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MARTYRED INTELLECTUALS DAY SPECIAL

Serajul Islam Choudhury, one of
the leading intellectuals of the
country, talks with Rifat Munim of
The Daily Star about the role of
intellectuals in supporting and
stimulating causes of national
importance both during the libera-
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Rifat Munim (RM): Internationally
acclaimed intellectuals like
Edward Said and Noam Chomsky
have emphasised the role of intel-
lectuals in spearheading social and
political movements. Can we say
that our martyred intellectuals,
who were killed brutally during
our liberation war, had done the
same thing that Said and Chomsky
are now professing?

Serajul Islam Choudhury (SIC): Not
exactly. That's because the role of the
intellectuals in the subcontinent has

terparts in Europe. Historically, here
the intellectuals developed as higher
education spread.

Before 1947, we did not have a
agroup of intellectuals worth men-
tioning. We had educated persons
such as journalists, but we did not
have people who would write about
politics, society, economics and
other essential issues. They were very
few. And that was one of the reasons
why there was no intellectual prepa-
ration behind the conception of
Pakistan. The two-nation theory was
basically an absurd idea. Pakistan as
a state was not viable, its two main
parts being separated by more than
1000 miles of hostile territory. Fur-
thermore, Bengalis constituted about
66% of the population. But the ruling
class was from Punjab, which con-
trolled everything and constituted
the civil and military bureaucracy,
and business. This class was also
active in politics. So, we Bengalis had
very poor intellectual preparation in
1947 and there were not many peo-
ple knowing what Pakistan would be
like, and whether this would bring
the emancipation that people had
dreamt of.

After 1947, there was the spread of
education and people were getting
educated. Then they became aware of
what was happening all around the
world; political and economic think-
ing was growing. In spite of this
ogrowth in economic and political
thinking, the intellectuals could not
contribute much. But, what they did
was to lend support to the growing
movement of the Bengalis, which was
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Propagation of ideas makes
one an intellectual

The intellectuals who were martyred
were successful in their own fields.
They were well known persons and
were sympathetic towards this
nationalist movement, and that is the
reason why they were identified and
killed.

RM: How much had they contrib-
uted to make people aware of the
discrimination between the two
wings of Pakistan?

SIC: The economists had contrib-
uted to this. One of the things that
they brought to the fore was that
Pakistan had two economies rather
than one. The other significant
event was the state language move-
ment in 1952, in which teachers and
students participated, but it was
mainly a students movement. But
then there was an intellectual sup-
port given by writers and thinkers to
the idea that Bengali should be one
of the state languages. The idea was
not to have Bengali as the only state
language, but to have it as one of
the state languages. So, that support
came.

And one has to remember too that
it was not possible to write against
the state during those times. The
state was autocratic; and the conse-
quence of dissidence was well
known. Sardar Fazlul Karim who
was a known communist was
imprisoned. There were other peo-
ple who were categorically silenced
by the system.

The state organs, e.g. radio and
television, came later. The radio was a
propaganda machine, which wouldn't
permit people to speak freely and

one Pakistan. And then there were the
patronage given by the state to those
who supported the cause of Pakistan.
That was precisely why the intellectu-
als were not able to play their roles
adequately.

RM: Given the circumstance in
1971 or in the preceding years, you
think that if it was not for the auto-
cratic state and its propagandist
media organs, then our intellectuals
could have provided more active
support.

SIC: Yes, certainly. One also needs
to remember, as [ said before, that
opportunities for the growth of an
intellectual culture were very limited
during those times. Dhaka was a
provincial town. Books of literature,
politics were barely available.

Then there was another impor-
tant factor. The state not only dis-
couraged but also sort of took away
the meritorious persons and
absorbed them in the civil service.
Even those who joined the univer-
sity later left it to pursue a career in
government departments. In fact,
the Muslim middle class was grow-
ing after the partition and wanted to
strengthen its economic base. Yet,
this was more or less a service ori-
ented middle class.

Furthermore, there was only one
university at the beginning. Having
only one university was not sutfi-
cient.

RM: If our intellectuals' role was
one of sympathy towards the libera-
tion struggle, then why were they
identified and killed?
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killed the visionaries. All these are
now known facts. Even the persons
directly involved with the killings
have been identified.

However, questions have arisen as
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quarter. When asked, researchers on
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the definition of a martyred intellec-
tual: Should only those killed in the
said two phases be regarded as 'mar-
tyred intellectuals’ or those killed in
between those phases, for the same
reason of lending intellectual sup-
port and invigorating the cause of
liberation, should also be given the
same status?
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than 500 freedom fighters in several

Amulya Kumar Chakravarty
Atiqur Rahman
Ghulam Sarwar

Amjad Hossain
Aminuddin
Nazmul Haque Sarker

phases across the border to Indian Avcul Hague : R'.C'. Dids ;
training camps. While returning Syed Anwar All MiaE S sen

S A.K. Sarder Saleh Ahmed
home from a make-shift freedom Anil Kumar Sinha
fighters' camp in his village, he was Journalists: Sunil Chandra Sharma

shot dead by collaborators and
vested quarters on 28th October.
Such tales of sacrifice call for a
redefinition of 'martyred intellectu-
als'. However, in order to produce a
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