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EKUSHEY BOI MELA

At the crossroads of Ireedom and censorship
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MAHIYA TABASSUM

The Amar Fkushey Boi Mela has long been
more than a seasonal book fair—it is a living
barometer of Bangladesh’s cultural and
political soul. For me, February has always
been a month steeped in nostalgia. The
gentle breeze, shiny leaves, the familiar scent
of fresh ink, and the memories of childhood
treks with my father and sisters bloomed like
krishnachura flowers—of my father’s hand
guiding small fingers across book spines,
of careful calculations to fit one more story
within a modest budget, and of the pure joy
of walking home with arms full of literary
treasures. Yet, as the years have passed, what
was once a modest, intimate celebration
of literature has become a sprawling arena
where commerce, censorship, and ideological
conflict intertwine.

What began in 1972 as Chittaranjan
Saha’s  humble tribute to the 1952
Language Movement—a single stall on
the Bangla Academy premises—has, over
the decades, evolved into a month-long
celebration of Bengali literature, culture,
and identity. However, the evolution of Boi
Mela presents a striking paradox. While
it has grown exponentially in scale and
grandeur, something essential seems to
have disappeared. In its ecarliest days, the
book fair was more of a tribute to the ideals
of free expression and self-determination.
The fair that once fit comfortably within
the Bangla Academy premises now sprawls
across Suhrawardy Udyan, yet the intimate
connection between readers and literature
appears to have diminished. The emergence
of “book selfies” and trending book reviews
on social media hints at a shift from deep
engagement with literature to performative
reading—a metaphor, perhaps, for broader
cultural shifts in Bangladeshi society.
Back then, publishers treated literature as
a calling rather than a mere commodity.
That aura of unencumbered intellectualism,
however, has gradually eroded. Today, the
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fair is a juxtaposition of cherished literary
traditions and the harsh realities of political
interference.

A series of unsettling incidents over
recent years has cast a long shadow over
the fair’s foundational principles. In 2023,
the banning of Adarsha Publishing House
from participating due to a book deemed
to contain “political obscenity” was not an
isolated case. The stated objections—ranging
from disparaging remarks about Bengali
nationalism and revered historical figures
to “attacks” on the previous government—
highlight a worrying trend: the imposition
of subjective criteria to police what can be
publicly discussed or celebrated.

Critics and stalwarts of free thought,
including  veteran intellectuals and
publishers, have long decried such measures.
The murder of Avijit Roy in 2015, an event
that still haunts the community of free
thinkers, marked a brutal escalation in the
suppression of dissenting voices. Even if
the fair's management now claims that the
formation of a task force to vet “obscenity”
will not impede free speech, the very act of
designating certain texts as unacceptable
undercuts the fair's original promise of
intellectual liberation.

My own journey through the years of the
fair mirrors these transformations. I recall a
time when every book purchased felt like an
act of rebellion against an oppressive norm-—a
small but profound assertion of freedom. The
excitement of wandering through rows of
stalls, absorbing the lively banter of literary
enthusiasts, and even engaging in the playful
“book selfie” phenomenon, which today
seems to celebrate image over substance, now
coexists with an undercurrent of disquiet.

A few years ago, a surreal encounter with a
figure reminiscent of the legendary Humayun
Ahmed served as a poignant reminder of the
fair’s once-hallowed status. That day, after
a striking conversation with the look-alike,

I came back home with one realisation:
“Nothing lasts. The period of hunger swallows
everything but stories. Stories remain.” I
was reminded that despite the encroaching
pressures—both commercial and political—
the core value of storytelling endures. Yet,
this moment of beauty was tempered by the
reality that even long-held traditions, such as
the art of gifting books, have been reshaped
by market forces and the digital age.

these two prominent figures—something we
haven’t seen in the last 15 years at least, but
it’s definitely a familiar scene. Same letter,
different envelope.

Yet, beneath this vibrant facade, tensions
remain palpable. The recent shutdown of
the stall “Sabyasachi,” featuring controversial
exiled writer Taslima Nasrin’s books—sparked
by an altercation between the publisher and
a mob and subsequent police intervention

Amar Ekushey Boi Mela, what was once a modest, intimate celebration of literature,
has become a sprawling arena where commerce, censorship, and ideological conflict

intertwine.

