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that words such as

n’ and 'silver were

becoming dated in English
Perhaps But in spite of its
archaic quality | can think of
no other adjective in the
context of Muktir Gaan/Song
of Freedom. a “narrative
documentary based on footage
shot during the Bangladesh
Liberation War of 1971"
directed by Tareque and
Catherine Masud. One could
use ‘'magical’, 1 suppose, but
there is something joyous,
romantic and light about this
word which does not reach
deep enough. One could say
‘wonder’. but then again there
is an element of innocence
here which a war of liberation
cannot have anything to do
with. Such complexity, and
multiple layers at the very
outset... just as the reality of
our Liberation War was com-
plex, rich and multi-layered.

beyond one's imagination... .

The story behind the mak-

‘of Muktir Gaan, is a won-
der filled, one, though. For me
the story started one October
day a few years back, sitting
in Shameem Akhter's terrace
at 42 Kapten Bazar. The con-
versation after veering from

I heard a poet say once

cabbages and kings to -

shoelaces, who was in and
who was out (in the women's
movement in particular), of
outbreak of revolution in some
remote region of the world,
started to turn desultory. We
were each in our own way
gctl.lng pleasantly lost (amid
the huge urns of potted sthal
padma/landlotus, hydrangea
and Queen of the Night) in
thoughts of our own lost and
passing youth our dreams
turned sour, turned true,
dreams not born — when
suddenly Shameem slapped
her knee excitedly: "I have for-
gotten to give you the most
exciting news." | looked at her
cautiously. Knowing her —
was this another attempt to

me in the real life story
of yet another unsung revolu-
tfonary hero? No. this
sounded different.

- Her friend Tareque Masud
(dtd 1 remember him? Yes —
vaguely | think) — well,
Tareque had 'discovered’ this

stock of footage shot
during 1971, in the basement
of one Lear Levin, an Ameri-
can photo-journalist who had
traversed the guerilla and
refugee camps way back dur-
ing the war, hoping to get an
exciting/unusual story on cel-
luloid. Levin had come to this
on with his small crew
and while scouting around.
had one day discovered at a
refugee camp, a troupe of
artists, singers mainly, alight
from a ramshackle truck, with
a flute, a baya (drum), and a
harmonium. In no time these
young men and women who
seemed to have materialised
from nowhere, filled the air
with music and seng. Songs of
patriotism, of the motherland,
of genocide, of resistance and
freedom. There, in the midst of
this mobile cultural troupe. on
the truck with the red banner,
which travelled the country-

side from one end to another,
was the story of the Liberation
War, that he was looking for.
The group. Mukti Sangram
Shilpi Sangstha, was based
in Calcutta but a lot of time
was spent on the truck. their
second home, which became a
familiar scene on countless
roads carrying the artists to
guerilla training camps,
refugee camps and hospitals,
as they sang, talked, reached
out and staged puppet shows.
Levin joined the group on
many of their trips and ac-
quired a 20-hour footage on
his camera as the truck sped
on its spirited mission with its
performing and singing cargo.

How did Tareque Masud
(and his wife Catherine) learn
about Levin? In the same
manner as legends get
transmitted. as fairy tales get
told. Mahmudur Rahman
Benu, leader of the troupe is
Tareque's elder cousin. And
somewhere along the way in
his tales of the Liberation War
to an enthralled younger
cousin — Benu must have
mentioned Levin and his
shooting of the troupe's activ-
ities. It must have remained
embedded in the youngster's
subconscious. For when
Tareque Masud later emerged
as a fllm-maker himself, he
talked about it to his wife who
was in the same profession.,
And both of them decided to
set out on the trail, to trace
the American photographer.
Not an easy task considering
the length and breadth of thc
USA. They were helped
Tareq Ali, another member uf
the troupe and his wite Milia,
who were then residents in
New .Jersey.

They were finally able to
trace Levin in New York. In
words that have now become
legendary among our little
Kapten Bazar terrace garden
group (and will become le-
gendary in ever expanding cir-
cles | am sure} Levin is re-
ported to have said to Tareque
when he rang — "I have
waited 19 yedrs for this call.”

Nineteen years. A long time
to wait. A long time for a na-
tion to start searching for its
past, for its glory. A long time
for a film-maker to emerge
who stands up and says 'l
want that footage from the
Liberation War. I want to
make an extraordinary film.”

