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“When the sun sinks in the west, die a
million people of the Bangladesh”

~ Joan Baez, Song of Bangladesh (1971)
The two World Wars weakened Europe-
an colonial powers and the Ottoman
Empire. India’s independence from
Britain was inevitable. What narrative
would lead to independence was to

be seen. The narrative came from the
“two-nation theory”: a separate land for
Hindus and Muslims.

Cyril Radcliffe “partitioned” India
along such religious lines. However, he
strategically divided only two provinces
of British India that were part of a delta
civilisation: Punjab in the west (the
Sindh delta), and Bengal in the east (the
Brahmaputra-Ganges delta). The rest of
British India was left undivided.

Thus at midnight, first Pakistan, and
then today’s India was born.

“Oh, East is East, and West is West, and
never the twain shall meet”

~ Rudyard Kipling, The Ballad of East
and West (1889)

The carving out of Pakistan wasn't via-
ble. The west wing had four provinces:
Punjab, Sindh, Balochistan, North West
Frontier Province; and an independently
administered Azad Kashmir. The east
wing was East Bengal till 1956, and then
renamed East Pakistan. In the middle
there was a thousand miles of India.
From its birth, the east and the west
were destined not to meet.

In March 1948, Muhammad Ali
Jinnah declared at today’s Suhrawardy
Udyan that “Urdu, and only Urdu”
will be the state language of Pakistan.
Surprisingly, Urdu wasn't the native lan-
guage of any province of Pakistan. The
Bengalis were hurt. The first spark came
on February 21, 1952, when blood was
spilled demanding recognition of Bangla
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as the state language of a majority.

As time wore on, Bengalis were ne-
glected more and more. Their cause was
being pushed towards an independence
movement.

“The more things change, the more they
stay the same.”
~ Jean-Baptiste Alphonse Karr, Les
Guépes (July 1848)
In 1948, there were 11 textile factories in
the east, and 6 in the west. In 1971, the
east had 26 and the west 150 textile fac-
tories. Between 1948 and 1960, the east
earned 70% of total exports, yet enjoyed
only 25% imports. An estimated US$
2.6 billion (in 1971 exchange rates) was
transferred from the east to the west.
The eastern wing of Pakistan effec-
tively became a colony of the west.
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman'’s
six point movement in 1966 addressed
the economic and political exploitation
of the west towards the east. No amica-
ble solution was found. The beginning
of the end was looming.

“The end is where we start from.”
~ T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding (1942)
November 11, 1970. A cyclone hit Bhola
in the southern part of the country.
It was one of the most devastating
cyclones in history. It took the lives of
at least 300,000 people according to
conservative estimates. The east was left
to fend for itself. Help from the centre
in the west was either slow to come or
the west wasn't interested in helping.
Either way, the Bengalis were once again
offended.

December 7, 1970. Pakistan held
its first parliament elections. There
were 300 seats. 162 seats were in East
Pakistan; 138 in West Pakistan. The two
main parties were the Awami League

led by Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur

Rahman; and the Pakistan Peoples’ Party

(PPP) led by Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. The
Awami League won 160 seats -- more
than half, and the majority. The PPP
won 81 seats. Again, dark clouds were
looming.

Yahya Khan and Zulfikar Ali Bhutto
didn’t want the Awami League to form
the government. They were biding time
by holding talks. Meanwhile, the Paki-
stan military in East Pakistan was being
armed for a possible onslaught on the
Bengalis. This created unrest. On March
7, 1971, Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman, in his finest hour, told the
world the inevitable.

On the night of March 25, 1971,
Operation Searchlight started. And with
it a systematic genocide. The wheels of
history were set in motion. The cause
was just. Bangladesh was set to script
the world’s first liberation war that start-
ed with establishing language as the just
cause for liberation.

“The story of Bangladesh is an ancient one,
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A story again made fresh
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again made fresh”

~ Joan Baez, Song of Bangladesh (1971)
An independence war is always a war
of just against unjust. Very few nations
have had the privilege of fighting a
liberation war. Bangladesh is one of
those lucky nations. Bangladesh paid a
huge price. In 266 days, 3 million lives
were sacrificed. That is more than seven
lives every minute. Ten million became
refugees, and were dislocated in neigh-
bouring India. Unknown and countless
women were raped. This was just the
human price of freedom.

And yet, Bangladesh didn’t give up
its pride. A nation and nationhood
thrives on pride. The generation of 1971
instilled that pride for the generation of
2021 to lead Bangladesh forward in the
21st century.

Asrar Chowdhury teaches Economics in
classrooms. Outside, he watches Test crick-
et, plays the flute and listens to music and
radio podcasts. Email: asrarul@juniv.edu or
asrarul @gmail.com
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A Study on Learning History

FARIHA S. KHAN

One of the most fundamental aspects of
our education entails learning about the
history of our country -- learning about
how Bangladesh came to be, about how
we gained independence, and the people
who fought so valiantly to give us the right
to speak in our own language. It’s crucial
that we know where our roots lie and learn
about the people who made it possible for
us to be our true selves.

Yet, as we learn about these parts of our
history, we need to wonder whether they
are taught right. We are lucky enough to
live during an age where information is
always one click away from us, and there
are a thousand different ways in which we
can absorb that information, but do our
teachers know that? And more importantly,
do they take full advantage of these resourc-
es to teach us about our history in the best
possible way that they can?

