the whole nation could, and in fact 
did, take strength from it. His voice was 
elevating us as if it carried the weight of 
the whole nation – 75 million at that time. 

There was the unhesitant enunciation of 
everything that needed to be said. There 
was such a magnificent modulation of 
voice that every word uttered seemed 
to encapsulate our dreams. Every word 
seemed necessary and irreplaceable. By the 
way the words flowed it was apparent that 
it came from the heart and yet never lost 
that fine balance that a political speech of 
such significance had to have, especially at 
that moment in time.

Throughout it all the strength of 
the man came out and touched us all 
who heard him, drawing us all close to 
him and making us automatically and 
unquestioningly a part of him. We trusted 
and reposed our faith in him.

If ever a speech united, strengthened, 
enthused, inspired a people, and gave 
courage to them to become bolder and 
more determined than they usually are, it 

was Bangabandhu’s speech of 7th March 
1971.

One single speech became the most 
effective motivational weapon for a nation 
soon to be at war.

This speech of our leader became the 
constant companion for every young 
freedom fighter (like myself and millions 
like me) facing an enemy known for their 
brutality and ferocity. It linked the people 
in a spellbinding string of words and 
sounds. For all of us, the freedom fighters, 
spread throughout the nook and corner of 
what was then our enslaved motherland, 
this speech was a constant companion and 
a never-ending source of inspiration and 
courage.

The above is an updated version of the 
article originally published 23 years ago as a 
commentary in this paper in 1997.

Bangabandhu’s finest hour

Bangabandhu addressing the historic March 7 meeting at Race Course Maidan.
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MAYABEE ARANNYA

Bangladesh is a country built on a 
foundation of struggle. The struggle 
for language, as our people sacrificed 
their lives to have our mother tongue 
be our state language in 1952. The 
struggle of poverty, famine, natural 
disasters, and of course, the struggle 
for freedom. Through it all, the 
relentless spirit of the Bangalees 
could never be suppressed. 

The Pakistani general elections 
held on December 7, 1970 led 
to a landslide victory for Awami 
League (AL) under the leadership 
of Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur 
Rahman. AL won 167 seats out of 169 
constituencies of East Pakistan out of 
a total of 300 seats in the National 
Parliament of Pakistan. The elections 
were held under a Legal Framework 
Order (LFO), which called for the 
drafting of a constitution of Pakistan 
within 120 days of forming the 
parliament. Bhutto refused to follow 
the 120-day time period, and wanted 
President Yahya Khan to postpone 
the session of the National Assembly. 
The days that followed became the 
most crucial time leading up to 
Bangabandhu’s historic March 7 
speech.  
March 3, 1971 
All hell broke loose in East Pakistan, 
as President Yahya Khan had declared 
the postponement of the National 
Assembly session, which was to be 
held on this day. As the majority 
party of a democratic system, AL 
should have been allowed to form 
the government of Pakistan. They 
were denied this right in one of the 
most discriminatory acts to have 

gone down in history. The day before, 
an all-party meeting was held in AL 
office, excluding PPP, to discuss the 
latest political situation. The parties 
criticised Bhutto for his stand, and 
called for the National Assembly 
session to be held within five days. 
Strikes from 6 am to 2 pm every 
day till March 6 were announced, 
in protest. Bangabandhu, however, 
asked everyone to maintain peace 
throughout all protests. Processions 
flooded into Paltan Maidan to join 

a rally addressed by Bangabandhu. 
He announced the manifesto of the 
new independent nation, declared 
our national anthem for the very 
first time, and called for the Non-
Cooperation Movement in protest 
of West Pakistan’s unfairness. He 
even added that the people of East 
Pakistan will no longer pay taxes 
until AL is handed over power. He 
said, “The people of Bengal pay rent 
and taxes to run the state, not to 
get shot.” West Pakistan imposed 
a curfew to try to calm down the 
protests, but nobody could dim the 
fiery rage of the Bangalees who had 
been wronged one too many times. 
March 4, 1971

Bangabandhu refused General Yahya 
Khan’s invitation to a meeting of 
political leaders on March 10, by 
calling it a “cruel joke.” A pivotal 
decision was made to rename “Radio 
Pakistan” as “Dhaka Betar,” which 
changed the game for Bengal’s 
media. Officers and employees 
of all radio centres in Dhaka had 
taken this decision collectively, and 
now the radio station broadcasted 
directives by AL, alongside patriotic 
songs by Kazi Nazrul Islam and 
Rabindranath Tagore. The agenda 
for the day included the strike from 
6 am to 2 pm, with a procession 
and gayebi janaza scheduled for 12 
pm. Bangabandhu had his people’s 
best interest in mind, and so urged 
the offices to remain open for the 
next two days to allow employees 
to collect their salaries, but still 
called for strikes on the fifth and 
sixth of the month. The Non-
Cooperation Movement announced 
by Bangabandhu was in full swing. 

