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ﬁnf:tnegdllalg:ts(l;r: “Knock! Knock!! Knock!!! Sir, please
o come outside, we need to talk.”
l.ll 1971 was .n()t On the night of December 14, 1971, a
justa l’h?’s“:?l sinister knock echoed on the doors of
genocide; it 1,111 homes in Bangladesh. The question
was an attack “Who is it?” from inside was met with a
on the nation’s simple yet chilling reply: “Please come
intellectual outsigle, we need to t?llk.." That was the
capacity. The last time thpsc 1.,111 individuals would
effects are still step out of Lhelr homes. Tt}ey never
visible to day. returned to their loved ones. It’s not just
. a phrase but a symbol of a calculated
Think of the attempt to destroy a nation’s future.
martyred Today marks the 53rd December
educators 14 — Martyred Intellectuals Day in
as “master Bangladesh. On this day in 1971, when the
craltsmen” country stood on the brink of victory in
of human the Liberation War, Pakistan’s military,
development. In with the help of local collabf)ra'tors,
their absence, we executgd a' rut.hless plal? tq eliminate
are strug glin ” the natloq S brlghtest mlpds. Teachgrs,
. . doctors, journalists, writers, artists,
to build a society and lawyers the intellectual class
of thoughtful, who could guide a newly independent
skilled, and Bangladesh — were systematically
moral citizens abducted, tortured, and killed.
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Among the 1,111 martyrs, 991 were
teachers, 49 were doctors, 42 were
lawyers, 13 were journalists, and 16
belonged to other professions. While
their professional identities are well-
documented, their political ideologies
are  often  overlooked. Notably,
most of them leaned towards leftist
politics, which is not surprising. True
intellectuals, much like white blood
cells in the human body, serve as
society’s natural defenders against
injustice.  Historically, left-leaning
individuals have been more inclined to
challenge the status quo, while those
on the right have often prioritised
personal or religious interests over
broader national concerns. This reality
was evident then and remains so today,
although the left has since become
fragmented and divided into multiple
factions.

The question arises: Why did
the Pakistani military, along with
local collaborators, target so many
educators on the eve of Bangladesh’s
victory? The answer lies in the inherent
power of education. By default,
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teachers are critical thinkers and
vocal critics of injustice. The enemies
of Bangladesh knew that to cripple a
newly independent nation, they had
to destroy its intellectual backbone.
Killing teachers meant weakening
the future generation’s ability to rise,
resist, and rebuild. It was a brutal yet
calculated strategy — and, in many
ways, it succeeded.

The Lasting Impact: A Nation
Crippled by Intellectual Void

If we look at Bangladesh today, it is
evident that the void left by the massacre
of intellectuals has not been filled.
Corruption, moral decay, and unethical
practices have become rampant.
The country’s moral compass seems
broken, and our ability to produce “true
humans” has diminished. This isn’t
surprising, as we have failed to restore
the intellectual foundation that was
shattered in 1971.

UNESCO prescribes that at least 20%
of a nation’s total budget should be
allocated to education. In Bangladesh,
i's only 10-11%. Given our unique

context — the brutal loss of intellectuals
and the need to rebuild our society —
we should be investing at least 30%
of the national budget in education.
Bangladesh lacks natural resources like
oil or minerals, but it has something
far more valuable — human potential.
However, that potential will remain
untapped if we don’t nurture it.

The potential of humans is limitless
if they are given the right guidance
and education. But instead of building
“true humans,” our education system
is churning out “false humans”
individuals who lack moral integrity,
creativity, and the ability to think
critically. This is evident in the rise of
corruption, fraudulent schemes, and
the plundering of natural resources
like the Sundarbans. The Rampal coal
power plant project, which threatens
the environment, is a glaring example
of this moral degradation.

The Consequences of Neglecting
Education

The murder of Bangladesh’s finest
educators in 1971 was not just a physical
genocide;itwasanattack onthenation’s
intellectual capacity. The effects are
still visible today. Think of the martyred
educators as “master craftsmen” of
human development. In their absence,
we are struggling to build a society of
thoughtful, skilled, and moral citizens.
The British colonial rulers destroyed
the art of muslin weaving by cutting off
the weavers’ thumbs. In 1971, the same
was done to our education system. But
this time, the “thumbs” of our master
human-builders — our teachers — were
severed.

Today, we continue to “kill” our
educators, not with guns and bullets
but through neglect, disrespect,
and underfunding. The salaries of
primary school teachers are abysmally
low, treating them as third-class
government employees. How can we
expect excellence in education when
those tasked with building the minds
of our children are treated with such
disregard? The same applies to college
and university teachers. We continue
to fail them, and in turn, we fail our
students.

Brain Drain: The Silent Exodus of
Talent
Since 1947, Bangladesh has been
experiencing a “brain drain” — the
departure of its brightest minds to
other countries. Every year, thousands
of talented students leave for higher
education in the US, UK, and Europe.
How many of them return? Very few.
Why don’t they come back? Because
the system has no place for them. Even
those who want to return are met with
bureaucratic hurdles and a lack of
employment opportunities. The system
treats them as outsiders, as if returning
to serve their homeland is a crime.
Instead of welcoming them, we close
the door on them. The message is clear:
“Stay abroad, we don’t need you.” But

the reality is that we do need them. The
loss of these potential intellectuals is
a tragedy in itself. Without thinkers,
innovators, and scholars, how
will Bangladesh develop the next
generation of policymakers, teachers,
and scientists? There is no government
policy to bring these intellectuals
back or create opportunities for them.
If this trend continues, where will
Bangladesh’s future intellectuals come
from? Without thinkers, researchers,
and teachers, who will lead us to
prosperity?