But it does take this long
for one to be able to look back
at one's wounds. It takes
courage, it takes daring to
confront the lacerated spaces
left behind after the genocide
committed by the Pakistani
military junta and the injus-
tice perpetrated by the ruling
elite of Pakistan, upon the
Bengali race. It took two
decades for the composure
and objectivity to reset, for the
creative faculty to flow again,
before one could look back,
sorrow, sympathize, recreate
and re-emerge, phoenix-like
without loosing sanity. It took
the Nazi ravaged Jewish na-
tion a long time before they
could gaze back fully at the
horror and the courage of the
Holocaust period, and to de-

mand apologies.
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That Golden Hour- Reflections

Around Muktir Gaan

But of course with us Ben-
galis there was always a dan-
ger — (Rokeya Sakhawat Hos-
sein articulated it aptly long
ago in Nirtha Bangali, her
satire on the Bengali race] —
we tend to lapse into comfort-
able amnesia. We cry too
easily and we forget. Specially
when the loaves and fish of
office are involved. But some
remember and help others in
remembrance. Those others
who did not even experience
the horror of genocide and the
glory of the Liberation War.
There will always be even
among the children of Circe,
those who are not lulled into
sleep.

To return to Shameem's
terrace amid the crumbling
bricks and flowering land-lo-
tus. She spun out her tale of
Tareque, Levin., the singing
troupe and how Tareque and
Catherine were envisaging a
full length feature film based
on Lear's footage. And the
main narrator through whose
eyes the film would unfold
would be none other than
Tareq Ali (my brother-in-law).
My sister and her husband
had moved back to
Bangladesh — we live in dif-
ferent parts of the city and do
not get to meet so often, but 1
immediately understood what
had determined the young
film-makers choice. The ro-

mantic vision that All once
was — afire with love of the

by Sonia Nishat Amin

motherland — I remember it
well.

"And you know, this spec-
tacular scene will leave you
spellbound” — Shameem was
happily babbling on, seeing
she had struck a chord within
me, "Its where .the troupe
lands on a river bank on land
freed by the Freedom Fighters.
Well, one of them scoops up a
moundful of earth and puts a
‘tika' on his forehead. And
your brother-in-law, just
scoops up two handfuls and
hugs it to his breast. Its too
moving for words." Her voice
was wet; so would mine have
been had I been talking.

That was 1993. A year
later, around December 1994,
we were having dinner at
Tareque Masud’'s house in
Lalmatia. The film was com-
plete but now they had to wait
for the censor board's permis-
sion. | pleaded to Tareque to
let me see the film, but he re-
frained saying "If | give in to
such temptations the film may
dwindle to the status of a pri-
vately screened show, | want it
to have all the impact and
success of a commercial film
in a hall,” 1 immediately saw
the reason in this,

So finally, on December I,
1995 here we were setting in
the auditorium of the National
Museum waiting for the lights
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OW Literature, Cult-

ure and Demeocracy

are related? How

and to what extent does

democracy influence the lit-

erature and culture of a coun-

Usually when we speak

democracy we think only

6f its political dimensions.

Rule of the majority. free and

fair elections. independence

of the judiciary etc are the

that dominate our

thinking on democracy. But

true democracy embraces

considerably more than the
above.

Before going any deeper
fnto the subject let me try to
refine a little the term cul-
ture which defies any neat
and compact definition
Viewed broadly we may say
that literature, painting, mu-
sic and dance constitute the
superstructure of culture, its
aesthetic component, whose
growth is dependent on the
substructure of culture which
is its material component. In
considering the latter com-
ponent which is of crucial
importance we mugt pay at-
tention to the economic. so-
cial and political conditions
of a people, such as their
means and methods of pro-
duction of essential items,
Etttml of earning their

. class harmony or
tonflict. ideological beliefs
and the democratic or auto-
cratic institutions that prevail
in their countries. Culture,
thus, embraces the total life
of a and manifests it-
8elf in multifarious ways.

we know that any
discussion of culture

i usually confined to the
consideration of a people's

language, literature, music,
painting and dance.