Fast forward to 2025, and the evolution
is as stark as it is multifaceted. On one
level, the fair has embraced an innovative,
almost architectural, reimagining. Stalls
now boast distinct, thematic designs that
transform the venue into a living gallery of
creative expression. Programmes celebrating
historical milestones like the July mass
uprising have infused the fair with a renewed
sense of purpose—a nod to the democratic
struggles that gaverise to our culturalidentity.
And you possibly cannot ignore the giant
stall set up by Eti publishers, with colourful
book covers, featuring BNP Chairperson
Khaleda Zia and acting Chairman Tarique
Rahman, on its walls. The stall, as implied
already, contains books written by and about
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exemplifies the ongoing friction between free
literary expression and reactionary forces.
Given the current state of law and order in the
country,shouldn’t the authorities have tighter
security at the Boi Mela premises? During my
visit, this was the first thing that concerned
me. The metal detectors at the entry points
are as good as a knife in a gunfight. Now,
protests by student groups and impassioned
condemnations by figures like Chief Adviser
Prof Muhammad Yunus have only deepened
the conversation about what it means to
preserve freedom of expression in a space so
vital to our collective cultural memory. To
make it more concerning and ironic, Mahfuj
Alam, adviser to the interim government,
issued a strong warning against any sort of

Economics for all?

mob violence, saying the government would
handle such issues with an iron hand “from
now on.” Does this imply that the culprits
causing this violence would be excused this
time? Instead of “scolding them” on social
media and downplaying the gravity of the
issue, the interim government should act
more responsibly and promptly.

Moreover, the evolving landscape of the
Amar Ekushey Boi Mela is, in many ways,
a microcosm of the wider socio-political
struggle in Bangladesh. On one hand, it
continues to be a cherished meeting point for
readers, writers, and activists—a place where
books are not merely commodities but vessels
of ideas and memory. On the other hand, the
fair has increasingly become a flashpoint
for ideological battles. The coexistence
of politically charged publications, NGO-
sponsored literature, and commercial
bestsellers speaks to a deeper tension: the
conflict between an ideal of unbridled
intellectual exploration and the pragmatic
demands of a market—and a state—ready to
impose its own narrative.

Scholars and seasoned participants alike
lament that regulations intended to curb so
called “obscenity” often end up stifling the
very debates that are essential to intellectual
growth. When censorship becomes a tool for
political manoeuvring, it not only narrows
the spectrum of permissible thought but also
alienates the very audience that once found
refuge in the fair’s embrace.

The Amar Ekushey Boi Mela stands as a
rock, reflecting the resilience of literature
in the face of shifting political winds. Its
evolution—from a modest gathering that
celebrated the triumph of language to a
sprawling fair riddled with commercial excess
and political strife—mirrors the complexities
of a nation grappling with its identity. While
the fair’s physical transformations and
modern amenities speak to progress, the
recurring incidents of censorship, political
interference, and ideological purging reveal
a society still in the throes of reconciling its
democratic ideals with the realities of power.

For those of us who have loved and lived
through the various incarnations of this
fair, the enduring hope is that, amidst the
cacophony of modern pressures, the true
spirit of literature—its capacity to challenge,
to comfort, and to inspire—will ultimately
prevail. After all, stories remain, enduring the
tides of time and tyranny alike.
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But here’s the serious point.
Do we have to be economists to
be citizens? If so, how are we to be
empowered with enough economics
to understand political choices and
not be ruled by the technique of a
tiny elite of professional economists,
or the antics of those who think they

analysis. Instead, many colleagues
in Bangladesh are more willing and
indeed able to talk in plainer language
whether on TV talk shows, or in public
seminars and the press. In a sense,
these Renaissance performers are able
to transcend the formal markers of
their discipline and offer themselves

as  political economists—debating
in more inclusive ways the issues
of the moment whether poverty,
trade policy or the fragility of the
country’s macroeconomy in ways in
which at least me and my brother can
understand. The recent sequence of
BIDS annual conferences held in early

December every year has been a good
example. I have closely witnessed the
last four of them and have not felt
excluded. So, let’s have more everymen,
like my brother, and everywomen, like
my friend Linda from York, whose
successful career has been built on
empowering sixth formers.

