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DAILY STAR: We all feel
that Bangladesh may be at a
crossroad when it comes lo
literature and culture. How do
you feel about it? Do agree?
If you don't please us why?
If you do, let us know how the
crossroads are like? What we
want to know really (s that, are
our culture and literature in
such a state from where (t can
lead us to many directions?

SYED SHAMSUL HAQ: What
| always say is that as Bengalee
people we have a common her-
1&. But since the partition of
India, Bengal has been divided
and the two paris of
have had totally different so-
cial, economic, cultural expe-
rience and that has made the
difference. |

It's not only the language.
You see, Americans speak and
write in English. But their lit-
erature is not the same as the
British, because the cultural,
political, economic experi-
ences are different.

Over the years, since 1047
till now, we have gone through
a kind of experience which is
not the same as the other part
of the Bengal.

" For instance, when | vis-
ited Calcutta couple of years
back in connection with stag-
ing one of my plays there, one
journalist asked me whether |
could hint at the difference
between Bangladesh and West
Bengal regarding the use of
words. In rtplﬁ..l cited that
| had com a list of at least
200 words which had different
meanings in West and
in Bangladesh. For instance,
the word 'Krishnachura’, in
Bangladesh corresponds to the
even!t of the Language
Movement, 21st of February.
But the same word has only
love connotation in that part of
Bengal, being related to the
story of Radha and Krishna.

When in Bangladesh some-
one utters the word rokto
(blood) timmediately the same
word " as it is used In West
Bengal becomes different.
Because we have gone through
1952, 1969, 1971 and the
word, alter weathering away
these crucial years obviously
bears a different connotation

for the people of this reglon. -

One thing we must not for-
get, that since 1968, till today,
with the exception of four to
four and half years, we con-
stantly struggled under Martial
Law, one man rule and auto-
cratic rule. | do not think that
any other country or it's peo-

le in the subcontinent has

“the same and

that has made a lot of differ-
ence — specially to a writer.

In 1952 when the Language
Movement was on and on 21st
February | was not in Dhaka.
But when | came back a few
people advised me, like the
ﬁ;; Fl.zll: Lohani, who inciden-

ublished my first story,

~ that xru. country had no m?ﬂ:

80 there was no fruitful reason

for me to stay here and pursue
my Merary endeavor in

He suggested that | should
migrale to England and start
writing in English. | strongly
protested to this saying, “No
wiay whatsoever, | was born in
this society and | shall not for-
sake this country and | shall
continue to wrile in Bengall. "

Such was our spirit back In

« 1952, Most of the writ-
ers, including Shamsur
Rahman who siarted writing

poems in 1948 are the prod.
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Movement.

know more about
1971 they know of 1952,
Because there have been 200
or more books published on
1971, but unfortunately there
are not even one and halfl a
dozen books on the language
issue.
| was really greatly sur-
prised looking at the huge
gathering of t five thou-
sand who for one and a half
hour were totally spell bound.
For creative reasons | sort of
telescoped the incidents and
the ex sions of the audi-
ence, were spell bound, |
always believe that in our
country, the writer is not only
a creative personality. He has
his social duty, his political
commitment and the duty to

his people.

DS: You have already
pointed out that we
Bangladeshis have a different
kind of identity than the peo-
ple who live in the other
Bengal. You mentioned about
the Language Movement,
which you probably looked at
as the most decisive (n the
whole evolution. This search
Jor identity, if it is at all a
search for identity, or would
you just say that within the
Jramework of the larger iden-
tity as Bengalees, we have dif
ferent variations of people who
line with the rivers, the differ
en! kind of folksongs, different
type of socio-economic evolu-
tion or is it because of any rea-
son something quite different?
How would you put 1971 in
this context? Does it widen
the gap, narrow the gap or
eliminate the gap?