However, from whatever
perspective we look at cul-
ture it is admittedly an im-
portant weapon in the strug-
gle for democracy. interna-
tional understanding and
world peace and against im-
perialism, economic exploita-
tion, religious fanaticism.
denigration of women, war-
mongering and all forms of
ethnic -racial discrimination.
But for culture to grow and
develop into such an effective
weapon the establishment of
truly democratic norms is of
the first importance. Not
democracy on paper only, but
real democracy where sec-
tarianism. communalism,
preponderance of armed
might and intolerance of
opinions not in conformity
with those of the rulers are
absent

But does democracy of the
above kind exist today in
Bangladesh and many other
parts of the world? We
should not hesitate to ask
questions, all kinds of ques
bons.

In much of the social, po-
litical and economic fields of
Bangladesh democracy exists
only in name? Let me cite
two recent instances one

related to jourmalism. the
other to literature. Some
time ago a well-known

and columnist instead of be-

ing prosecuted or a mowe
made against him before the
Press Council was summarfly
arrested and hauled up to jail
with a detention order for
forty days because he wrote
something that could not be
countenanced. And again.
very recently. a book called
Nari (Woman). widely ac-

claimed as a high quality re-

search work by a reputed
scholar, a Professor of the
University of Dhaka, was sud-
denly banned three years
after its publication and after
it had gone through several
editions on the imagined
ground that it hurt the reli-
gious sensibilities of the peo-
ple of Bangladesh. Many
things are now taking place
in Bangladesh that deter
flowering of literature. cul-
ture and democracy there.
The upsurge of fundamental-
ism, for one thing Shamsur
Rahman, the foremost poet of
the country, whose poetry is
adored by millions. has been
declared a murtad. Yet. what
was Rahman's offence? Noth-
ing more than his espousal of
the secularist cause and his
denunciation of religious fa-
naticism How can literature
and culture flourish and
democratic institutions de-
velop if all differences of
opinion are stifled and con-
formism enforced by a
steamroller? If we pay lifeless
attention only to the obser-
vance of the rituals of religion
and neglect its spirit failing
to practise its teachings in
real life we stump and thwart
the growth of all worthwhile
objects including literature,
culture and democracy
Didn't the great poet-
philosopher Igbal say that the
\dolator engaged in dynamic
pursuits was better than the
fatthful gone to deep slumber
in the mosque? In this con-
text | am also reminded of
what our great rebel poet
Kazi Nazrul Islam said in his
famous poem entitied Man
and | gquote:

"Who are they kissing so
fervently

The Quran and the Bible?

Snatch away the Holy
Books from their hands

Who fetch them after
slaughtering men.

Hypocrites are worship-
ping the Books!

Listen, O ignorant folks,

No brought any man.

Adam, David, Jesus, Abra-
ham, Muhammad,

Krishna, Buddha, Nanaka,
Kabir

They are all treasures of
this world.

Our fathers and grandfa-
thers are they.

In every vein of ours

It is more or less their
blood that flows.”

In conclusion let me
assert that in today's turbu-
lent world there is no alter-
native to real democracy. In
order to bring about such a
democracy we must con-
stantly wage relentless war
against intolerance, supersti-
tion, authoritarian thinking
and violence, We must not be
upsel even when an individ-
ual puhilcl}f declares that he
is an iﬂﬂ:}lﬂc Let us face
such situations like civilized
human beings and argue such
issues in a rool and collected
manner across the table
through debate and discus-
sion and not try io seitle
them by muscle power Let us
shun the culture of intoler-
ance, violence and arrogance
and embrace ‘the culture of
tolerance. peace and mod-
esty. Let us encourage free
dom of thought and expres-
sion, bridge the gulf between
the affluent and the poor, lib-
erate women from male dom-
ination, eradicate ignorance
and illiteracy, and forsake re-
ligious bigotry. viclence and
terrorism. Only then can true
democracy flourish and an
appropriate climate be cre-
ated for the growth of rich
humanistic literature and cul-
ture

to go off and Muktir Gaan to
come on the screen. Raaders, |
will not describe the film here.
It is being screened at the
Public Library auditorium ev-
eryday at 3, 5 and 7 pm. I
urge you to go and buy the
ticket at the stall and see for
yourself. Words will be inade-
quate. Let the music, sound
and picture tell their own
story.

