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People's Cause ‘Loses Way in the Wilderness

OLITICAL theorists and
sociologists may argue
whether an all-time gr-
eat leader is a product of his
‘s concentrated will or
the leader himsell wakes up a
nation by his Promethean
touch. Or. perhaps it is an
alchemy that combines both to
make the national awakening
possible. Whether a people
looks up to a leader for its
deliverance or he is just a
creation of the process,
however, depends on many
factors — beth internal and
external. In our case what
happened in 197F is rather
unigue in that the political
aspirations were npot ade-
quately matched by intellectual
and cultural gains.
Amazingly though
common people responded to
need of the hour guie
creditably. In fact, their illiter-
acy and lack of up-to-date in-
formation proved no bar for
them to rise up to the occa-
sionn, They were more than a
match for their more informed
and educated brothers and sis-
ters. Actually. the’ latter suf-
fered (rom inhibitions. some
pulls and® pressures but the
simple peopie gave no reason
to questiog their bonafides.
Some of the perverted edu-
cated people even went to the
extent of collaborating and
guiding the Pakistani maraud-
ing torces to carry on the
worst genocide of our time.

maitely o prevail is this amaz

" ing quality. Commmon villagers

across the length and breath of
the land emboldened by the
supreme confidence in their
cause provided the intrinsic
strength that wins a war.
Weapons are a poor implegnent
when pitted against the un
flagging will of a nation. So
there was a Prometheus all
right. But the people ably con-
tributed to the earning of vic-
tory.

They are the unsung heroes.
The patchy. sometimes not
based on facts. reports on
their achievements in some
encouriters most of the time
gives the impression of a
naivety of sort. So far removed
from the deadly war that those
armed eng ts look more
than amateurish. But the re-
silience of our people is be-
yond any doubt. They took
upon themselves the
formidable task of matching
their spirit. their desire lor
liberty with the sinister design
of depopulation.

How could they do this?
They could do this by virtue of
their quality of heart. It was in
those best of days and worst of
days that people rose above all
petty differences and narrow
inierests. For once people
erased the religious divides
that stood as a stumbling-block
in their becoming a well-knit
family of a nation. lronically

What made the people ulti-
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Memorabilia

Alauddin Al Azad
1t would have been too ambitious
to construct a skyscraper

Only cactus bush and grasses
composed a wilderness:
But this day. to remain very low

When one needs merely proper planning —
the question of money does not arise;

So you understand, this is My building!

— having furnished floor

(M course, it has the foundation
to bear further quarter number

it we two could work together —
if vou could become my partner!
Alas! where shall 1 express

To whom to whishper that simple fact
vou would never come. Never. never.

| have lost my memery, though my
memoirs had been written,
will come out during the next

which

L]

attractive laminated cover

(e {ull page. ves one full page

is devoted to vou. my friend!

Not a maltter of joke. while

| mentioned merely in one or two

sentences the feat of our sector Commander!
Certainly you will rejoice for this

Believe me. all complex data of my
Office are maintained in computer
So | don't bother for my deficiency:
But now. now. why | remember you,
while getting from the limousine?

| have stopped journey

Where we fought together that night.
I have forgotiten you. | have forgotten —
that was you wha gave me second life!

| have forgotten but you forget-me-not.
You hate me. Curse me.
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by Nilratan Halder

thowugh. in the name of reli
gious unity, the Pakistani brute
army went about their 'sacred
duty’ of ethnic cleansing. They
religious pogrom was directed
both against the Hindus and
Muslims. Followers of other
religions were fot lotally
spared but escaped the intense
hatred.

It is the rejection of this
false claim by the commen wvil-
lagers that really went into the
making of a nation long before
its final victory on this day 23
vears ago. When a Muslim by
religion refused to give up a
Hindu to the collaborators or
the Pakistani forces and in-
stead egnbraced death, the na-
tion has more than qualified to
be independent. Such sacri-
fices are made by people of the
highest order. — both in terms
of head and heart. In 1971,
apart from the collaborators,
people irrespective of their
caste and creed were ready to
make such sacrifices. .

