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ACROSS
1 Capital of Italia
5 Citi Field team
9 Fill with joy
11 Muse of poetry
13 – Peak
14 Writer Conrad
15 Eden name
16 Band 
performance
18 Class offerings
20 Sailor’s place
21 Put away
22 Cease
23 Bowler, e.g.
24 “Well, that’s 
obvious!”
25 Dance bit
27 Sneaker parts

29 Luggage ID
30 Acting 
companies
32 Tad’s dad
34 Tear
35 Andean animal
36 “My Fair Lady” 
role
38 Enticed
39 Eggs purchase
40 Cubicle fixture
41 Porgy’s love

DOWN
1 Push away
2 Relish tray items
3 Measures up
4 Put away
5 Wherewithal

6 Idle on Film
7 Wins
8 Sound system
10 Chaperone
12 Available
17 Individual
19 Shower need
22 Enterprise 
crewman
24 Sure to fail
25 Barn section
26 Put off
27 Mrs., in Madrid
28 Confiscates
30 Express 
gratitude to
31 Bridges
33 Writer Oz
37 High hit

HAYAO MIYAZAKI
(1941-)

Japanese animation director

We depict hatred, but 
it is to depict that there 

are more important 
things. We depict a 

curse, to depict the joy 
of liberation.

I
have already spent 
the biblically 
allotted three score 

years and ten on this 
planet, and of these, 
roughly two-thirds 
have been associated 
with Dhaka University, 
first as a student and 
then as an academic. 
When I went up in 
1969, both the campus 

and the country at large were convulsed by 
the onset of the mass upsurge that, within a 
couple of years, would deliver a blood-soaked, 
new-born nation-state. I will not go into the 
history of the Liberation War in which so 
many of us played small roles—it has been 
written about by many and will be written 
about by many more. I have been asked 
instead to highlight the role of the university 
in the development of Bangladeshi literary 
culture.

Literary culture implies more than the 
aggregate of literary works. It involves 
recognition of the role of socio-political 
and economic forces as well as non-literary 
cultural factors in shaping literary practices. 
In discussing “Literary Culture in Bengal”, in 
Sheldon Pollock’s anthology “Literary Cultures 
in History: Reconstructions from South Asia”, 
Sudipta Kaviraj argues that Bengali literary 
culture excludes Bengali Muslims and their 
writings as alien, and concludes that modern 
Bengali literary culture is a “Hindu affair”. This 
is the view from Kolkata that Dhaka will reject 
as both myopic and blinkered.   

If we go back to the origins of modern 
Bengali literary culture in Kolkata, we realise 
the pivotal significance of the Hindu College 
(subsequently Presidency College, and now 
a university), the first institution of modern, 
western education for Indians. It gave birth 
to Young Bengal and the so-called Bengal 
Renaissance. Has Dhaka University played 
a comparable role in the creation of a 
Bangladeshi literary culture? Let us examine 
the record. We can start by identifying three 
historical periods: Colonial; Post-Partition; 
and Post-Liberation.

In colonial Dhaka, the university might 
have seemed to be, as far as literary culture 
was concerned, an outpost of Kolkata in the 
backwaters of East Bengal. But it was already 
set upon a different trajectory. The Buddhir 
Mukti Andolan, or Freedom of Intellect 

Movement, was centred on Dhaka University 
and, with Kazi Nazrul Islam as chief mentor, 
brought together Muslim intellectuals and 
writers who advocated an enlightened, 
rational approach in social and cultural 
matters and opposed religious obscurantism 
of all sorts. Its inception is marked by a 
proposal made in 1926 by Professor Abul 
Hossain of the Economics department to 
found the Muslim Sahitya Samaj, which was 
joined by Kazi Abdul Wadud, Muhammad 
Shahidullah, Kazi Motahar Hussain, Abdul 
Qader, and Abul Fazal, all of whom came to 
be regarded as intellectual luminaries in the 
course of time.

Buddhadev Bose began his literary career in 
the dual role of writer-editor while studying 
at Dhaka University. The monthly “Pragoti”, 
which he edited, published a bevy of writers 
who are highly regarded in the Bengali canon. 
Besides Buddhadev himself, the magazine 
published Kazi Nazrul Islam, Jasimuddin, 
Jibanananda Das, Bishnu De, and Mohitlal 
Majumdar. Kazi Nazrul Islam’s visits to Dhaka 
always brought him to the university. On one 
visit, he stayed at Kazi Motahar Hussain’s 
university residence, and met Buddhadev and 
other young writers. 

Jasimuddin, who was on the faculty of 
the university from 1938 to 1943, occupies 
a unique niche in Bengali letters. If one 
considers the dominant literary current of 
the day, he was swimming against the tide. 
He was alone in his robust commitment 
to the pastoral mode of verse. Interestingly, 
he was not a naïve poet by any means, and 
was “modern” in the sense of being a self-
conscious artist aware of the implications of 
what he was doing. He regarded modernists 
like Buddhadev as “artificial” and imitative, 
following Western fashion, and not truly 
original. He believed that he was writing 
poetry that truly reflected the realities of 
Bengali society, which was predominantly 
rural.