Gunfights, arson, and clashes with 
armed forces in Chattogram and 
Khulna on March 3 and 4 had led 
to the death of over 121 people. 
Bangabandhu addressed the public 
to remind them that the freedom of 
a nation can never be won without 
immense sacrifice, and congratulated 
everyone on the progress of the 
rebellion. He stood beside the 
injured and called on everyone to 
donate blood to the blood banks. 
Air Marshal (Retired) Asghar Khan 

demanded that power be handed 
over to AL to save Pakistan from 
separation. He said in a press 
conference at Karachi Press Club, 
“The country has reached the verge of 
disaster.”
March 5, 1971

The strike continued, with Chhatra 
League and Dhaka University 
Central Students’ Union (DUCSU) 
visiting every masjid and mandir to 
hold special prayers, praying for 
the success of the Non-Cooperation 

Movement. In Tongi, four labourers 
were shot dead, while 25 were 
injured. This news triggered a 
mourning procession by Chhatra 
League. Air Marshal (Retired) Asghar 
Khan reached Dhaka at night to 
meet with Bangabandhu in his 
Dhanmondi residence. There were 
rumours all around that President 
Yahya Khan was in Dhaka, but he was 
actually in Rawalpindi’s Presidential 
Palace, speaking to Bhutto for over 
five hours. There were additional 
rumours that Bangabandhu had 
contacted the United States of 
America or other foreign powers to 
help fight the oppression happening 
in East Pakistan by creating pressure 
on West Pakistan; he publicly denied 
this accusation. The numbers of 
dead and injured at Chattogram 
Medical College Hospital were still 
on the rise, as clashes continued. 
West Pakistan was still adamant in 
its plans of not holding the National 
Assembly session. However, President 
Yahya Khan’s central government 
was quickly losing control over 
East Pakistan, apart from inside the 
cantonments. President Yahya Khan’s 
reaction to East Pakistan gaining 
more and more power was to send 
General Tikka Khan, known as the 
“Butcher of Baluchistan,” to Dhaka, 
and swear him in as the Governor of 
Pakistan. They were ready to attack 
during any opportunity. However, 
Chief Justice B. A. Siddiky refused to 
swear him in, under Bangabandhu’s 
orders. The Bangalees were ready to 
fight back, if necessary.
March 6, 1971

News broke out in all forms of 
media of the mass rally to be held 
on March 7 at Race Course Maidan 
(now called Suhrawardy Udyan), 
where Bangabandhu was supposed 
to deliver a speech. Things began to 
heat up as the people of East Pakistan 
speculated whether Bangabandhu 
will finally declare independence. 
President Yahya Khan and West 
Pakistan armed forces speculated 
the same, and were eager to arrest 
Bangabandhu as soon as he made a 

proclamation of independence, on 
grounds of him being a secessionist. 
Strike was still being observed 
peacefully, as the fifth day of the 
Non-Cooperation Movement rolled 
in. At around 11 am, however, 321 
prisoners tried to escape the central 
jail; seven of them were shot dead, 
while 30 were injured. President 
Yahya Khan then announced 
something unexpected – the National 
Assembly would be in session on 
March 25, 1971. He also added 
that, as long as he was the President 
and in command of the Pakistan 
military, the solidarity of Pakistan 
would remain unchallenged. PPP’s 
Bhutto supported his words. This 
was nothing less than a threat to 
East Pakistan, and the blood of the 
Bangalees continued to boil – almost 
to the point of spilling over. People 
in Narayanganj and Dhaka started 
processions right after the radio 
broadcast, as they were especially 
angered by the fact that President 
Yahya Khan had criticised the role 
of Bangabandhu, and blamed 
East Pakistan for the state of the 
country. AL’s working committee 
called an emergency meeting with 
Bangabandhu to discuss the new date 
of the National Assembly session, 
and the fate of East Pakistan. All 
depended on the rally speech to be 
held the next day.

The pressure on the East Pakistan 
leader was intense. Tension and 
anticipation were in the air of March 
7, 1971. All that had happened in 
the Non-Cooperation Movement in 
the past few days led up to this one 
afternoon. The fate of millions rested 
in the words of one heroic leader, 
as he stood in front of a huge crowd 
at Race Course Maidan, at 2:45 pm. 
Bangalees were eagerly waiting for a 
declaration of independence, while 
armed forces were waiting to fire on 
them the minute the proclamation 
was uttered. Bangabandhu Sheikh 
Mujibur Rahman had a lot to 
consider before he began to deliver 
the greatest speech in the history of 
Bangladesh. 

Road to March 7, 1971

Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman addressing a rally at Paltan Maidan on March 3, 1971.

Part of the mass public at the Paltan Maidan rally on March 3, 1971.

Lines formed at blood banks for donation of blood for the injured protesters after 

Bangabandhu’s request on March 4, 1971. 

Chhatra League members stand guard on the streets of Dhaka on 

March 4, 1971.