‘Fhis is how at a sudden and
huge pull. the nation tran-
scended itself onto a plane
never reached before. or per-
haps after. Secularism was at
its best when people learnt the
values of life and man without
caring for the religious or class
differences. In an environment
Iraught with danger and death.
people learnt this basic human
value at a huge price. In rela-

people from cities. towns and
danger-prone areas assembled
for shelter It was a massive
displacement of people and
valuables. But almost without
exceptions, the men and ma-
terials found a safe custody
it was also a time for the
people in villages to see to
thetr own affairs. They proved
they could go alone and
needed no governance from
the top or outside. There was
hardly any incident of theft or
in such pockets [t was
a haven of a most peaceful
people defending themselves
on their own. The local re-
sources were under severe
stress and yet they managed to
share those intelligently and
amicably That was the driving
force behind their crusade

against the enemy. Not every-
thing can be explained away by
saying that the danger of an
enemy attack any momenl
brought them together

This is how the liberation
war became a people's war — a
cause for which they were
ready to make supreme sacri-
fices. At no other points of his-
tory did the people of this part
of the world become so united
to pursue a political goal Nor
were they so aware of their in-
ner worth. They knew that it
was the decisive momen! and
they must shape their destiny.
Impregnated with such a beliel
they pushed forward tu demal-

ish the myth that the
Bangalees were battle-scary.
They came out in flying colours
through the test

However, the dream of a
secular, democratic and just
society soon evaporated in the
independent Bangladesh,
thanks to a series of {ast-mov-
ing events — both national and
international. The simple
commonman has long become
disillusioned. Because the de-
ception is too stark to be de-
nied. The people who made
the victory largely possible
have been ignored. People's
power has remained to be a
misnomer. There has been a
sea change in the lot of a for-
tunate few; but for the rest it Is
a story of unmitigated suffer-
ings and deprivation

Today their desperation al-
lows them to become easily
vulnerable to various tempta-
tions. Murky politics has made
an inroad into their social life.
And thus their integrity has
been compromised and the
social environment of rural life
vitiated. But certainly they de-
served better. Unless this pro-
cess of negative politics is re-
versed, Bangladesh has hardly
a chance of becoming a self-re-
specting nation it ought to
have. For God's sake il you
cannot do any good to them,
leave them alone. Don't try to
diminish them. for without
such undesirable interferences
and influences they are a vi-

brant and vigorous peopie.
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tively safe areas of the country,
T was a rain-soaked autu
I mn evening of 197]
when 1 first discovered
this patriot at London’'s Oxford
Streety, The inclement
weather outside was far less
severe than the tension inside,
for myv friend Amirul and I
were on our favourite topic:
The liberation of Bangladesh.

Syed Amirul Islam had
defected from the Pakistan
Embassy in Tunisia. it had

been a trying experience, and
he was now working for our
cause from London with other
colleagues like ambassadors
Fateh who had defected from
Baghdad and Momen f{rom
Argentina. 1 did not know
Amirifl Islam before but our
acquaintance swiftly trans-
formed itself into natural
friendship. Amirul Islam en-
lichtened me about his tribula-
tions in Tunisia — especially
his problems with Prince
Abbasi, who had golten em-
broiled wilth a drug scandal. My
only other memory of Amirul
Islam was when | heard the

L mews of his announcement of
_allegiance to Bangladesh and

renunciation of Pakistan army
crack-down in Dhaka. 1 heard
the news from the car radio

when |1 was travelling from .

Berne to Zurich to attend a
clandestine peeting of
Bangladesh partisans organized
by Mr. S O Noor. Mr. Noor was
the Bengali manager of a
Pakistani bank is Zurich. his
eyes lit up wherever he would
refer to the historic role the
people of Chittagong had
played in Bengali history:
Fearless f[reedom movement
glorified by such heroes and
heroines as Surja Sen and
Preeti Lata Waddedar.

