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Our Victory Day and the questions of equality,
justice, and human dignity
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My friend, this is the age-old story:
The people win the fight, the king is sung for
victory.

—Kazi Nazrul Islam (translation mine)
Those who wax lyrical about and shed
tears over oppression and injustice in the
country and the world—while at the same
time remaining silent about the questions
of capital, empire, state, and class—may
appear to be sympathetic to the oppressed,
but they actually side with the oppressor
and the unjust in the final instance.

Maulana Bhasani (translation mine)

Our Independence Day and Victory Day are
organically interconnected, involving the
historical vectors and valences that enacted
the very becoming-and-being of Bangladesh
as a distinct, sovereign state in the hardest
political sense of the term. The Italian Marxist
revolutionary Antonio Gramsci’'s famous
formulation that “events are the real dialectics
of history” aptly captures this relationship.
Our Victory Day, celebrated on December 16,
derives its significance from the Liberation
War of 1971. It is impossible to contemplate the
meaning of Victory Day without recognisingits
roots in the struggle to create an independent
Bangladesh. In this reflection-—both historical
and conjunctural—I set aside the run-of-the-
mill military details of the Pakistan army’s
surrender to explore broader, even unresolved
questions surrounding independence and
victory.

The emergence of Bangladesh as an
independent state followed a victory
against the neo-colonial regime of Pakistan
and its military oligarchy. This hard-won
independence—achieved through the
Liberation War—remains the most defining
political event in our history. It created
conditions, at least initially, for shaping a
future free from colonial and neo-colonial
domination. Bangladesh’s liberation holds
a singular place in South Asian history:
unlike other nations in the region that
achieved independence through ruling-
class negotiations with colonial powers,
Bangladesh was born of a bloody Liberation
War, marked as it was by one of the most
horrific genocides in human history.

This war was decisively a people’s war,
fought predominantly—if not exclusively—
through guerrilla tactics and fuelled by the
overwhelming participation of the poor.
These men, women, and even children bore the
brunt of the struggle, suffering the heaviest
losses. Women-—as freedom fighters—played
a pivotal role at multiple levels, including
those from ethnic minority communities
whose contributions are often elided and
crased in mainstream narratives dominated
by our national ruling classes, particularly
the Awami League. While middle-class
Bangalee leaders figure flagrantly in these
accounts, how many of us know freedom
fighters like Kaket Heninchita, a courageous
Khasia woman, or Princha Khen, a young
Rakhine girl (just to cite two names, among
many others)? What kind of victory did they
achieve? What did the poor—who made up

the majority of the fighters—truly gain, both
then and now? These questions resonate
while remaining urgent and unresolved on
our Victory Day even today.

Yet, the history of Bangladesh has already
been written in blood, even if it remains
consigned to a massive blank in the narratives
of those who claim the title of “historians”
in the professional or disciplinary sense.
Mainstream historians often unabashedly
apotheosise  their  so-called  “heroes,”
celebrated as extraordinary individuals; but
there are other—and othered—historians
and her-storians: peasants, workers, women,
minorities, and the oppressed. These people
not only make history but also keep it alive
through the telling and retelling of their
own stories of struggle, shared in solidarity
with one another. Their voices challenge us
to confront whose stories are remembered,
whose victories are honoured, and whose
sacrifices are forgotten.

Indeed, the Liberation War of Bangladesh
was fought by both ordinary Bangalees and
non-Bangalees at immense cost, driven by the
hope of building a true “people’s republic”
predicated on the promises of equality, social
justice, and human dignity—the three core
principles enshrined in the Proclamation
of Independence on April 10, 1971. However,
immediately after independence, the middle
class leadership—including Sheikh Mujibur

To remember is (o
resisg; forgetting is
defeat—victory lives
in memory! So, let’s
remember then, you
and I, the blood of the
July uprising—the
children, the youth,
the elders brutally
Killed in their fight
against Hasina’s fascist
regime. Let us reject
the divisive rhetoric—
in fact, the blatant
falsehood—that pits
1971 against 2024,
recognising instead
their shared batte cry
for equality, justice,
and human dignity.

Rahman, the unparalleled leader of the
Liberation War, despite being in jail at the
time—perpetrated violence on the very core
principles of our liberation movement that
his own party initially endorsed. Freedom
fighters from poor backgrounds were
disarmed and sent back to poverty, while a

state was constructed to serve the interests of
the rising Bangalee bourgeoisie.

Moreover, it was none other than
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman who—his historic
contributions and stature notwithstanding—
sowed the seeds of fascism (I'm fully aware of
how the term “fascism” gets loosely used, but
the term has its nationally and historically
determinate register and resonance in
Bangladesh) by establishing a one-party

authoritarian rule. This move also created
conditions for the extrajudicial killings—with
some estimates pointing to at least 30,000
deaths—as already demonstrated in the
superbly researched historiographical work
of Badruddin Umar, among others.

