DHAKA

N the years which followed
Ilht 7th of November 1975

there would be many who
would go over the day's events
and its aftermath trying to
discern the path taken by the
powerful nd which blew
across their lives that cool
autumn day. In prisons across

sh men waited to see if
they would survive. And, as they
waited, some in solitary
confinement, they thought of
the 7th November, examin it
hour by hour, indeed minute by
minute.

As secret tribunals assem-
bled and gallows were built,
men their A
few sat patiently con that
the s of their prisons would
be broken by a new wave of at-
tacks led by their comrades be-
yond the ramparts. Some
soberly prepared for the harsh
years of imprisonment and
pain which still lay ahead of
them. Outside the prison gates a
perception gathered that an
usual revolt had occurred which
gravez frightened Bengal's up-
per classes in a manner they
were neither accustomed to, nor

E::&ﬁd tl:: d:::tpt without a

th
What had ha differed
from the f ar turmoil of
the fractious se politics

of thcd P;kistanll past a:g
Bangladesh’'s early years.
11{.:11::|~t‘:«'.-:l"c,tun nu:.:uber or soldiers
ai an allegiance to so-
mm:ng les and with firm
ular roots in adesh's
beration War had stepped
forward to d:cldnerc ad r:hnt
enda. Tha nounced e
gup: and ting of the
months where senior
military officers had led (or
been linked to) a multiplicity of

factions with essenti con-
servative rograms and
friendly actors in the for-

intelligence community.
ﬁp‘}‘he tnig_uTt.hre for thr.w?th
November U came from
the armed wing of the Jatiya
Samajtantric Dal (JSD). It ex-
for the first time the exis-
tence of the Biplopi Shainik
Sangstha (Revolutionary Sol-
diers tion) and the Bi-
lopi Gono Bahini (People's
utionary Army). Both or-
ganizations were made up of
men who had been radicalized
as leaders or members of the
Mukti Bahini in 1971. Indepen-
dence in their view resented
only half the battle. In their
judgment there was little pur-
pose to lnde;:én':-lﬁnce f it
eT E]j" .'I'EPI'EI’."I..I € Same so-
cial structure that had hitherto
existed in Pakistan.
Hanaderts Hed beco. b gt &
; . a
co uence of Pakiﬂm%u-
tory ol "immizerizing growth".
Azizur Rahman Khan and Keith
Griffin had noted jn their pio-
neering study for the ILC that:
the dramatic raté$ of eéoripmic
growth in the’ colntries theéy
studied across Asia, even
among the so-called “success”
stories, meant anything but ris-
ing real incomes for the vast
majority of their citizens. At
the time the November 7th Up-
rising took place the ILO found
that the proportion of gﬁoplc
living in Bangladesh below
what it termed the "absolute
poverty” level, defined as 1,935
calories a day, rose from 40.2
per cent in 1 -64 to 78.5 per
cent of the population in 1973-
74. Defining an even more se-
vere category known as the "ex-
treme poverty” level of 1,720
calories, the ILO stated that in
the same decade (1963-73) the
proportion below this level had
risen from 5.2 per cent to 42.1
per cent.

What was so distinctive
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about Bangladesh in this period
irom other Asian economies
w:;i;hat thfﬂ:&raﬁy unremit-
ti increa t o ion
of their share of thcprnlpi?;nal
income even as average living
standards fell. "Only in
Bangladesh have average in-
comes fallen,” wrote Khan and
Griffin. "And, the interesting
uestion there is how despite
e decline in the average, the
upper income groups were able
to improve their living stan-
dards. In a sense, desh is
the most dramatic illustration
of what is happening in the rest
of Asia...where average incomes
have increased, the poor have
tended to become and the
rich richer; in Bangladesh,
where the average incomes have
fallen, the rich have, neverthe-
less, become richer while the
incomes of the poor have fallen
faster than the average.”
Perhaps, in this context it
was an irrational mat-
ter to challe the economic
paradi which had yielded
such dismal results. Indeed, the
question the November 7th Up-
rising posed in dramatic form
was whether or not there was a

rational way out of the impasse
of economic misery.
What would it be? More of the

same? Would revolutionary so-
cialism in one of the rest
countries on earth take hold, or
would a path of capitalist de-
ment based on the
of the United States and the
plans of the World Bank pre-
vail?