GEOF WOOD

I think I have made a mistake. In
my previous “letter from London”
I referred to my reading of Will
Hutton’s  book This Time No
Mistakes, How to Remake Britain
which is a timely and brilliant 371-
page note to the incoming Labour
government. As I do with impressive
books, I have bought and shared
copies of this book with others
(which is how I came acrossit from my
friend in York, Linda, a retired higher
secondary economics teacher). So,
what is my mistake? I bought a
copy for my brother, my boro bhai,
a retired academic civil engineer for
his recent 82nd birthday. He is part
way through it and inundating me
with text messages on a near daily
basis. Like any good engineer, he
has an endlessly curious mind, and
likes to pick things apart. He likes to
wrestle a problem to the ground. And
he is a progressive social democrat.

Now, I am not an economist by
discipline, though I did head an
economics department at Bath for
five years since we had international
development in the department’s
tile. And I have worked closely
with economists over the years,
since being surrounded by them
in the early days of the Institute
of Development Studies at Sussex
University when the non-economists
were a tiny minority. And, I was
tutored by a Cambridge economist,
Philippa Lesley Cook, as a first-year
undergraduate at Sussex University,
where she had re-located. Every
Saturday morning, she destroyed my
weekly essay before re-constructing
me for the following week’s tryst.
So, I have learned to survive in the
company of economists, and there
are a few in Bangladesh who might
just attest to that claim.

So, what is my mistake with my
respected elder brother? I have
long felt that the majority of people
across the world are fundamentally
disempowered given that the
prevailing political discourse always
seems to come back to economics. It
is everywhere, all around us, whether
about inflation, interest rates,

taxation and budgets, exchange rates
and so on. And yet, what proportion
of the electorate comprehends such
economics? Expert commentators in
the mediaare at ease when discussing
the relationship between the above
variables and others. They assume
we know the underlying theory that
connects demand, supply, inflation
and unemployment. They assume we
know about the impact of tariffs on
exporting and importing countries,
and who pays or receives those tarifs.
They assume we understand trade
theory. They assume we understand
the impact of marginal tax rates on
revenue receipts. They assume we
understand what the ratios ought
to be between GDP, tax take and
sustainable national debt. The list
goes on. I am sure most MAGA
supporters of Trump in the US and
Brexit voters in the UK have no clue
about such issues. In the UK, buyers’
remorse about Brexit is high.

In addition to seeking to educate
my brother up to my amateur level
and having Linda from York explain
the paragraph above to me, I am also
in touch with a retired economics
professor, who was senior to me and
who “facipulated” me into heading
his department. David wrote an
impressive book on altruism years
back, and still writes about Malthus
and Ricardo for fun (he is 88). So,
when desperate, I also have the ear
of a high-end theorist who can do
regressions, but chooses not to! So
here I am, sandwiched between these
clever people as well as among many
more in Bangladesh.

Thus equipped, what is my
mistake? My brother, never satisfied
with brush offs, will not settle for
the secondary discourse of accepted
assumptions between economic
variables. He wants to know why?
And he is asking me, all the time
through numerous text messages
and phone calls including what
page he has reached. Well, reader,
I am doing my best, additionally
supported by Google and Wikipedia.
[ have become an auto-didact about
€Cconomics again.

know how an economy works, like
the new incumbent in the White
House? For years, when I was the
head of economics and international
development at Bath University,
I asked my colleagues, including
David, how this empowerment
could be done. They could start
by holding regular explanatory
seminars for other stafl’ across the
university. They could create a
regular national broadcasting slot
(in our case, the BBC) in which some
semi-“economerate” individuals ask
folks like Linda in York or David to
deal with the week’s main economic
conundrums in plain language. As a
kind of development anthropologist,
I am often criticised for using
complex language! Maybe guilty as
charged, but have you listened to
economists and THEIR jargon? They
don’t want us to understand. They
just want to talk amongst themselves
and retain their monopoly over this
area of knowledge—rather like the
monopolies of lawyers and their
incomprehensible legal speak.