Amirul Islam. 1 came {0
learn, was another Bengali
diplomat who was fluent in
French. His first posting was in
the Pakistan Embassy, Rome
after a short stint in Islamabad.
Amirul Islam’s patriotismm was
leavened with a sharp sense of
history — a fact which he mod-
estly kept to himself. His slay

in Rome, | noticed, had sharp-

ened his sartorial sense: the
haute couture of Milano and

My Friend Amirul: We Remember

by Waliur Rahman

Rome was reflected in his ele-
gant dress sense. The jacket |
was sporting did not please
him much. Though | was short
of both time and funds, | found
myself persuaded by him Lo
visit his favourite place on
Oxford Streel, Acqustucutum,
an avant garde store. where he
wenl on to cajole me into
picking up an eoll 'the season’
complete! Generous to a lault,
he even made up the differ-
ence!

If diplomacy is the art of
creating a convenience in the
country of your accreditation,
Amirul Islam perfected that
art. Many summers later, when
| went to Rome to serve as my
country's ambassador, numer-
ous [talians fondly enquired
about Amirul Islam. A writer
living in fashionable Traste-
vere, was a Polish immigrant
married .to. an American
millionairé [he was her second
husband, her first was the
brother of exiled .king of
Albania) Signora Winter living
in No 1 Via Antoino Bertoloni
Parioli, behind the American
Embassy residence, where
among those who remembered
him after all these years. 1 felt
proud. Such is the fellow-
felling of our small group of
diplomat freedom fighters!

Amirul Islam was a man
with a tremendous sense of
honours and human quality.
Firm but not arrogant, he was
guick to point out where
Pakistan had gone wrong.
Amirul Islam was not pedantic.
He was easy going and friendly
with the smart and the chic, as
well as the serious with equal
facility. This reflected his lib-
eral education and back-
ground, a quality essential for a
good diplomat. He and 1
agreed with  Dr Shahidulla’s
remarks, ‘“we are neither
Muslims nor Hindus — we are
Bengalis above all.”

After a shert while in
London he came to the High

Commission in New Delhi - the
fulcrum of many activities
during and after the glorious
struggle of liberation. Amirul
Islam gquickly adopted himsel{
to the new atmosphere of
Delhi, charged with a sense of
history, with a certain amount
of equity and timelessaness of
the time! '

For me, back in Geneva the
breakneck speed of work for
independent Bangladesh was
almost overwhelming.
Throughout 72 and early 73.
contacts with Amirul Islam
helped me in my work in
Geneva, in taking Bangladesh
to all the U.N agencies in
Geneva, Rome and Vienna.

On one of our home trips
my wife and | met Amirul
Islam in New Delhi and it was
a cementing of the old friend-
ships. He, 6 had made a nice

- group of friends in Delhi. both

the Indians and other foreign

- diplomats — friends who félt at

ease in his drawing room and
could order a drink with the
comfortable ease of old friend-
ships. He had this quality of at-
tracting a bright group of so-
ciable intellectuals. We enjoyed
meeting his friends.

On August 8th, 1975, 1
joined the Ministry of Foreign
Aflairs in Dhaka, after mmplet-
ing a sabbatical in Oxford. Al
last | could work in the coun-
try. we had all worked in our
own humble ways Lo liberate. |
could justify the feeling of
pride and enthusiasm flooding
over me. Amirul Islam was in
the Ministry and we promised
to meet frequently.

However, neither of us had
foreseen the holocaust of the
15th of August which was to
descend on this land so soon!
We both suffered the trauma of
the 15th, and the post-15th
August when suddenly the
Foreign Office in Dhaka Wwas
transformed beyond recogni-
tion. Those who had actively
and aggressively sided with

Pakistan became our bosses.
Taunts and barbed comiments
were aplenty. It was difficult 1o
comprehend whal was

happening around us. We were ¢

actually made to feel small for

our role during liberation
siyuggle — for being frtedmu
fighters. There were some

amongst us — freedom fighters
— who quickly switched their
loyaity to the new orders! For
us double-talk was equivalent
of betrayal of the sacrifice of
three million martvrs. The
murder of Bangabandhu. his
family members. the four jailed
leaders was a shock difficult to
absorb. Afterwards we would
huddle .in our rooms
surreptiously — very much like
some undesirables, instead of
people: who had propagated
the message of the quest of our
people for their emancipation
and, we would discuss the

times in barely audible
whispers. Amirul looked
shattered. and his health

began to show signs of strains.