In my view, confron this
question wl[a tht:t underlyin
imperative o uprising a
the political forces which set it
in motion. Yet, it was crushed
and brutally suppressed by
forces led by General Ziaur
Rahman. Leaders of the upris-
ing and their supporters were
hunted down and imprisoned.

figures, like Colonel Abu

‘ll‘(%er. were secretly tried a.ndk

executed. For those in
Bangladesh, particularly a new
generation, who are still con-
cerned with their country's fu-
ture and even now hope to es-
tablish a society which will
guarantee basic fundamental
principles of social justice and
democracy, it is important to-
day to recall the events which
took place over two decades ago.
It is a period of history with
lessons worth anutnulatin%m
In 1979 | published a k
entitled Ba sh: The Un-
Revolution which was
romptl banned in
. It was conceived as
a first, but not final account of
the events which gave rise to
November 7th. It was written in
the immediate aftermath of
Taher's secret trial and execu-
tion. Other than the few who
heard his testimony inside the

_‘prison’s courtroom, his state-
*Jment Beforeé the tribunal 'had

been 'kept secret. Taher had
been denied a public trial be-
cause the public's reaction was
feared. Li any man he de-
served a fair trial. Like many he
was denied one. He also de-
served to have been heard. He
had the right to express publicly
the convictions behind his ac-
tions. This too he was denied.
Had the public been in a posi-
tion to hear or read the words
he s at his trial, then there
is little likelihood that the au-
thorities would have been able
to carry out their pre-deter-
mined sentence,

The courage, heroism, and
quality of sacrifice which was
observed among those who
acted on November 7th, includ-
ing many rank and file soldiers,
will always stand out as one of
the distinguishing legacies of

. rian

FOCUS:

A Day to Remember

__by Lawrence Lifschultz

What had happened differed from the familiar turmoil of the fractious bourgeoise politics of the Pakistani past
and Bangladesh's early years. An uncertain number of soldiers claiming an allegiance to socialist principles
and with firm popular roots in Bangladesh's Liberation War had stepped forward to declare a different agenda.

the revolt. In the years ahead
many would die or be taken to
prison as the consequences of
the rebellion unraveled.
However. another leg exists
which must be squarely faced
and has been avoided too long.
It has been the lack of any
serious effort to analyze the de-
feat of the social and political
forces which were brought into
play on the 7th November. This,
of course, is not a work to be
undertaken by a foreign re-
porter. Clearly, participants
should publish their own
memoirs and reflections. A
collective silence has existed
for too long.

HERE are many areas
where further inquiry and
debate are needed.

Perhaps, this writer might
suggest a few for consideration.
Most obvious, of course, was the
tactical arrangement entered
into on November 7th with
General Ziaur Rahman as the
rebellion developed and spread.
These events are described in
some detail in The Unfinished
Revolution. As is well known,
Zia was under detention on
November 7th, and in
desperation for his own life he
appealed to Taher through
intermediaries to act to secure
his release. Indeed, embracing
Taher, Zia would claim before a

ﬂlﬂ"ﬂ% of soldiers that it was
%aahcr who had saved his life.
The gratitude would be short-
lived.

But, the encounter between
the two men and the deadly
breach which subsequently oc-
curred represented only the sur-
face expression of much
conflicting forces. What is im-
portant to ask is why a tactical

arrangement was entered into
at all n these two sides.
Clearly, each thought they

would be able to utilize the
other for their own pu . if
only temporarily. From the

of the JSD what was
the concept behind its timing
and action? Moreover, what
was its overall operational
strategy and objective?

The JSD made an assess-
ment of Ziaur Rahman which
from their nt proved to
be catastrophic inaccurate.
It may be said, however, that
there were some in the
early and mid-seventies to be-
lieve that Zia might free him-
self from the confines of his
class, and the classical tradi-

tions of privileges accorded to a
military officer in the praeto-
regimes of the Third
World. According to one fi

in the JSD, who was one of the
individuals responsible for

maintaining a regular liaison .

with Zia:

"We had kept In close contact
with him. These links had been
forged as comrades-in-arms
during the Liberation War when
the overriding circumstances of
the war unified us in resistance.
Whatever differences existed
about the future were su
in the contingencies of the war.
We tried to make our assess-
ment of Zia in the period after
independence to see if at any
stage he might play a -
sive role, Besides myself, Taher
kept In close contact with Zia
through the developing crisis of
the early 19708 and what we
considered to be a ripening pre-
revolutionary situation Iin

" if nec

1974-75."