SSH: If allow me, | will
go back a little. Mr. Humayoon
Kabir, one of the great
Bengalees, he wrote a book on

about its cultural iden-
lity and the elements of it's
culture.
He in his book said over
50 years that East and
West Be have two different
kinds of cultural identities.
Easl Bengal is a riverine coun-
try and West Bengal is a fat
land and land of the red soil
(Lal Matir Desh) and 'Bauler
Desh,

In his book he tried to find
out the differences of this two
parts of Bengal in respect to
its cultural practice. He dis-
cussed thoroughly about the
poems, songs and plays of
these two parts and [inally
drew the conclusion that East
Be had a distinctive cul-
tural heritage, which is their

own.

So there is a different cul-
tural identity. Yet two of these
cultures combined to make the
Bengalee culture as a whole.
He wrote this book even before
the partition of India when the
British Ra| was there.

We believe that after our in-
dependence In 1971, we
wanted to establish certain
things, are we Bengalees first
and Muslims second? Or are
we Muslims first and Bengalee
second?

‘As I care for the
people who make
our nation, I
took a political
step and
participated in
the People’s
‘Court trial of
Golam Azam”

“Children of ‘52", we
found a sense of direction dur
ing this time

Actually It became a wvital

question to us whether we
were

scvenly-one can mean just a
sct of numbers to any other
country, but to the citizens of
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ts any such thing as Islami-cul-
ture. | believe that any religion
may be a contributing factor in
forming one's culture, but it is
never the ultimate criteria.

Today in h, where
eighty 85 cent of it's citizens
are Muslims, our religious rites
and their practices have obvi-
ously become a part of our
culture,

For instance when [ wrote
the play Payer Aayal Pawa Jali |
was in London and had to work
very hard for it. | went to vari-
ous libraries studied the mind
of rural Bengalee people whose
religion is Islam and | tried to
use Islamic s’ in this play,
myths like Habil and Kabil

and Cane) and numerous
other myths. _

At one point in that play a
person was describing the
wretched plight of Bengalee
people during Pakistani occu-
pation of our land in 1871. He
(the character] described the
plight of our peoplc as similar
to that of a half slain sacrificial
cow, this of course, had a con-
nection with the practice of
Qurban in Islam.

I think first we have to
know what is the Bengalee
culture. As a person | believe
we shared a common heritage
which goes back to Charja Pada
and aflter travelling a long way
[rom there, almost a thousand

years, on February 11, 1947
there was a Hindu-Muslim riot
in Dhaka.

Then there was a great mi-
gration of Hindus from this
part of Bengal to the other and
Muslims from West .

The city that we knew,
where we were born and
brought up suddenly became
alien to me. | saw strange faces
on the street. One thing that
we understood then was that
we had to decide about our
sclves, we had to know from
where we came and to where
we belong, so the search for
identity was on.

One thing | say quite often,
it may seem a little cerebral, is
that, “if we do not know why
we are a nation, then we are
gone as a nation. Living in an
independent land today | be-
lieve that we should under
stand and make others under-
stand the fact, why we are a
nation and writers can play a
stecler role In this connection.
Ancient Greece is no more, bul
writers llke Sophocles and
Aeschylus remain, they con-
tnue o bive through the ages.”

DS: Is there really any coun
try of the world which has
known the basis of it's nation?
Once at a conference in
Greece organized by the
UNESCO, they came up with
this answer that there are no
pure races in the world, and
added to this, it also pro-
claimed that there was no such
thing as a tradition or conven
tion nation — state. What (s

your apinion about it7?
SSH: As | now sit here with

you, | “.“L cannot tell
whether my lorefathers few
encrations back were
gtnpbc.n le have been
moving arou through the
centuries.

As | have said earlier on, |
believe culture is a set of -
bols. After living in a land a
considerable length of time,
you agree and to these
symbols and m place
becomes your nation. When
one agrees (o these set of sym-
bols, which are really compo-
nents which make one's cul

the mind of people, which is
in fact very true. He said that
he loved soil in which
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cardinal element of one's cul
ture, but only a component of
the culture as a whole.