Very painfully 75 rolled to
'?ﬁ, and with no sign ol respite

n sight. People who had ac
Uvely participated against our
liberation began to be posted
in all the important diplomatic
posts. In contrast. those who
had taken part in the wWar,
were being hounded out of
their homes and jobs. It was a

- grim time. In the midst of all

this Amirul Islam slowly hf%ﬂ]‘l
to iook a little happier. C.e-
day he came to my room, all
beams, with a wedding card in
his hand. | realized that my
friend had at last decided to
tie the knot. Shahruk and 1
heaved a sigh of relief. Amirul
needed a companion.
Loneliness and heavy heart are
not good bed—fellows.

It was during this time
February 1976. he heard later.-
that when his wife's family
went to give the invitation Lo,
Justice Sayem, they were told’
that the.bridegroom in ques-

tion was umder order of dis-
missal! The then Foreign
Secretary, they were informed,
had sent this proposal.

On being informed of the
role of Amirul [slam during the
Liberation yar. Justice Sayem.
barely managed to stay the
orders. and Amirul |slam was
not dismissed afier all. But the
Foreign Ministry did not want
him anywhere near their
premises. He was made an

Amirul Islam was once again
shattered by this fresh blow. |
remember that
when he came to my office. He
looked very different from that
jaunty, high spirited liberation
fighter, | had met that autumn
of 1971 at Oxford Street. Lines
of pain criss-crossed his face. |
also noticed that he did not
care for his clothes any more.
Pain gnawed at my heart. [ was
helpless.

“Friend. you are a cadre of-
ficer. They can’'t touch you. But
they axed me all right," he
said in a dejected voice. What
comfort could 1. a freedom
fighter myself, give him that
day in 1976. Eight months
later, however. Amirul Islam
proved himself wrong. They
could axe a foreign service
cadre officer too! 1 was made
an OSD in July 1977! What was
my fault? | do not yet know
and then in February., 1993, I
lost my job.

And each of us, in our
painful struggle for survival,
lost touch with each other. I
went off to Jeddah with the
help and support of
Ambassador Arshaduzzaman
and then Secretary General of
OIC, Amadou Karim Gaye of
Senegal, whom | had met ear-
lier in Geneva.

Amirul Islam- could not

make it back to the Foreign

Office till 1983. His health was
failing and he needed sophisti-
cated treatment. A hostile gov-
erninent closed all the doers

afternoon '

for his going out for treatment,

Amirul Islam kepl getting
WOTSe.

It was in 1984, that the
government of President

Ershad showed greater kind-
ness (o this freedom fighter
than the “democratic™ gov-
ernment of Justice Sattar, and
he was posted to Berlin. He
stayed in Beglin till ‘87 where
he had terrible time with the
then, Ambassador of
Bangladesh. A broken hearted
Amirul Islam could never re-
cover, never gel over the
shock he had received.
Perhaps a more sympathetic
environment could have
helped, but that was not to be.

From Berlin Amirul Islam
was sent back with a bad chit
— and the result was that the
Foreign Office doors were
again closed to him. The min-
istry of establishment accom-
modated him and there he
remained till September '93,
when he retired.

Amirul Islam breathed his
last on December. 7, 1994.
When | visited his house on
the 9th of December 1994, 1o
console his window* Syeda
Falema Islam Rosy, 1 had no
words of comfort for her. I
could only say "Yes, on the
battle fields of 71 our people
were lined up against the wall
and shot dead. But the free-
dom fighters of this coumtry
today are dying a slow and-
painful death. and ironically the
killing of '71 almost seemed
like mercy Killing in compari-
son! The spirit of liberation is
in shackles!" ... And | added — 1
discern the foolsteps of his-
tory. Our second liberation
struggle has started — and we
cannot fail as this struggle is
“the moral equivalence of obe-
dience to God.” We remember
Amirul Islam on this day...