“If our assessment of Zia
proved wrong, it was not based
solely on ignorant speculation.
We had some grounds for our
view. To give you an example.
One in 1974 when | sat
with Zia at his home in the can-
tonment he told me a story of a
journey he had taken in the
1960s. He had taken a senior
military officer from West
Pakistan on a tour into an inte-
boat. One evening
as they pulled up along the river
bank were a hed by a
group of local villagers. These
people were half starved and
clothed in rags. Of course, this
is not an unfamiliar sight in
our country. Who has not seen
it? But, life was not this miser-
able in most areas of West Pak-
istan, and the visitor was taken
aback at the extreme conditions
he saw.

"There followed a discussion
between Zia and his superior of-
ficer about what could be done
to c the miserable lives of
such people. Zia expressed a
guarded but familiar national-
lhsm. ng that l".;am:f ILh!‘"ﬂk:lutnm

aving a majority of the popu-
latin'rlf need&id ttg have its fair
share of national resources for
economic development. "But,
you see,” Zia then said to me, "1
also understood looking at
those starving souls it was not
only a question of 'national-
ism’, 1 realized back then that

rior area

in our situation only socialism .

could ch e the misery of
S Shage (e misery

"It was because of statements
like these that we thought Zia
might play a 'p ve' role,

This was not only my assess-
ment. but also Taher's who
knew him better than I did. As
it proved, this was a big mis-
take.”

In 1974-75 amidst a sea of

confl currents Zia was an
uncertain figure, him-
self, not knowing in ch di-

rection his life and commit-
ments would flow. When the
hour of decision came, however,
he chose to follow the familiar
ey S
ut, the issues
insurrection of November 7th
will not seriously be confronted
if the question is reduced to the

behaviour of Ziaur Rahman.
Indeed, such a focus would
merely be an escape from seri-
ous analysis. If the JSD had
acted on Nnmhcr 7th with
certain ectives, it
shnuld}ﬁ:hbm s for a

number of contingencies. It was

not. Why it was nol raises a se-
ries of harsh and controversial
questions particularly for those
wilhin JSD as an organization
or tendency on the

uarely faced ug to by those
who were invo 1

S a journalist in the years

since | first reported these

evenis, | have tried to
reexamine what occurred based
on interviews with former
participants. This became
possible once the prisons
opened up and survivors
emerged after the nightmare of
the repression. But, | have not
been in a position to conduct the
kind of research which is
required. This should be done
by others who are in a better
position to do so. If at all

conditions arose.

. Most of
these questions have never been

possible it should be done
outside the narrow borders of
factional self-justification.
This is where historical
scholarship is required.

I, however, have come to a
few tentative conclusions of my
own. | emphasize the word ‘ten-
tative'. It is often asked what
}Jrccise was the JSD attempt-

ng on November 7th when it
{,ginitl:d the simmering revolt.
ere they attempting to seize
political power for their own
organization or did they have
another goal in mind? My con-
clusion is that they recognized
that they were not organiza-
tionally in a position to seize
power. They were not foolish
enough to tgvj:l;f:tlmaﬁ thelrr'
strength to ee. Many o
their cadres and gnk and 3;11':
members were already in
prison. As far as I have been
able to gather, the leadership of
the JSD did believe that it was
in a position to create the first
stage of a major oc;l:mlng for it-
self which would have ulti-
mately been consolidated at a
later point.
The objective of the 7th was

......

to secure the release of many of
its leaders and sympathizers
from n, then to embark on
the establishment and devel-
opment of parallel centres of

litical and milit power.
e JSD itself as pos-
sessing su nt weight to be

able to dominate and influence .

the direction of events without
hcir;? nominally at the pinna-
cle ol power.

In this phase it wanted first
to establish a form of 'hege-
mony' from below through a
mobilization of its mass orga-
nizations and the establish-
ment of allied military com-
mittees in the cantonments. It
would be a od of intense ac-
tivity in which the JSD antici-

ated that it would be able to

roaden its political. social,
and military basis of support.
In this context it was
to pursue a strate alliances
with other progressive political
organizations as a necessary
condition for the conquest and
foundation of a state with so-
cialist objectives. This would

have been the second stage of
the insurrection, perhaps de-

~ had

layed by several months, while
an interim provisional gov-
ernment held uncertain :
But, the question in histori-
cal retrospect, is whether from
the perspective of the JSD, its
organizational preparations
were sufficiently developed to
achieve even its minimum ob-
ectives when it acted on
ovember 7th. This question
has several dimensions to it
and undoubtedly will always be
a subject of dispute among the
participants. Indeed, when 1
met Taher on November 15th, a
week before his arrest, he dis-
cussed precisely this uuh{ect. I
ved from India to re-
¥ort the crisis. I had not seen
aher for just over a year. The
man who had once patiently
explained to me the ancient his-
tory of irrigation in al and
the intricacies of modern flood
control, I now suddenly encoun-
tered as a leading figure of a
revolutionary uprising.
In our discussion er em-
Ehasized that the pace of events
ad pressed them into early ac-
tion. He said that by their own
estimate they anticipated that

the necessary organizational

preparations would have
reac a of readiness by
March or of 1976. In other

words, a date six months ahead.
By that point not only would
their military organization

have been sufficiently devel-,

0 but they anticipated that

they would have reassembled
rt in urban

their popular su
and rural areas. During the pre-
vious year there had been
widespread arrests of JSD
members and s:;:portm.