POW;;?J: can and will dwell a
little on the comments that
were made in the brief dis-
cussion that followed. Wa-
heedul Haque was one of the
senior organisers of the
troupe. Mostafa Monwar who
designed the puppet shows
was also called to the stage as
was Hasan Imam the well
known actor and activist. Wa-
heedul Haque had been part
and parcel of the cultural
movement in pre-liberation
days and several troupe mem-
bers were his students. What
many of the younger viewers
did not know perhaps was
that cultural activism was
part of the resistance to the
Ayub regime in the 60's. That

was the period when the west
Fak:lstmi ruling elite had un-

leashed its attack on Bengali
culture — censoring -

bindrasangeet, the wearing of
'tip' on national Television,
insidious attempts from offi-

ART of this piece will
P deal with election-

memories and part
with reflections on election.
First memories.

The 1946 provincial elec-
tion, which can safely be
termed as one of the mile-
stones of our political hjstory,
took me, from my college life
in Calcutta, to a remote, also
unfamiliar corner of Bengal
The constituency went by the
name of Faridpur-East If |
am not wrong, elections were
still held on the principle of
Communal Award, and this
one was a Mokammedan
constituency. Muslim League
put up the supposely influen-
tial and assuredly monied Mr
Yusufi Ali Chowdhury alias
Mohan Mia as its candidate.

The Pakistan issue was
high on ghe agenda of Muslim
League We, muslim students

in Calcutta colleges knew

that the hotly contested
eiection of the Muslim
League Parliamentary Board
saw Nazimuddin faction gain

ing a slight majority over the
rival Suhrawardy faction. We
knew. oo, that this division
was reflected in the students
front, through the rivalry of
Shah Aziz and Nuruddin
Though | had met both. in
their respectives seats of op-
eration. | was not drawn to
either, nolt being interested
in the politics of faction, 50
when we, In our hosiel was
approached by someone - |
do not remember who. per

haps. an emissary of Shah
Aziz — to form a group. and

proceed to Faridpur, we were

only too glad to comply

This was a winter of high
expectations: And for me it
was a sheer adventure, slay
ing with the group in a one
roomn house. not too well-
protected against the win-
ter wind, nursing our discon
tent against the gentleman —
Mohan Mia s local agent — for
his many failings and yet en
joving our meetings with vil

Elec

cial quarters to replace Ben-
gali cultural symbols with

" Urdu ones etc. It was also the

penod which saw the Bengalis
in East Pakistan cohering into
cultural groups — forming
pockets of resistance that later
merged into the anti-Ayub
mass movement. The mem-
bers of the Mukti Sangram
Shilpi Sangstha were already
active in this movement. After
the crackdown of 25th March
1971 many sought refuge in
neighbouring West Bengal
where they regrouped as the
mobile singing troupe borne
aloft a truck.

Waheedul Haque made
some thought-provoking,
comments that evening. He
pointed out the role of cultural
activism in the history of a na-
tion and the reciprocal rela-
tionship between art and poli-
tics. He felt the writing of the
history of the freedom move-
ment could start with a docu-
ment like this film. For here
one would find people resist-
ing, surviving, nourishing the
spirit. No party politics, no
power game. no foul play. He
ended by asking "How can
anyone thrive in these rotting,
topsy-turvy times, where omi-
nous forces are trying to cor-
rodle the spirit of '71. But this
too. will pass. The Bengali
race will cross this hurdle as
well.”

Tareq Ali the narrator in
the film, also had a few words

tions

lage elders. The local agent
took a fancy on me as the
most effective campaigner
compared to other members

to add: "l used to think, here
was a war raging all around

and look at me singing songs.

But after watching us singing

on celluloid today, 'those
dearly loved, songs of the

earth — in training camps, to
broken soldiers in from the

fray or to fresh ones about to
embark on their mission,
singing to half starved
refugees who had lost all, to-

day I marvel at the spirit that
worked within us, at the spirit
we were able to infuse. I feel
proud, finally. And to you I
wish to say. Do not lose heart
at the rise of anti-'71 forces
eating away at the roots of our
secular-democratic dream of
golden Bengal. We have won
thnt war. We shall win this
one."