The four major pillars on
which our country was founded
— secularism, equality of man,
socialism and nationalism (ol
course by nationalism) | mean
patriotic nationalism not ag
gressive nationalism — hawve
become a target of the vested
quarters.

DS: How would you really
define our nationalism (n

1992 ?
SSH: | am a Bengalee |
share a long heritage of

Bengalee nattonallsm, culture
or whalever have been
achieved till now, In painting,

sculpture, archilecture and
history starting from the days

of Charja Pada till now, all of
which aye a part of us, we have
inherited this through the
Agra

Today we have a country, a
nation, nation does not only
mean a plece of land, a na
tional anthem, a parllament
and a few political leaders
Nation means much more than
that, It's scope and its horizon
explain much more that

Once again | guote Rabindra
Nath here, because | conaider
him as one of the greatesi
engalee men who had ever
lived. Tagore said in one of his
books Palli Chinta that the
lmnd ts not anyt Soil is not
the nation, but ¥t is the people
who make a nation and | think
that it is now the duty of writ
ers and journalists t© nurture
these people who will make a
real nation out of this seil Of
course among wrilers | "have
included the whele section of
creative people

0S: You mentioned that we
are the inheritors of a coller
tive experience. Bl how does

our experience differ to that of
our Wes! Bengal counterparts ?

SSH: Differences in political
experience, social experience
and economic experfence scp
arates one land from the other
Eve; lff;rht language s same

nly allinity bei langu i
has never hzrn nTnlternn:;
equale enough, to combine
these two paris of Bengal o
gether. Our soctal-political at
mosphere had always moulded
our in a different way
Constantly living under martial
laws and autocratic regimes
have definitely influenced the
thoughts of numerous creative
personalities of this region. But
people who live In West Bengal
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did not have the same cxpert-
ences as us and eventually this
had made a lot of difference,

Specially in Bangladesh,
what we have gone through
politically, soctally and cultur-
ally had changed us radically.

In the mid '70s | resided
for a decade In England. There
| once fortunately saw a doc-
umentary film in which a baker
was being interviewed by a
journalist who asked him about
his contribution to the libera-
tion of Parts, the man’'s answer
was 'to keep mysell alive as a
French man”

This Hine is one of the most
quolable lines | have ever
heard, In 1971 what we tried
to do was that we tried to keep
ourselves alive as Bengalecs
and even now what we are
lrying to do 2| years after our
independence is to keep our
selves alive as Bengalee people
ol Bangladesh,

DS: Would you say then that
before 1947 we, the East and
West Bengal were the same?

SSH: Well, before 1947 both
shared a common struggle. But
after 1948 things were a little
different, because then our ex:
periences were different.

When | was working on my
documentary play on the
Languuge

Movement | came across
such documenis in Ishtehar
that when the monthly salary
of primary school teachers was
laka seven only, the Governor
General's official salary was
taka 10,000,

So you see the issue of the
Language Movement did not
only speak for the language is-
suc, but it spoke for our overall
socio-economic demands.

This type of questions you
sce, were rarcly raised in West
Bengal. At the time West
Hengal was more concerned
with the influx of re into
their land. So this Is our
own experiences led us to a
different nation.

Actually the seed of differ-
ence was planted in 1948 and
it bloomed in 1952 A K Fazlul
Haque's Calcutta statemen! was
misunderstood He did not
really want a united Bengal, he
was talking about the common
herilage which | have men-
lloned earlier on, he was
misunders tood

Now we know from history
that Lisquat All Khan was mur.
dered by the military. A con
spiracy was on.

In 1988 before we had sct
ted down | remember at the
time | was involved with the
shooting of a film for which |

had to work in night shifts, at
four o'clock in the morning |
came out and | was greally
shocked to see an tank

hear Kaoranbazar, whe-
re at present Hotel Sonargaon
in situated. This was the first
time, out side photographs or
cinema screen, | saw a tank
physically present infront of
me, There was a couple of GI's
there who ordered me to clear
ofl at once.

| came to my house and
later in the day heard that the

nt had been dissolved.
Iskander Mirza had taken over,
and on October 27, Ayub Khan
OWET.