Taher argued that the se-
quence of coups and counter-
coups had deeply unsettled the
rank and file of the armed
forces which had been influ-
enced by the message that mili-
tary coups inevitably only

romoted one faction of privi-
eged interests over another,
and offered nothing fundamen-
tal to the interest of the coun-
try's majority, the vast num-
bers of the impoverished. His
frequently repeated message
from the Liberation War
through the Comilla Brigade
had been precisely that the only
real definition of patriotism for
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a soldier was one which put the
interest of the most downtrod-
den classes above all else. In

. one of the poorest countries on
..earth this me

ssage had taken
hold among some of the more
politically conscious sections
of the mi -

It was these forces which
now gruued Taher and the JSD
to act. Undoubtedly, even with
intense discussion, decisions
were taken rapidly. There was a
recognition that a rebellion was
imminent with or without their
part.iclgatinn. The JSD's choice
was whether or not to act as a
vanguard, which at that mo-
ment they were in a position to
do, and thus give the revolt a
coherent direction. They delib-
erated and decided in favour of
action. Perhaps, they too were
impatient having lived in a so-
ciety where so many men who
talked of socialism lived out
their lives reclining in arm
chairs or sipping tea in market
stalls.

But, the question remains
whether or not they were suffi-
ciently prepared to act in order
to carry forward the difficult
and complicated tasks which a
successful . insurrection re-
quired. Some have argued they
were not yet in such a position,
and in spite of all the pressures
on them they should have exer-
cised a disciplined restraint
and held back. In matters of life
and death history rarely pro-

e
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vides a second chance. In such
matters, even after the fullest
preparation, timing can be ev-

crything:.
On the 15th of November
Taher described the choice as a
profoundly difficult one. There
existed a that conservative
uld consolidate. and
quidate their 'sly-mﬂa-
thizers. Indeed, precisely this
would happen with a vengeance
over the next three years. Yet, a
premature action and subse-
quent exposure without ade-
quate preparation for a fall
back, could invite such a result.

A week after the revolt, in a
meeting which was all too brief,
Taher indicated that in fact the
JSD had organisationally
failed to bring about the type of
broad mobilisation he antici-
pated it was capable of. Al-
though crowds did sponta-
neously pour into the streets to
applaud and cheer the sepoys,
an effective mobilisation of
workers and students so famil-
iar in the past had not materi-
alized. On November 4th and
5th, as the underground leader-
ship of the JSD met, responsi-
bility was designated for
bringing these forces into play.
However, those responsible ap-
Rear not to have acted with suf-

cient vigour and seriousness.
The wuprising had several

rongs. Not only were military
orces to be mobilized, but stu-
dents and workers had to be in-
formed and brought out in or-
ganized solidarity. All fingers
of the hand had to close at one
time, if their forces were to
maintain an overall direction
of the revolt.

In the late '60s and early '70s
the working class districts of
the capital and Dhaka Univer-
sity campus had come alive
with organized demonstrations
and massive rallies on the
maidan. The men who had or-
ganised these mobilisations
were now at the core of the JSD.
But, on the mo of the 7th
they failed to work their earlier
magic. Only in the day imme-
diately after the 7th did the
civilian activists seem to get
active. But, they were soon to
loose the strategic initiative,

There has been much dis-
creet debate concerning why or-

anized support was not mobi-
ized as anticipated. This is
what men spent years in prison
going over in their minds. The
military dimension of the re-
volt advanced without coordi-
nated mobilization of the work-
ing class, students, and broad
public support. For an organi-
zation which in 1973 and 1974
had drawn lakhs of people to its
public rallies, such a political
task did not seem to be beyond
it capacities. A clearly delined

political agenda was not issued

by the JSD on the morning of
the 7th, allowing elements from
other political tendencies to ac-
centuate a sense of confusion
and divert the revolt onto an-
other track. A sufficiently
broad section of the public was
not clear until much later about
who precisely were the actors
and on what principles, if any,
they were acting. A few slogans
were not enough. Undoubtedly,
these were us, in fact, fatal
failures for an organization of
soclalist tacticians.