Mourning procession by Chhatra League for protesters killed at Tongi on 

March 5, 1971.
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Washington, March 13, 1971.
Subject: Situation in Pakistan
An immediate showdown between East 
and West Pakistan has been averted 
for the time being. The prospects for a 
reconciliation and settlement remain poor, 
however, and the basic elements of the 
situation remain essentially unchanged.
Situation in Perspective
President Yahya and the West Pakistani 
military appear determined to maintain 
a unified Pakistan by force if necessary. 
The replacement of the Military Governor 
in East Pakistan with a tougher man, the 
generally harsh tone of Yahya’s March 
6 speech and the explicit warning that 
force would be used against any move 
for separation are all indications in this 
direction. There is also evidence that the 
military forces in the East Wing are being 
gradually strengthened by troops being 
airlifted through Ceylon. Yahya may 
personally lean toward conciliation, but he 
must answer to the dominant hardliners in 
his army.

While East Pakistani leader Mujibur 
Rahman has stepped back a bit from a 
declaration of independence, the full 
text of his March 7 speech conveys a 
harsher tone than the initial summary 
reports, and it seems apparent that his 

retreat was tactical. He made clear that 
something very close to independence, i.e., 
“emancipation,” is his goal and that his 
movement will not be deflected until that 
is achieved. Noteworthy also is the fact 
that Rahman quite openly took issue with 
Yahya, accusing him of “submitting to the 
declaration of a minority” [West Pakistan] 
and asserting that his own Awami League 
is the only legitimate source of authority 
in the country.

Our embassy in Islamabad believes 
that Rahman’s goal remains unchanged—
“emancipation” of East Pakistan from 
West Pakistani domination. This could 
still conceivably mean “full provincial 
autonomy” within a united Pakistan. But 
it is just as likely, if not more so, that 
Rahman has come to believe firmly that 
the freedom he seeks is only attainable 
by outright independence. His speech last 
Sunday would suggest an effort to achieve 
his goal by gradual assertion of power 
without risking a direct confrontation with 
the army that might follow a unilateral 
declaration of independence.

The other element in this delicate 
political equation—West Pakistani political 
leader Z.A. Bhutto—is for the moment 
remaining relatively quiet. Since triggering 
the current crisis in mid-February with his 

refusal to attend the constituent assembly, 
Bhutto has worked to consolidate further 
his support in the West Wing and at least 
to appear more conciliatory. Substantively, 
the differences between Bhutto and 
Rahman on the division of powers 
between the center and the provinces 
might be reconciled, or at least papered 
over, if a constituent assembly could be 
held. The bigger question, at this point, is 
whether either Bhutto or Rahman retain 
any genuine interest in cooperating toward 
settlement.
Conclusions
The coming days should tell whether Yahya 
and the West Pakistani military decide 
there are still grounds for trying to work 
out a political solution that would insure 
the continued unity of Pakistan. Yahya 
reportedly is going to Dacca to meet with 
Rahman shortly.

The following would seem to be the 
most likely situations that could now 
develop:

1.
Yahya could decide not to take 

Rahman’s challenge lying down and 
to retaliate, perhaps to the extent of 
arresting Rahman and the other leaders, 
and attempting to clamp a military lid 
on East Pakistan. There are two basic 

problems here: (1) Rahman has embarked 
on a Gandhian-type non-violent non-
cooperation campaign which makes it 
harder to justify repression; and (2) the 
West Pakistanis lack the military capacity 
to put down a full-scale revolt over a long 
period.

2.
A static waiting game could develop 

with neither the army nor the civilians 
prepared to take a bold initiative to break 
the deadlock and each hoping the other 
will break first. This is where we are now 
and Rahman would probably prefer to 
continue like this for a while longer so that 
he can gradually take de facto control of 
East Pakistan without forcing a showdown.

3.
There might be more tactical 

political moves by Yahya, Rahman or 
Bhutto designed to probe for areas of 
accommodation and buy more time 
without giving up anything. This has been 
the mode of operation so far but it may 
be that just about all of the possibilities 
in this sphere have been played out. In 
short, the Pakistan crisis is far from over 
and could suddenly flare up again. As you 
know, the Senior Review Group met last 
Saturday to consider the U.S. posture at 
this juncture. It was generally agreed that 

very little, if anything, could be gained 
by U.S. diplomatic intervention at this 
point and that the best posture was to 
remain inactive and do nothing that Yahya 
might find objectionable. The choice was 
basically between continuing on this 
course, at least until the situation jelled, 
and weighing in now with Yahya in an 
effort to prevent the possible outbreak of 
a bloody civil war. The case for inaction at 
this point is:

•It is not necessary for us to shift 
now to a more activist approach since 
Yahya knows we favor unity and is doing 
everything possible to achieve a political 
settlement.

•It is undesirable for us to intervene 
now since we could realistically have little 
influence on the situation and anything 
we might do could be resented by the West 
Pakistanis as unwarranted interference and 
jeopardize our future relations.

It should be pointed out that the main 
cost of following this approach is that it 
may jeopardize our future relations with 
East Pakistan if it becomes independent. 
On balance, however, it is a more 
defensible position to operate as if the 
country remains united than to take any 
move that would appear to encourage 
separation. I know you share that view.

A motor car burnt down during hartal in Dhaka on March 4, 1971. 

US SECRET CABLE

How the US saw March 7 speech 
This memorandum analysing the situation of Pakistan following Bangabandhu’s March 7 speech was sent by Henry Kissinger, 

the US President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs, to President Nixon
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