The internet gives us access to a wide
range of resources that can give more depth
to our education than our history books
can. In the 49 years since the Liberation
War, thousands of different resources
have been produced that can help us get
a better understanding of 1971. Spanning
over different areas of the war, from the
international dimensions of the violence to
the aftermath of the war, the wide variety
of resources on the internet can provide us
with a perspective of the war that differs
from traditional ones. Perhaps most im-
portantly, getting access to these resources
allows us to draw conclusions about the
war ourselves and lets us ask the important
questions: What was the domestic political
climate like at that time? What internation-
al context contributed to the violence and
accelerated it? What kind of pre-conditions
contributed to the violence and what were
its ramifications?

Traditionally, we are taught only enough
for us to know our history, but not enough
to question the events that led up to the
war, and in order for us to understand the
history of our country better and think

critically, it's important for us to know that
these resources are at our disposal. Instead
of reiterating what we are taught by our
teachers, these resources can allow us to
draw our own conclusions based on facts,
and ultimately, understand the Liberation
War better.

Utilising these resources to understand
this historical event better can go a long
way in helping us develop critical thinking
skills, which is why it is important that
schools slowly start integrating them into
their curriculums. It is also important that
we use these resources to help overcome
the differences in Bangladeshi History
education in English medium and NCTB
curriculums.

While NCTB students are well-versed in
the history of our country, English medium
students often lack that education. “My
brother, who attended a renowned English
medium school in Dhaka, could not tell
the difference between Victory Day and
Independence Day and could seldom tell
me any concrete facts about the Liberation
War,” remarks Samrin Huq*, a student at
Brac University. “Studying in an English
medium school should never be an excuse
for not knowing the basics of our history.”

Perhaps stark differences such as these
can be attributed to our curriculums, or
perhaps it can be attributed to the fact that
English medium students often get a free
pass for not knowing their own history.
“My sixth grade Bangla teacher would often
tell me that not knowing much about the
Liberation War was alright because I went
to an English medium school,” Samrin
recalls. In order to overcome these dif-
ferences, it's crucial that we hold schools
accountable for not doing enough to teach
us about our history.

When asked, most students from English
medium backgrounds reported that they
felt their history lessons were inadequate.
“I wanted to learn more, but our history
books never taught us more than we needed
to know. Most of the things I know about
our Liberation War, I learned out of my

own research after spending hours on the
internet. I learned more about the War
from my Bangla teacher rather than a His-
tory teacher. This is not how it should be,”
says Sabahun Salam, a high school senior
in Dhaka.

Others have a slightly different percep-
tion. “The magnitude of the Liberation War
was always present, but we were seldom
taught more than important dates and
events. History lessons sometimes made us
read things that fit into the grand scheme of
things, but not the events you could think
of independently. I remember thinking
about why the March 25 crackdown hap-
pened all of a sudden and the conditions
that led to it. The answer I was given barely
covered the surface of things, telling me
that it happened simply because of Bang-
abandhu’s March 7 speech. It didn't make
sense,” says Amrin Haider*, an undergradu-
ate student studying in Canada.

Most English medium students also
noted that much of their education on the
Liberation War was invested during their
younger years, which is why their teachings
are lost to them now that a good decade
has elapsed since they were taught. On the
other end of the spectrum, NCTB students
feel that their teachings are more than
adequate but that much of it is attributed
to the fact that they have to sit for exams
regarding the topic.

However adequately students feel they
know about their own history, there is no
disregarding the fact that our methods of
teaching history can be improved. We have
at our disposal thousands of resources that
can help students understand the violence
of 1971 better and schools should reason-
ably put in more effort to integrate them
into our curriculums so that we can gain a
better understanding of the events. Almost
50 years after we claimed our victory from
our oppressors, there are thousands of
films, stories, music, poetry, witness reports
and freedom fighter testimonies that
students can study. In order to understand
our history better, it is crucial that we take

a step away from our traditional textbooks
and observe the events through the various
other resources that we can easily access.

Looking at the testimonies of freedom
fighters, eye-witness testimonies and per-
haps even the perpetrators of violence can
give students such meaningful insights into
how the violence occurred, and perhaps
begin to understand what culmination of
events lead to our liberation. Furthermore,
dissecting the various films and music
at our disposal can give students new
perspectives into the lives of the freedom
fighters as well as survivors of violence.
Songs like Maa Go Bhabna Keno sing of the
emotional background of war. Salam Salam
Hajar Salam is a song about the lives lost
to the language movement of 1952, but it
went on to inspire everyone in 1971 and
beyond. These evoke emotions like no oth-
er medium can and it is vital that students
get access to these extraordinary accounts to
try to understand the events that led to the
birth of Bangladesh.

Other resources should also be reason-
ably a part of curriculums, such as field
trips to the Liberation War Museum, and
the National Museum. First-hand engage-
ments with the material can provide more
insight into the events than reading from a
textbook can.

Aside from learning our ABCs and 123s,
learning about our history is one of the
most crucial aspects of our education, yet
sometimes it isn't treated as such. Many
schools not only fail to integrate adequate
teachings about the Liberation War into
our curriculums, but also fail to include the
different methods of teaching history.

As we enter yet another year where we
may have to rely entirely on the internet for
our education, it is vital for us to remind
ourselves of the things it can give us that
stray from our traditional approach to
education and make the best use of those
resources to keep learning about the events
and the people that have allowed for us to
be who we are today.

*Names have been changed for privacy.