With the Partition of 1947, a number of 
writers and academics moved from Kolkata 
to Dhaka, revitalising its literary scene. Useful 
insights into the literary scene immediately 
after Partition on the university campus, 
and in the country as a whole, can be gained 
from Professor A.G. Stock’s “Memoirs of Dacca 
University: 1947-1951”. Her supple prose 
captures well the excitement of decolonisation 
as well as the fresh anxieties and tensions 
brewing in the land. 

We get a vivid impression of a new 
literary culture in the making, with Munier 
Chowdhury, an avowed communist then, 
writing socially committed plays; Jasimuddin 
taking Professor Stock to Mirpur to a milad 
which turned out to be quite unconventional, 
with religious songs followed by folk songs, 
including Jasimuddin’s own compositions, 
and then folk dances; a university graduate 
in English collaborating with Professor 
Stock to translate the work of Muslim poets 
into English. Some of these were published 

in “New Values”, a journal whose founder-
editor was Dr. K.S. Murshid of the English 
department. The poems tackled included 
some by Kazi Nazrul, as well as old puthis, 
ballads like “Dewan Medina”, and the work 
of seventeenth-century Muslim Bengali 
Vaishnavites.

Here we have a clear difference between 
the Bengali literary culture seen from the 
perspective of Kolkata, based on a principle of 
exclusion, and the Bangladeshi literary culture, 
which is inclusive, making room for religious 
and ethnic minorities, and including the 
whole of the literature in Bangla—including 
a wealth of writings by a host of precolonial 
Muslim writers: Sayeed Sultan, Paragal Khan, 
Doulat Qazi, Alaol, and many others. 

Then we come to the literature taking 

shape in Dhaka, around the university, from 
mid-century onwards. An explosive event in 
the development of our literary culture was 
the Language Movement, culminating in the 
bloodbath of Ekushey February (February 
21, 1952). The movement centred on the 
university and associated institutions like 
the Dhaka Medical College. Let me point 
out instances of the direct literary impact 
of the killings. Alauddin Al Azad published 
his poem “Smriti Stambho”. Mahbub ul 
Alam Chowdhury of Chattogram published 

the poem “Kadte Ashini, Fashir Daabi Niye 
Eshechhi”. In 1953, Hasan Hafizur Rahman 
edited an anthology titled “Ekushey February”, 
which included writings by Shamsur Rahman, 
Abu Zafar Obaidullah, Fazle Lohani, Abdul 
Gani Hazari, and others. Abdul Gaffar 
Chowdhury’s poem “Amar Bhaier Rokte 
Rangano” was set to music and sung for 
the first time by Dhaka College students at 
Britannia Cinema. The present score of the 
song was composed in 1954.

The Language Movement not only inspired 
many poems, songs and stories, but also 
helped create a new literary culture for 
Bangladesh, with its own distinctive identity. 
The Sanskriti Sangsad of the university put 
on many cultural shows including plays by 
Munier Chowdhury and Anis Chowdhury. 

The Drama Circle put on plays with actors 
of both genders. The Dhaka Government Art 
School, which later became a college, and 
more recently an institute of the university, 
has always played a vital role in the cultural 
movements of the country. We need to 
emphasise that Dhaka University should 
be seen as an extended family, including 
the Medical College, the Art College (now 
Institute), and BUET (which began as the 
Ahsanullah School of Engineering, affiliated 
to Dhaka University). All of them have 
been associated with the development of 
Bangladeshi literary culture. 

It can be argued that the Language 
Movement grounded Bangladeshi writers 
in the country’s socio-political realities, and 
so, even when they absorbed the lessons of 
cosmopolitan modernism or postmodernism, 
they were never entirely deracinated souls. If 
they avowed nihilism, their stance signified 
a critique of the socio-political status quo. 
“Kanthaswar”, a journal launched by Abdul 
Labu Sayeed, the nihilistic magazine “Na”, 
and the “Sad Generation” movement played 
a significant role in the development of this 
trend.

With the political movements of the sixties 
leading up to the independence war, poets 
and writers became engaged, politically 
committed even if they were not members 
of any party. The university campus became 
a place where writers and artists gathered for 
stimulating addas. In independent Bangladesh, 
organisations like the Left-wing Lekhok 
Shibir included university personalities and 
held their meetings on the campus, which 
for many years has also been the venue of 
a poetry festival every February. Many little 
magazines have appeared from the university, 
like the late Khondakar Ashraf Hossain’s 
“Ekobingsho” and Naim Hasan’s “Nirantar”, 
not to mention officially sponsored literary 
journals and socially committed periodicals 
like Emeritus Professor Serajul Islam 
Choudhury’s “Natun Diganta”. It is important 
that they are collected and given proper 
critical attention. One can be sure that when a 
history of Bengali literary culture is written 50 
years from now, the role of Dhaka University 
will be seen as no less significant than that of 
the Hindu College. 