The writer set up Bang-
ladesh Representative Office in
Geneva in 1971 after resigning

Jrom the Pakistan Embassy in

Switzertand. This office was
later converted into Per-
manent Mission of Bangladesh
to the United Nations in
Geneva.

_Vi_ctory Day Thoughts

Continuced from page 9
serve as a watch-dog of civil
liberty. A most effective in-
strument was the control of
advertisements. Pro-estab-
lishment press was favoured
with more than their due
share of this major source of
revenue, while the press sup-
posed to be critical of the gov-
ernment was deliberalely
starved of advertisements,
There were other means. too
of ensuring that the press bhe
laaved! Lte evening telepihone

calls to the editor, advising
him on some specific news.
Control over the quota of news
print could be used as an ex-
pression of favour or frown.

While the print media could:

sometimes put up some resis-
tance against excessive en-
croachment on its freedom.
the electronic media were un-

der the absolute control of the

government. Radio and televi-
sion lost all credibility as news
media, with the result that, for
many years now. the only way

of putting an end to this slav-
ery has been perceived to
place them under a corpora-
tion. enjoying a measure of au-
tonomy.

Separation of the judiciary
from the executive, one more
unfulfilled pledge, gained
strength during the years of
autocracy, as the Supreme
Court was a chosen target of
the autécrat who ruled the
roost for nine years. A blow
was dealt to the oneness of ‘the
Supreme Court, under the pre-
text of bringing justice nearer
the doors of the poor, but the

ilterior motive ol crippling the -

December 8, 1971, ‘Madonna is Dying in Hnnglnde:lﬁ A rally by the British and Bangludesh

« Liberation activists.

Photp, MSH—HMIEHH Ahmed, Naib Uddin Ahmed .

judiciary could not be covered
under the cloud of pious pro-
fessions.

The decline of the civil so-
ciety continued unabated till
the end of 1990. The fall of the
autocrat, the caretaker gov-
ernment, the election of

- March 1991, the ushering in

of an elected government —
all, taken together, consti-
tuted the watershed in
Bangladesh politics.

The Victory Day, which was
under eclipse for the entire
period of autocratic rule, now
came to its own. Now that the
old inhibitions were gone —
not fully but nevertheless con-
siderably, a dispirited and de-
moralised people could sit up.
and take a long look al the
past, the year of glory, the War
of Liberation.

The road to democracy has

proved to be long and tortuous. ;

Parliament, the heart of
democracy, is ailing. and a by-
pass appears to be long over-
due. The judieiary is yet to be
disentangled from the execu-
tive; the electronic media to
be liberated from their
shackles. All this, and more,
are on the political agenda of
the nation. Available leadership
is lamentably lacking in its
ability to find a path out of the
maze, and ay, there's the rub.

If the above picture is gen-
erally correct, which I believe
it. is, then the Victory Day is
still under eclipse, politically
speaking. And it will remain so
as long as a new political cul-
ture does not replace the pre-
vailing one. The new culture
will know and practise the art
of dialegue, and the art of mu-
tual accommodation. It has to
come, otherwise the nation is
doomed.

How to Compromise

Continued from page 9
Bangladesh the same nation
that came into being out of the
womb of the liberation®war on
December 16, 19717 The na-
tion has been willy-nilly made
to move very close to what it
was before. The victory on the
battle fileld on December 16
was overwhelmed by defeats
on the social, cultural and
above all political planes.

How could these happen?
This unavoidable question is
too broad to be answered by
the disjointed musings | am
jolting down here, | shall
therefore mention only certain
contributing factors that have
pften been overlooked.

War prizes and spoils are
things that victors exact from
the vanquished. Why did the
victors of December 16, 1971
namely the party which led the

Bengalees during the Libera-
tion War — its cadre, func-

tionaries and leadership and
the demands of the regular
converitional army or whatever
of it was there at the time take
Ban as a war prize. This
let the situation on to the sec-
ond sin. There were (00 many
people unhappy with the out-
come of the war and the way it
came — as if from the hands of
Awami !»~ague whose leader-
ship of people never rose a
party character, into a national
ore.