Then there was a great
movement in '62 on question
of food and everything. | myself
from the top of Provincial
Library Building saw men
killed in the streets by armed
forces. During the war in 1965
| was politically bit confused.

But the later development
of our national history helped
me in my evolution. During the
war of 1965 and Sheikh
Mujib's placing of Six Point
pro me | really fatled to
understand the crux of the sit-
uation. But gradually during the
days of '69 | began to realise
the sftuation and it was a vital
metamorphosis for me, be-
cause il had led my thoughts to
a very positive stream.

Shetkh Mujibur Rahman
was convicted at the Agartala
conspiracy trial. Today the
case which has been filed
against 24 af us who partici-
pated in the public trial of
Golam Azam accused us of wag-
ing was against the state. Is
Golam Azam the state?

The irony is that everyone
knows who the real conspira-
tors are —Golam Azams or we?

It demanded at lot of time
from ‘52 to '92. I took time. |
think that | am every gradually
coming to such a stage from
where | ean contribute some-
thing worth-while to my nation
and people as a creative writer.
| think | am advancing to such
a position from where | can
contribute to my nation cul-
turally and politically.

But | do not belong Lo any
political party. | want to be
free as a writer. Because if |
wan! to praise you as a political
leader | shall have to be a free
man to praise you. [ | want to
critictze you, | shall not do that
as being your enemy, but
rather being your friend.

| do not belong to any polit-
tcal party. But as Tagore said,
‘it is not the soil that makes
nation, it is the people™ As |
care for these people who
make our nation | took a polit-
ical step and participated in
the People's Court trial of
Golam Azam without any party
affillation what so ever.
Because | never want to be
used as a political pawn, and |
have been careful so far, be-
causc | never really had politi-
cal experience at large. | be-
lieve that there was an obvious
mis-interpretation of the gov-
emment of this public trial, it
was actually a gathering who
expressed their public opinion
or verdict. With all humble-
ness, | would like to say that |
am the only créative personal-
ity in the list of 24 person ac-
cused. Creative in the scnse

t | am a creative writer

come from vartous dif-
ferent lines ol profession.

. 1 have been writing
over four decades. So | am
familiar with at least three

generations of writers, and
v-f closely since 1971
am a poet, | and

r freedom or Mukti
Juddha, Razakars and social
problems. but more interest
ing and Intriguing sides of hu-
man psychology and essential

conscfous of man which is a
very ripe subject for modern
literature is hardly dealt with.

It has become a trehd fash-
jon with many writers, includ-
ing a few major writer, to deal
with the subject of our stru
for freedom or Razakar prob-
lem. Any prolific writer has at
least two or three publications
on these topics. These com-
mon topics are more [avourite
with fiction writers. Any writer
who has not yet written a book
on The war of Liberation or
‘Razakar’ fecls that he is still
lacking in qualification to join
the 'patriotic club'.

To tell you the truth since
‘71 there have been hundreds
of books on Mukti Juddha but
very few of them can stand the
test of time. As a writer, |
write when | really feel an urge
to write. But I refrain myself
from over burdening my read-
ers with a lot of rubbish in the
more of patriotic feelings.

So | think our subject for
writing has become very lim-
ited. Instinctive human traits,
such as love, jealousy or filial
feeling etc. can very well be a
grand subject matter for any
kind of writing.

One of the great directors
of West Bengal once said that
“We would have been indepen-
dent long ago il half the revolu-
tion which shook the stage had
taken place in the streets.”
And il we think that by using
these narrow subjects in our
literature we are helping our
nation then we are greatly
mistaken.

Fiction | think, is a journal-
ism of creative order. One
novel should the highest form
of creative journalism about
the age. Mrinal Sen, the great
film director from India, once
while having dinner with me at
my residence, agreed with me
that we are failing to induce
adequate hatred into our
reader by using these sensitive
issues so often.