Kaiser Haq is a poet, translator, essayist, critic, academic 

and freedom fighter. He currently serves as a Professor  
of English at the University of Liberal Arts Bangladesh 
(ULAB).
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T
HE Covid-19 pandemic has created 
a laboratory for testing different 
governance systems in the face of a 

public-health crisis, ultimately revealing 
massive variance in country performance. 
For example, countries in East Asia (China, 
Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan) tended to 
do a better job of controlling the pandemic 
than did many countries in the Americas and 
Europe.

But these outcomes are not about 
democratic versus authoritarian government, 
as some have argued. Among East Asia’s high 
performers are authoritarian states as well as 
strong and vibrant democracies. Nor is the 
difference wholly due to economic resources 
or public-health expertise, considering that 
poorer countries like Vietnam have done 
better than many rich countries. 

What, then, is behind the divergence 
in outcomes? While the explanation is 
doubtless complex, three key factors stand 
out from a governance perspective: state 
capacity, social trust, and political leadership.

State capacity may be obvious, but it is 
nonetheless fundamental. A country without 
a strong public-health system will flounder 
in a pandemic. This factor gave East Asian 
countries a big advantage. But state capacity 
is not the whole story. In Brazil, where the 
health sector has made strong progress in 
recent years, adequate capacity was not a 
sufficient condition for preventing a deeper 
crisis.

The second factor—social trust—works 
in two dimensions. A population must 
trust its government; otherwise, compliance 
with onerous but necessary public-health 
mandates such as quarantining will be low. 

Unfortunately, such “institutional trust” 
has been declining over the past ten years 
in Latin America and the Caribbean. So, 
too, has trust between citizens, the second 
dimension of social trust. In many countries 
during the pandemic, low social trust has 
interacted with high levels of polarisation to 
produce devastating consequences. 

The third factor is political leadership. In 
the context of a public emergency, the people 

at the top of hierarchical state institutions 
are empowered to take decisive action. 
Who these people are and what incentives 
they face can make a big difference in 
determining the effectiveness of their actions. 
Some political leaders viewed the pandemic 
largely as a threat to their own political 
fortunes and devised policies accordingly. 
Others took seriously their role as guardians 
of the public interest.

The results of these different political 
calculations are reflected in both the efficacy 
and the sustainability of national pandemic 
responses. Political leadership happens 
at many levels; but without coordinated 
and cooperative action across government 
hierarchies and sectors, the overall policy 
response will be less effective.

Limited state capacity, low social trust, 
and poor political leadership are warning 
signs of democratic deterioration. Globally, 
the pandemic has shown that we are facing 
a democratic recession, revealing challenges 
that have long been building beneath the 
surface. We can think of these challenges as 
the pre-existing conditions that have made 
countries more or less vulnerable to the 
pandemic.

Prior to the arrival of Covid-19, Latin 
America and the Caribbean were already 
beset by social unrest and political 
instability, reflected in widespread protests 
and rising populism. The region’s fractured 
foundations reflect a phenomenon 
sometimes referred to as “political decay.” 
When an existing political system fails to 
accommodate the demands of a population 
whose expectations have been rising on the 
back of positive economic and social gains, it 
eventually loses legitimacy and descends into 
instability.

After a sustained period of economic 
growth, Latin America’s new middle class is 
increasingly finding its expectations unmet, 
and the consequences are now coming fully 
into view. Frustration over persistently high 
levels of inequality and corruption has 
fuelled growing resentment toward elites 
who are perceived as using politics to enrich 
themselves.

There is no easy solution to this 

governance problem. Investing in state 
capacity and building social trust can take 
a long time and require good political 
leadership. Nonetheless, in countries that 
are experiencing a vicious cycle of ineffective 
governance in the face of the pandemic, 
political leaders can pursue constructive 
action in three related areas. The first, and 
most immediate, is public policy. It is not 
too late to improve or expand measures 
for dealing with the health, economic, and 
social consequences of the pandemic.

Second, and more broadly, Latin American 
and Caribbean countries need to reconsider 
the underlying “rules of the game.” This 
could mean pursuing fiscal policies to 
redistribute incomes, adopting regulations 
to prevent market capture by a few actors, 
and creating better pathways for civil-society 
organisations to participate in policymaking 
and governance. This is a much longer 
project, but it will be essential for creating 
the types of institutions that will be needed 
to guard against the next pandemic.

Finally, it is important to understand 
the coalitions of actors that are needed to 
effect these changes democratically. Change 
requires political mobilisation. At the end of 
the day, it is the people—that is, all of us—
who make and sustain the rules and policies 
that we have come to call “institutions.”
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Director of FSI’s Center on Democracy, Development, and 
the Rule of Law and Stanford’s Master’s in International 
Policy Program. Luis Felipe López-Calva is Assistant 
Administrator and Regional Director for Latin America 
and the Caribbean at the United Nations Development 
Programme.
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