Why Not Welcome Foreign Faculty?
One way to fill the gap in our intellectual
ecosystem is to recruit skilled foreign
educators. Foreigners work in nearly
every sector in Bangladesh — health,
banking, and business but not
in education. Why? Imagine if our
universities had professors  from
globally renowned institutions. It
would create a competitive academic
environment, pushing local teachers to
improve their research, teaching, and
engagement. Students would benefit
from exposure to diverse perspectives,
languages, and cultures.

Many top universities worldwide
have an international faculty base.
This gives students a “global education
experience” even if they never leave
their country. But in Bangladesh,
university regulations require faculty
to be Bangladeshi citizens. This is a
restriction that serves no purpose. It is
time to remove this policy and open our
universities to skilled educators from
abroad. If we truly want to create global
citizens, we must give them access (o
global teachers.

Are We Witnessing a “Silent
Genocide” of Intellectuals Today?

In 1971, intellectuals were dragged from
their homes and killed in a single night.
Today, we are Kkilling our intellectuals
slowly, over decades. By underfunding
education, offering poor wages (o
teachers, and failing to recruit top
talent, we are silently “killing” the
future of Bangladesh.

Look at our schools, colleges,
and universities. Are we producing
independent thinkers, critical analysts,
and problem-solvers? Or are we
producing rote learners who simply
memorise and regurgitate information?
Our schools are like factories — but
instead of producing innovative minds,
they are churning out “flawed products”
with no critical thinking abilities.

Our education system prioritises
exams, certificates, and grades — not
real learning. But real learning requires
visionary educators, the kind of teachers
we lost on December 14, 1971. Today, we
continue to produce mediocre minds
because we have failed to restore the
legacy of those intellectuals.

Kamrul Hassan is a professor in the
Department of Physics at Dhaka
University.

Let’s Reclaim Our Role as the
Conscience of Society
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courage,

however,

appears to have

It is quite deplorable that for decades,

become a defining characteristic of many

may persist, undermining the progress and

During the tumultuous days of the July
Uprising in 2024, a name that surfaced
repeatedly was that of Shamsuzzoha, an
exceptional teacher and academician from
the Department of Chemistry at Rajshahi
University. Dr. Zoha came to the forefront
to protect his students from the murderous
onslaught of the Pakistani army, embodying
the courage and moral conviction that
seem alarmingly rare in contemporary
Bangladesh. He was brutally killed by the
Pakistani army on 18 February 1969 when
police opened fire on the students on the
Rajshahi University campus, and Dr. Zoha
was there to save them.

During the period of Pakistan’s rule,
university teachers were among the primary
targets of the army’s ruthless campaign to
silence dissenting voices. Their fearless
protests against oppression marked them
as enemies of the state. This unyielding

diminished over time. The July Movement
of 2024 starkly highlighted the dearth of
such courageous teachers willing to stand
up for students against the violent actions of
the Awami regime. Many students lamented
that only a few teachers today exhibit the
moral fortitude of Zoha, who put his life on
the line to protect his students.

This lack of courage is not confined to
a single episode such as the July Uprising.
Throughout the entirety of the fascist
regime and even before, most university
teachers have often displayed a troubling
subservience to political authority. Many
have adjusted their principles to align
with their career aspirations or political
affiliations, rather than standing up
for justice and academic integrity. This
behaviour has rendered universities, once
bastions of critical thought and resistance,
complicit in perpetuating oppression by
ruling regimes.

a large number of students and, in some
cases, a few teachers bore the brunt of
government-backed  student  political
organisations’ repression on various
university campuses, but most teachers
chose to remain silent. Their lack of protest
or resistance to such brutal acts is indicative
of a broader failure to uphold their moral
responsibilities. The plight of their students
and colleagues, and the broader suffering
within universities, went largely ignored.

A few of us attempted to challenge this
silence through activism under the banner
of the University Teachers Network. Yet,
at rallies and protests we organised, the
turnout of our peers was dismally low.
The reasons for this apathy towards
challenging authority are clear: fear of
earning the wrath of political authorities, a
reluctance to jeopardise personal benefits,
and an overall lack of conviction in the face
of injustice. This cowardly mindset has

in our academic community.

The situation is not limited to university
teachers; the broader intellectual
community has also failed to meet its
moral obligations. Writers, journalists,
newspaper editors and  columnists,
along with other opinion makers and
thought leaders of society, have remained
either subservient or silent, unwilling to
challenge the oppressive regime. This
collective abdication of responsibility
raises serious questions about the state of
intellectual courage in Bangladesh.

If we are to honour the spirit of martyred
intellectuals, we must confront this
degenerated mindset. The ideals for which
they sacrificed their lives demand a renewal
of courage, integrity, and resistance among
teachers and intellectuals. Unfortunately,
the advent of “Bangladesh 2.0” does not
guarantee a significant shift in this regard.
The same patterns of fear and subservience

principles we claim to uphold.

At the same time, it is true that during
the July Uprising, we saw quite a few
university teachers and other intellectuals
come forward in support of their students
and the people in the movement. That
gives us hope for the future.

By following the footsteps of these
few courageous intellectuals, the time
has come for the overall intelligentsia to
reclaim their role as the conscience of
society. This requires stepping out of the
shadows of selfish interests and into the
light of active resistance. Only then can we
truly honour the legacy of Shamsuzzoha
and the countless others who gave their
lives for the pursuit of justice and truth.

Rushad Faridi is a professor in the
Department of Economics at the
University of Dhaka. He can be contacted
at rushad.l6@gmail.com.