Indeed, anti-people ruling-class politicians,
their followers, and subservient intellectuals
forged and mobilised a proto-fascist tradition
of hero-worship and cult-fetishism in the
name of Muktijuddher chetona (the spirit of
the Liberation War). In doing so, they erased
the poor majority from the history of the
Liberation War, effectively excluding them
from the political, economic, and cultural
policies of the new state. Despite subsequent
changes in government—whether civil or
military—the ruling class has remained
unchanged, perpetuating inequality, injustice,
and indignity in stark contrast to the core
principles of our independence movement.
A poignant example is Nagendranath,
a courageous freedom fighter from
Moulvibazar, who was reduced to begging on
the streets of post-independence Bangladesh.
His plight singularly serves as a stark reminder
of the betrayal faced by those who sacrificed
everything for liberation. Indeed, the rise of
proto-fascist political and cultural practices
during the Mujib era laid the groundwork
for the full-blown fascist regime of Sheikh
Hasina to which, of course, the 2024 July Mass
Movement was nothing short of a powerful
response, among other things.

In fact, the July Mass Movement emerged
as the largest uprising in the history of
Bangladesh. Marked by the sacrifice of over
1,500 martyrs, the movement inaugurated

JULY UPRISING

an unprecedented moment in the country’s
history. For the first time, a politically
unalffiliated, student-led mass movement
toppled an entrenched fascist autocracy,
forcing Sheikh Hasina to flee. Thismovement’s
own victory resided not only in its outcome
but in its rejection of conventional leadership
in favour of a decentralised, almost non-
hierarchical model, attesting to the youthful
creativity and determination of the students.

This truth must be recognised, no matter
how the current situation with the interim
government appears. Also, the immediate
victory of the July uprising was deeply rooted
in 15 years of socio-political struggles—
often unsuccessful-—that, however, fostered
discontent and rage—accompanied by
political awareness—ultimately culminating
in the movement that toppled Sheikh Hasina.
Moreover, a significant triumph of this
movement lay in its challenge to the Awami
League’s fascist-style commodification and
idolisation of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. In
its place, the movement advanced a people-
centred narrative of the 1971 Liberation War,
accentuating the stubborn historical fact that
ordinary individuals—not singular idols—
are the true protagonists of this historic
struggle. The 2024 mass movement—in
which I myself was a direct participant in July
and August—repeatedly called attention to
the three core principles of our Liberation
Movement of 1971—equality, human dignity,
and justice—principles erased and violated
by the Awami regime but reclaimed through
the students’ platform. Furthermore, the
uprising exemplarily deconstructed the
Awami League’s long-exploited identitarian
binary of “freedom fighter” versus “razakar,”
revealing its manipulative, authoritarian, and
vindictive deployment over decades.

Indeed, the July uprising was a powerful
act of resistance against decades of systemic
oppression and the betrayal of the Liberation
War’s core principles. Its not for nothing that
the Anti-Discrimination Student Movement
platfiorm recurrently declared, “A new
Bangladesh will be built through the student-

citizen uprising—one where equality, justice,
and human dignity will prevail. A political
settlement will ensure that dictatorship and
fascism can never return.”

Let us not forget this ardent declaration
amidst the current turmoil created by the
remnants of Awami fascism in Bangladesh.
To remember is to resist; forgetting is defeat—
victory lives in memory! So, let’s remember
then, you and I, the blood of the July

VISUAL: SALMAN SAKIB SHAHRYAR

uprising—the children, the youth, the elders
brutally killed in their fight against Hasina’s
fascist regime. Let us reject the divisive
rhetoric—in fact, the blatant falsehood—that
pits 1971 against 2024, recognising instead
their shared battle cry for equality, justice, and
human dignity. In the words of the African
Marxist revolutionary Amilcar Cabral, “Claim
no easy victory!”

Indeed, every progressive mass movement
in human history is simultaneously
incomplete and paradoxical: it's never
entirely victorious, yet never fully vanquished.
The struggle for justice persists; while, of
course, there are attempts—both inside and
outside the country—to discredit and even
besmirch the hard-won gains of the July
Mass Movement. And yet, a truth looms
large and remains undeniable: there can be
no justice without bringing Sheikh Hasina
and her collaborators themselves to justice.
FEqually imperative is the creation of a
comprehensive record of the martyrs and the
injured—a testament to their sacrifice—and
the extension of necessary support to them
and their families. This, at the very least, is
the demand of history and the duty of our
collective conscience, I reckon.
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In an article published on July 7, in relation to
the Awami League’s mass corruption, [ wrote
that ordinary citizens have only two options
left. One, allow it to cost them in every
sphere of life—literally ruining their lives and
turning them into slaves on whose backs
those in power could continue to live their
lavish lives. Two, form mass movements to
change things. Given the political reality back
then, for anyone from within the local media
to call for the “formation” of mass movements
was perhaps riskier than it appeared from the
outside—whether it be from real or perceived
threats.