The second sin was to di-
vide the nation on an imagi-
line of who left the coun-

try after March 25 and who
didn't. An editor of a weekly

| epitomised the position by

calling all 65 millions who
stayed in the country as collab-
orators — as if that was the way
the, government and the AL
and all of the 10 million re-

turnee refugees were treating -

the other 65 million, This was
cleveér and suicidal for the new
emerging state's interests —
manoeyvre absolved all who
fought against Bangladesh. And
helped the collaborators to
stave off integration into the

freedom-loving patriotic main-

stream. There was certairdy
virtue in joining the war and
fighting a real war. often at the
cost of life. The value of this
was compromised. Sacrifices
and heroism in the war ceased

10 be glorivus. The Liberation

War suffered as a whole bereft
of anything to look up to. The
situation was exacerbated by
tens of thousands ol people
rummaging through the land
for prizes and privileges —
posing as war heroes.

Sin three, when Liberation
War itself has been shorn of all
hdlo and reduced to be a highly
suspicious thing harbouring an
unknown but satanic all the
same friendship treaty with
India, it was little wonder that
the biggest contributor to the
victory of December |6 aflter
the people of Bangladesh —
India — should fast and delib-
erately be a thing best forgot-
ten. Informally this can hap-
pen. Buit as a maitter of formal
interest-state relationship.
Bangladesh chose rather not (o
celebrate the event than being
lorced to pay debis of gratitude
to India at least formally.

Quite in keeping with this
state failing, the society delib-

erately Llried to avert its eyes
from the very plain fact the
Hindu population of former
East Pakistan bore the brunt of
the Pakistani carnage. This

- happened not just incidentally,

Barring the initial few days of
the genocide, Pakistan all but
officially carried out a policy of
ethnic cleansing by weeding

out Hindu citizens on the plea

that they were Indian infiltra-

tors. First our crime was to b;'
Bengalees. When that ploy
failed to deliver, the crime was
to be a Hindu. And this fact,
known as it is to all, has never
so far been as much as articu-
lated.

. These factors robbed the
Liberation War and its gift, the
independent Bangladesh,
much in the way of moral
sirength of Bangladesh's in-
dependence.

‘Not a Dew-drop

Con#inued from page 9
front. There was thus a kind of
realpolitik consensus at the
centre of world stage to let it
happen cutting across power
bloc considerations. Such was
the logic * and force of
Bangladesh's war of indepen-
dence that few could remain

blind-folded to these ad infin-

trim.

It is worthwhile here to re-
call the creditable advocacy of
our cause in the major world
capitals by some committed
Bangladeshi groups and emi-
nent.foreigners with a clout as
public opinion leaders heard in
the corridors of pgpwer,

We should think we have
left hehind the legacy of
seizures of power and autoc-
racy which put us in a seem-
ingly endless slate of political
flux making the outcome of the
Liberation War look like an
‘'unfinished revolution’. That is
how it was also sought to be
passed off by the benefactors of
such changes. The fact is that

| we do not really have any crisis

of identity, only the vested
quarters like to think we have.
Our emotions are our great-
est national asset. This can also
be an overpowering liability if
channelled wrongly. The
Liberation War tapped the
grounds-well of our emotional
wealth and demonstrated what
we can accomplish by closing
our ranks among all classes of
people communities and all
professional groups. The ac-
complishments are with us to
guide us through the nation-
building process we have em-
barked upon. In an inde
dent country, nationalism is a
settled fact and to raise new
questions about it is not only a
waste of time but also a reflec-
tion of a perpetually unstable
national psyche. The best de-
fence of our sovereignty and
the rock-bed of our self-es

“teemn can come from econommc

self-sufficiency® achieved
through stepped up productiv-
ity at all levels. So, the basic
appeal of our nationalism
should be economic now, not
political.