In the filed of poetry I think
there has been 50 or more po-
ems wrilten on Nur Hossain
alone, who died as a mark of
protest during the days of
anti—Ershad demonstration. It
scemed that anyone who could
lay a hantd on a pen was pre-

pared to write about Nur
Hussain. | think we should
have tried lo preserve the

essence of the youth and
uphold the values for which he
had laid down his life.

DS: But would not you say
that writing on such subjects
can be possible from genuine
fJeelings? [f | am aqffected by
loss of my near and dear ones,
if I have travelled through the
same experiences of my char-
acters in the novel or poetry,
isn't my emotion bound to be
genuine and my creation read
worthy?

SSH: You see, as | have said
subjects like this have become
popular fashion with most of
the writers, if not the major
ones. One thing you cannot

deny is that one can never
write about subjects like this
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the idea of calling it film.
| call it free length film. it is
an alternate movement which

Actually every creative en-
deavour is divided into two
distinct calegories — enter-

. taining and deductive. Not only

in Bangladesh but all over the
world there are these tweo
types. Even in England and
America there are many pa-
perbacks which you might
read in the sub-way then throw
it away in the bin. But the dif-
[erence is that any best-seller
there would not claim to be-
long to the mainstream ltera-
ture or Mterary persuit, as In
our country it happens te
often. s

Television has been a
government controlled medi-
um and | am quite lamiliar
with its do's and don'ts. |
remember Lhal about three years
ago onc of my programmes was
cancelled just because | used
‘Bangalee’ instiead of ‘Bangla-
deshi’. When | go abroad and
All n my embarkation card.]
always write that | am a citizen
of Bangladesh. | think the
word Bangladeshi is a misn-
omer. Of course, this is my
own point of view.

DS: will you not say that
there are not even one or hwo

great works on the subject of
Liberation War in [fiction or in

any non-fictional work?

SSH: Second World War
ended in 1845 and now it is
1992 but critics think that
Norman Mailer's Naked in the
Bed is still one of the best
pleces ever written on World
War Ill. This book has simply
weathered away more than 30
years which is not a greal
amount of time for a nation. In
my play Nurol Deener Shara
Jeeban Nurol Deen is a peasant
leader who upholds the people
of Dinajpur, Rangpur. Kuch-
bihar in 1783 against British
rule and ‘'mahajans’ and benyas.
He was forgotien totally. In
1983 | wrote a play about him
which was staged by ‘Nagorik'
theatre group.

A few days ago | saw some:-
one write that for 200
we have passed heroes like
Nurol Deen and Titumeer
and | was really proud. For 200
years Nurol Deen was forgot-
ten. So you sees if we can wait
for Nurol Deen for 200 years
then why cannot we wail an-
other 50 years for good litera-
ture on 19717

It is not that people are not
trying to write on our war of
liberation and not all of them
are bad efther, but yet 1 think
it would take time before we
write some thing which can
really stand the test of time.

| belteve that this will be
possible by the generation of
creative personalities who are
now young and was born just

If you cannot
cultivate human
values in
literature), then
you won't get a
Razakar-free
country, because
the essential
human values
won't be there’

out of the cloud or from mere
detouched necessity. One has
to be very commitied and hard
working to write anything
worthwhile on chosen subjects
like that

DS: We do not seem to have
enough feature films and TV
serials on the subject of owr
Liberation War. Do you think
that the lack of quality literary
products discourages [ilm
makers to make films on such
issues ?

SSH: Even though |
nﬂim'.;udmr myself
scen t producers
very enthusiastic
jects such as war of
dence or movement
people. So they are leas
ested to throw away

money on malters suc
these

Most of the investors in
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alter the independence of
Ba . This will be posai-

bic because they are

constantly feel

trapped, that | firmly believe.
We say that after 1971 of any

waas the spirit.
I belleve that de-
mands prompiness, it

wailt a century to be &

ered. Puclz may wafl. novels
wait lor the ultimate re-
sult but drama ceased 10 wait.

lcontinued on page 11)