And what, | was wondering
did my 15-year-old. English
medium educated son Ashim,
make of it all? He who was
being bred on a peer culture of
Heavy Metal and Rap, on
David £ddings and Isac Asi-
mov, Who had not seen 1971
nor knew about Martyred In-
tellectuals Day? I cannot erase
my complicity in this alien-

ation of his but I had little
thought when admitting him

to an English medium school
that his roots would not strike
down deep enough — not on
account of the 'medium' alone,
of course, but a myriad fac-
tors. For after all we were
English medium products
ourselves (o were Naila Za-
man, Lubna Mariam, Sher-
meen Murshed and Tareq Ali
of Muktir Gaan, come to think
of it) — yet our roots went a
long way deep into the earth.
Actually, times have changed.
Perhaps its not so much a
question of English, Bengali
and all that jazz as much as it
is of consumerism and the
pace of life. Perhaps people do
not want roots anymore. But
wasn't it Marquez who said
something like what is a na-
tion without nostalgia?
Fortunately, my son has
also grown up on a measured
diet of Satyajit Ray the film-
maker and writer; Narayan
Ganguli; even the beauty of
Suchitra Sen; and coming
down to the present the
Ekushe boi mela scene at the
Bangla academy. And this
against several odds. For in-
stance, a few years back his
school decided to have the
annual carnival on December
14, (Martyred Intellectuals
Day). He had spent weeks
painting T Shirts with beauti-
ful designs for their stall. But
he was disappointed to hear |
would not go for I was
stunned by the thoughtless-
ness — a carival on Martyred
Intellectuals Day! So | told
him, "For me it is a day of
mourning — respect my sen-
timent. 1 shalln’t prevent you
from going though — respect
is something you must acquire
on your own, nobody can force
it down your throat, But | am
sorry your school chose this
day. "He was mature enough
to keep quiet. On the 14th
however I saw him poring
over the newspaper which was
full of the Intellectuals’ stories.
Later, after the carnival he

in My

second experience gave me
direct knowledge of the ex-
citement that goes with
elections. and the joy of

of the group. and did me the
favour of selecting me as his
sole companion on some of
his special missions.

Mohan Mia lost to his ri-
val. Badsha Mia, a local Za-

mindar, who, according to
the rumour current at the

time. enjoyed the support of
Suhrawardy Mohan Mia, de-
spite the defeat, continued to
enjoy the patronage of the
party's high command. and
would always recognise me,
even in the busy roads of Cal-
cutta At his Faridpur resi-
dence our group was
treated with utmost consid-
eration by him and his family,
and his general courtesy
Was genuine
AS a campaigner my sec

ond experience was my In

volvernent in the Salimullah
Muslimm Hall Students Union
elections of 1950 Our group
had found their candidate for
the star position — Vice

President in M Habibur
Rahman — later Chief Jus

tice, Supreme Court — and
was leoking for a candidate of
the next position. general
secretary  In me. they found
one not keen about elections
but not unwilling either to be
a running mate of Habibur

Rahman Shelly a personal
friend from our presidency
college days

In a triangular [ight, we
won and held office for a
couple of weeks. Then In the
budget meeting. we were
epposed by a combined op
position. and failed to gel
the budget passed And so
we went oui of office | was
secretly happy for the deleatl,
because my M A was more
important for me

That ends my career as a
campaigner in elections. The

sharing an excitement with
many.

Next, my experience of
elections as a voter. This is
the saddest part of the story,
as under the military rule in
Pakistan, and under two gen-
erals in Bangladesh, the insti-
tution suffered a distortion,
and left most people disin-
terested in the business of
election. The best experience
was the 1970 election which
was both free and fair. | was
told when | was in Pakistan
as an election observer In
1990, and 1992, that they
too regarded the 1970 elec-
tions as the best they have
seen. | should add perhaps
that the 1991 elections of
Bangladesh. which | experi-
enced at two levels — as a
member of the President's
Council of Advisors, and as a
voter — was a very special oc-

casion for me_ It was a tri- _
umph for the government

and also for the people. and ff
| share the pride of the gov-
ernment for its performance,
| may be excused.