So, 1 see my brother as the
everyman in this aspect of
empowerment. We need common
sense interlocutors to re-establish
a wider sense of participation and
citizenship in what has become an
elitist and exclusionary discourse
about the fundamental political
choice questions that affect us all
And if this resembles a fantasy in a
so-called educated country like the
UK, then how does this problem map
onto the plethora of other societies
across the world? What chance do
ordinary people have of controlling
oligarchic power, not just of the
demagogues and tech bros, but
of the language through which
political discourse is constructed
and framed? We are a long way from
empowerment.

And yet again, Bangladesh may
be showing the way a little. I have
engaged with and worked with
many of its economists in academia,
think tanks and the government
itself. It seems to me that they are
less obsessed with seeing every
passing data-set, however dubious,
as an opportunity for data mining
in pursuit of another “academic”
paper deploying regression
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ESSENTIAL DRUGS COMPANY LIMITED
395-397, Tejgaon Industrial Area
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INTERNATIONAL TENDER NOTICE

EDCL invites Two Envelope System International Tender for Supply of Pharmaceutical Raw Material on
C&F© Dhaka By Air and Chittagong by Sea Basis:-

S.L Cost of Tender Last date of
No, | Tender No. & Date Name of the Items Schedule Closing & opening
01. | IMP/RM/SEM/55/2024- | Pharmaceutical Raw Materials: Tk. 5,150.00/set | Closing : 16/03/2025
2025 dated 12/02/2025 | (specification as per tender schedule): | Equivalent to At 11.00 AM
01. Methyl Hydroxy Benzoate BP US$ 42.00 Opening : 16/03/2025
Non-refundable at11.15 AM

02. Ceftriaxone Sodium for Injection
(Sterile) USP

03. Cetirizine HCI BP

04. Clopidogrel Hydrogen Sulfate BP

05. Fexofenadine HCI USP

02, | IMP/RM/SEM/56/2024-

2025 dated 12/02/2025

Pharmaceutical Raw Materials:
(specification as per tender schedule):

01. Phenoxymethyl Penicillin Potassium
BP

(2. Sorbitol Solution (70%) BP

03. Enteric Coating Material (Pink)
used with organic solvent (Opadry-
0Y-91 554902 Pink or equivalent)
Ph. Gr.

(4. Film Coating Material colour Pink
(Moisture protective) used with organic
solvent (WINCOAT WT-MP-01158
(Pink) or equivalent) Ph.Gr

05. Orange Oil BP

06. Essence of Orange Sweet Ph. Gr.

Tk. 2,000.00/set
Equivalent to
US$ 16.00
Non-refundable

Closing : 18/03/2025
At 11.00 AM
Opening : 18/03/2025
at 11.15 AM

03. | IMP/RM/SEM/57/2024-

2025 dated 12/02/2025

Pharmaceutical Raw Materials:
(specification as per tender schedule):

(1. Paracetamol BP

Tk. 3850.00/set
Equivalent to
US$ 32.00

Non-refundable

Closing : 19/03/2025
At 11.00 AM
Opening : 19/03/2025
at 11.15 AM

whatsoever.

Tender schedule will be sold from the Accounts Department of Essential Drugs Company Limited, Dhaka on
payment as stated above during office hours on all working days (except Friday, Saturday and Govt. Holidays).
No tender schedule will be sold on the opening date of the tender.
The tender will be accompanied by an amount of Earnest Money in the form of Bank Draft/Pay Order/Bank
Guarantee from any Schedule Bank of Bangladesh in favour of "Essential Drugs Co.Ltd." without which the
tender will be considered as non-responsive.
EDCL authority reserves the right to accept or reject any or all the tenders without assigning any reason

N.B: This Information is also available at our Website : www.edcl.gov.bd
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General Manager
Procurement (CC).
For: Managing Director