Nevertheless, the reason why I wrote this
was quite simple: the writing was on the wall.
By that I don’t mean that it was obvious that
the mafia-like AL regime would fall. Indeed,
there had been moments previously when I
personally felt that, only to be proven wrong.
But what was obvious from an economic side
of things—in addition to the other grievances
people had because of the regime’s arrogant,
oppressive and shameless behaviour—is that
we were at a crossroads. Through absurd
levels of corruption, the parasitic mafia
class was destroying every avenue of real

wealth production and producers, i.e. the
hardworking citizens of this nation they
scrounged off from. And without some form
of imminent radical change, we were on the
verge of falling off' an economic cliff.

Given this and other realities, the fall of the
AL regime is indeed something to celebrate.
However, the mess it has left behind is not
going to be easy to clean up. Take, for instance,
the massive amount of wealth that has been
syphoned out of the country. According to
TIB Executive Director Dr Iftekharuzzaman,
some $12-15 billion was laundered from the
country annually under the former regime.
Over the ALs 15-plus years in oflice, this adds
up to somewhere between $180 billion and
$225 billion.

The government-commissioned white
paper on the economy takes it a step further,
estimating that $234 billion was syphoned
out of Bangladesh in 2009-2023. However,
given the difficulty of estimating the true
extent of the laundering—because of the
complexity of the crime—even that may be an
underestimation.

Another TIB finding suggests that people
paid an estimated Tk 146 lakh crore in

bribes to get services under the AL regime.
Not only does such widespread corruption
impose enormous social and economic
costs on a nation, but it also imposes a
heavy philosophical cost due to the scale
of immorality that people are forced to
participate in. After all, when you remove all
morality from society, the only remaining,
logical move for individuals is to act without
morals—its just simple game theory.

There are endless examples of past AL

Across social media platformsin particular,
the political left and right seem to be
constantly battling each other—and dragging
everyone else into their fights. While I believe
the battle between ideas is almost always a
good thing, at this time, it must not come at
the cost of our priorities.

Even though we say that in a democratic
society, power, ideally, is supposed to belong
to the people, reality isn’t always that. It
belongs to the elected representatives of

Even though we say that in a democratic society,
power, ideally, is supposed to belong to the people,
reality isn’t always that. It belongs to the elected
representatives of the people and state machinery.
Power only belongs to the people when the people
unite to collectively exercise it, like they did during the
July uprising to oust the fascist AL government.

corruption and warning signs at present that
show the economy is in substantial trouble.
Therefore, both the interim government and
the people as a collective must prioritise
turning it around.

What's disappointing, however, is that
since the AL’s ouster, the interim government
has been forced to divert its attention from
one less relevant issue—or a completely
irrelevant one—to another. Non-stop protests
on various issues have been causing further
harm to the economy. While some of these
protests were perhaps for legitimate demands,
it seems people have again lost sight of the
bigger picture.

the people and state machinery. Power only
belongs to the people when the people unite
to collectively exercise it—which alone can
challenge the state machinery and those
wielding its massive influencelike they did
during the July uprising to oust the fascist AL
government.

Having ousted the former regime, if the
people lose their unity before cleaning up
the mess left behind and creating a system
that rewards moral individuals over immoral
ones—one based on the rule of law in which
justice prevails—then the spirit of July
uprising will remain unrealised.

Right now, it seems that there is a race

going on between certain individuals/groups/
ideologues to claim the credit for ousting the
AL government. However, we must not forget
that if people with whom we don’t fully (or at
all) agree with did not take to the streets along
with us during those July days, we would not
have been able to break the shackles of AL
fascism.

Another important reason to avoid
infighting is that, in today’s interconnected
world, external powers can most easily
interfere in a country’s internal affairs when
there is a lack of unity. Bangladesh has a
history of being exploited by outside forces
because its people have often failed to set
aside their differences to focus on protecting
the nation’s sovereignty. Blaming those
foreign forces serves little purpose—this is the
nature of realpolitik. It is our responsibility to
ensure we don’t leave ourselves vulnerable to
such threats.

Sometimes, in our efforts to tear down the
walls of oppression, we forget that we must
also build the walls of truth and justice. It is
equallyimportant tosee through the euphoria
of victory we are currently experiencing, just
asit was to see through the despair during the
darkness of oppression.

At this moment, we must be able to see
what comes next, and we must not allow
ourselves to be so intoxicated by the moment
so that we forget what we are supposed to
be building. This is the least we can do to
honour the sacrifices of the martyrs of the
July uprising—and those who gave their
lives before it—to create a better Bangladesh.
A Bangladesh where everyone, except for
outright psychopathic criminals, has a place
and a future, regardless of their differences.