It is possible to speculate
that had the JSD been able to
mobilize massive
port around a clear sighted
agenda popular aspirations (in
the days that followed, then any

pular sup-

change in position by Ziaur
Rahman or any other senior
military officer would have
been irrelevant. But, 'why this
?id not happen' is the key ques-
ion.

There are no easy or ready
made answers. Some say that
those who were assigned impor-
tant responsibilities failed to
carry out their designated
tasks. Others argue that be-
tween November 3, the day of
Khaled Musharaf's coup d'état,
and the 7th was too short a pe-
riod in which to make adequate
prtigaratinna. They argue the
JSD, whatever the pressures,
should have shown disciplined
restraint and waited.

Five years later when most
of its leadership had been re-
leased from prison, there was a
noticeable lack of capacity at
the higher levels of the organi-
zation to come to terms with
what had happened. After the
trauma of years in prison. the
dark memories of mass execu-
tions in 1977, and the eri-
ence of the jail killings follow-
ing prison revolts in Khulna
and elsewhere, it would be no
easy task to emerge from the
enormous strains of such a
nightmare of repression to be-
gin again. Yet, any political
movement which was unable to
evaluate its own theoretical
conceptions and the experience
of its practice, including trau-
matic setbacks, would not be
able to successfully regroup and
advance,

As they met again for the
first time since the uprising,
there was in fact an acute in-
ability to re-examine the details
of the past, take account of the
defeat, and to reemerge within
the existing political terrain
with a new programme and a
fresh vitality, Senior figures
such as Sirajul Alam Khan
resigned rather than give a de-
tailed account of their role.
Other leading personalities
were forced out because they
had become personally com-
promised in their relations
with the state authorities or
other political groups.

In part, this was the result of
a planned intent of various se-
curity agencies who had made a
diligent effort to destroy those
who were incorruptible and to
corrupt those who were suscep-
tible. It was a familiar pattern,
but Perhaps even more signifi-
cantly, the second and third tier
leadership, which included
many of the most honestly ded-
icated of the organization's
membership, was unable in the
immediate aftermath of their
release from prison to stand
back from their earlier mentors
and reconstitute the organiza-
tion under a new leadership
which could reestablish a rele-
vant and principled political

resence. As a consequernce, a
rave and matic chapter ‘in
the radical politics of Bengal
had effectively come to a close.

O understand the degree to
which Lheg persist and the
ic

level to which Bangladesh
has descended, one only has to
read an article on Bangladesh
which appeared in the New
York Times, the leading
newspaper of the United States.
The Times reporter described
Shafia Khatun, a fourteen year
old child, as having "made a
pioneering journey from rural
poverty to a low-paying job in a
crowded garment factory” in
Dhaka. Perhaps, only The New
York Times could perceive the
transition from a landless
peasant into an impoverished
worker as being a "pioneering
journey.”

The report states that "the
labour of women" like Shafia
Khatum is a "boon" to
Bangladesh. She earns 377 taka
a month to work in Dickensian
labour conditions which in the
19th century were legally
banned in Europe and the
United States, not only for
children but also for adults. Yet,
today it is Western firms that

romote these operations in

angladesh and elsewhere in
the post-colonial societies of
the Third World. Shafia Khan-
tun's employer, Redwan Ahmed
ol Saleha Garments, described
his workers as "bred to sub-
servience", prepared to work for
S13 a month., and to "accept
harsh conditions and long
hours without complaint.” One
researcher reports how "factory
owners sometimes lock their
doors to keep women at their
places for overtime work” and
then "frequently short
changed...the wages due them.”
Due to an export trade based at
this level of wages The Times
claims that “planners [in
Bangladesh] now dare to talk
with guarded hope of industri-
alization.”

Although The Times re-
porter will not remember, there
are those who do recall the

early days after independence
when a different set ol planners
talked of industrial develop-

ment on a different basis and
within a completely different

social framework than exists
today. Having lived under the
sway of industrial capital based
in West Pakistan, it seems that
Bangladesh made the break
only to industrialize on terms
set down by the dominant states
in the world market. As The
Times story put it:

“The garment boom began
only recently when the United
"States opened its quotes to
Bangladesh. America now takes
B85 per cent of the countrys

arments. Clothing exports to
the United States grew form $45
million in 1984 to more than
$300 million in 1988, makin
Bangladesh the sixth-larges
supplier of apparel to America."
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