[ have yet a third kind of
election experience — as an
observer of elections in a difl-
ferent country. The scene is
Pakistan 1990 and 1992 and
Sri Lanka 1991 In Sri Lanka,
we were members of the
SAARC group of observers
and the Election Commission
of Sri Lanka were our hosts
It was an election of local
bodies but it had its own
tmportance in the context of
Famil militancy in the North
The earlier militancy of an-
other group which had all but
foiled elections in other
parts of Sri Lanka. had by
this time been crushed. This
time the government was
keen to prove that things

came to me; "You know, ma,
mfewutudmt:krmvmuuh
about thlldlyandthtmlr
tyrs.” There was h

his voice. 1 took him to luthe
plaque bearing names of mar-
tyrs in front of Dhaka Uni-
versity; I told him the story of
Meghna auntie's (Dr Meghna
Guhathakurta) father's death
at the hands of the Pakistani
army. He listened quietly. I
wondered in silence.

So what was his reaction to
Muktir Gaan? What did that
somewhat run-down truck
bearing the red banner, signify
to him? Could the corpses
strewn on the green fields and
the fleeing refugees -- - convey
some of the terror of 1971 to
him? Did the war-shots, the
bare-footed freedom fighters,
gamcha tied round their
heads, lungi wrapped round
their loins, slithering down the
muddy banks in monsqon to
their mission, or in tattered
coat and humble rifle slung
over the arm — did these
scenes convey to him the glory
of our war. How often have I
watched him switch on to Bat-
tle of the Planets, War of the
Worlds or Galactica type car-
toons which made the after-
noon resound with the sound
of hi-tech laser weaponry,
space station battlegrounds
and gigantic robots transform-
ing into giant battleships or
whatever. But this was for
real, son — the barefoot free-
dom fighter. the makeshift
training camps, the guerilla
squad taking cover behind wa-
ter hyacinth — an entire na-
tion of fisherfolk and tillers
transformed, going into battle,
half trained and ill equipped
+ this was real. This was our
golden hour the like of which
we shall seldom see again. I
wonder if you realize this, son.

His voice broke in on my
thoughts: "Did you see how

the bullet following Mujib's
speech? And the refugees —
the handicapped guy slither-
ing through the mud to flee
the Pakistanis?” And again on
the way home, he prattied on
"Why didn't they use a logo
sketched by Swapan Chowd-
hury the artist in the troupe?
He must have had countless
sketches." Probably lost in the
war, | replied. But my son had
other questions. "What a feat
imagine turning reality into
such a drnmntic. artistic
story!” For once [ waited ex-
pectantly — leading him
gently deeper into our War of
Liberation. But the steps were
his own. They would have to
be, for any meaningful jour-
ney. For, as | looked at my son
1 was not him. | saw in
his place the faces of count-
less ations to come, as
they gaze back with wonder
and pride at the golden hour
of our Liberation War — which
at the fuming of their gaze will
be released from, the dead
weight of past history and en-
ter the zone of the timeless.

The writer teaches history at
the University of Dhaka.
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were under control, though
this could not hold in respect
of the North. There were no
elections in the Tamil-domi-
nated North. Security, for
observers, was tight. Each
one of us was provided with
a security officer, and we
were strictly advised not to
move outside our sea-side
hotel by ourselves. We found
occasions — not many - to
slip out and enjoy our walk
by the beach.

Election scenario was ex-
cellent, from the point of
view of order, discipline, and
the high level of civic culture,
and compliance to rules the
Sri Lankans had obviously
reached. The importance at-
tached to local bodies elec-
tions showed, Sri Lanka had
marched ahead of wus,
Bangladeshis in institutional-
ising democracy at the grass
roots level. The high literacy
of the people had moulded
their politics, too.

Pakistan was a different
story. the 1990 elections, as
I observed it in Peshawar re-
gion, was clearly manipulated
by the president of the care-
taker govt. Mr Ishaque Khan,
in favour of IDI. The quiet
and discipline [ found in
most places was artificial.
Other members of the team
had witnessed violence in
Sindh and Baluchistan. It
was my lot travel on the
election day in the country-
side close to Peshawar and
to realise that observers may
be reduced to evelessness if
the authorities so want. The
NDI team from Washington
must have left with the same
impression, despite all their

professionalism which they
brought to the task.

In 1990. Ishaque Khan,
with full backing of the army,
had ensured that Nawaz
Sharif. not Benazir Bhutto
came to power. In 1992, the
sable had turned in favour of
Benazir, who now

Continued on page '



