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Syed Manzoorul Islam—our foremost fiction 
writer, cultural critic, educationist, teacher, 
and professor emeritus of Dhaka University 
(DU)—died the day before yesterday (Friday, 
October 10).
Died? 
That word itself remains a question in more 
ways than one. Living outside the country, 
I first heard of his massive heart attack 
from my teacher, Professor Kaiser Haq, 
who generously kept me updated with news 
that swung between fragile progress and 
sudden decline. Each glimmer of progress 
offered hope, and I held onto that hope until 
the devastating news of his death arrived. 
“Progress is history’s dirty joke,” as Professor 
Islam’s favourite poet Derek Walcott would 
say on another register. 

And I cannot resist recalling that class 
on metaphysical poetry where Professor 
Islam so memorably taught us John Donne’s 
provocatively ratiocinative sonnet “Death, be 
not proud.” How ironic that the very teacher 
who first introduced us, as second-year 
undergraduates, to Donne’s defiance of death 
is now “gone.” And yet, his words, his works, 
his world remain alive in our stories and 
memories. If death is but a “short sleep,” then 
Professor Islam has only entered another 
waking, while we carry his legacy. Truly, as 
Donne asserts, “Death, thou shalt die.” Syed 
Manzoorul Islam’s life is truer than his death.

I first heard of Professor Islam—before I 
ever met him—through my English teacher at 
Residential Model School, Mushtaq Ahmed, 
and through my high school classmate, 
my friend, Hafiz Sikander Tony, Professor 
Islam’s nephew. Tony once showed me a 
letter written by Professor Islam, and I was 
struck by the sheer beauty of its prose. At 
the time, already a legendary student of the 
English Department, Professor Islam was 
pursuing his doctorate at Queen’s University 
in Canada on the influence of the Swedish 
polymath Emanuel Swedenborg on W.B. 
Yeats, my all-time favourite poet. By the time 
I encountered Professor Islam as a second-
year undergraduate at DU, he had already 
returned to his alma mater, ready to educate 
a new generation of students. 

What struck me immediately was his 
range of knowledge and his eloquence in 
the classroom. He could dazzle without 
ever being distant. He was approachable, 

generous, and willing to lend even his books 
(one of which, Plato’s Phaedrus, I regret 
never returning). I witnessed him support 
numerous students, often in more ways than 
one. Later, at the MA level, his lectures on T.S. 
Eliot—scholarly, probing, richly allusive, and 
theoretically rigorous—deepened my interest 
in both French Symbolist poetry and literary 
theory. His mind was first-rate; his sparkling 
wit, his vibrant humour, and his joie de vivre 
never flagged in brio.

That first impression endured across more 
than three decades of sustained connection. 
We taught side by side at the University of 
Liberal Arts Bangladesh (ULAB), shared 
stages from the Bangla Academy to Bogura 
and from the DU to ULAB and beyond, 
appeared together on television, cited each 
other more than once, and spent countless 
hours in adda. His brilliance never dimmed, 
nor did his humility and humanity. I could 
recount memories of epic amplitude, but 
one truth stands out above all: he was a kind 
human being and an excellent teacher whose 
presence will remain with me always.

But what are the qualities of an excellent 
teacher? I am often asked this question, and 
my answer—shaped by what I have hitherto 
learned from both my own teachers and my 
own students—has been categorical, if not 
adequate. First, a teacher must possess solid 
knowledge of the subject and the ability to 
inspire inquiry. Second, knowledge must 
be matched by clarity and eloquence, for if 
a teacher cannot articulate well, students 
quickly lose interest. Third, the teacher 
must be an effective storyteller, able to draw 
on the familiar and the unfamiliar alike 
to illuminate complex ideas and insights. 
Fourth, a sense of humour is essential, for 
students should not only learn but learn 
with delight. Fifth, a teacher must be ready 
to learn with and even from students rather 
than reducing them to passive recipients of 
knowledge. And sixth—above all—a teacher 
must embody commitment and compassion 
towards students, without which nothing else 
will matter.

The list I provided above is by no means 
exhaustive, but it defines a standard, and 
Professor Syed Manzoorul Islam exemplified 
for me nothing short of a paradigmatic 
combination of all those qualities. And 
although I have been fortunate to learn from 

some extraordinary teachers in Bangladesh 
and the US and beyond, Professor Islam 
remains, by far, one of the very best.

But Syed Manzoorul Islam was far more 
than a teacher. He was an educationist and 
pedagogist who advanced a philosophy 
of education predicated on the principles 
of what he called “creativity and cultural 
training,” dedicated to broadening the 
horizon of our engagement with both the 

word and the world. His final lecture—
delivered on September 27 as chief guest at 
the Abu Khaled Pathan Literary Award 2025 
ceremony—made this vision unmistakably 
clear, with its provocations and its emphasis 
on primary education and on improving 
the lives of poor primary school teachers. I 
cannot emphasise enough his concern for 
the poor and the marginalised from a deeply 
humanist perspective, even as he developed 
his own distinctive brand of postmodernism 
(often considered “anti-humanist”)—a point I 
intend to return to later.

Indeed, throughout his life, Professor 
Islam remarkably ranged within a broad 
zodiac of academic, creative, and intellectual 
pursuits—a range few in the country could 
match. He was a short-story writer, novelist, 
essayist, cultural-literary and art critic, 
aesthetician, translator, columnist, editorial 
adviser, and even a television host who once 
ventured into writing television plays. And, of 
course, he was a rare bilingual writer, in both 

Bangla and English, publishing impressively 
at home and abroad, and earning numerous 
awards and accolades along the way. Further, 
he served on several national organisations 
with a remarkable reputation.

One could go on endlessly about 
Professor Islam’s accomplishments. But 
mere accomplishments—in the worldly 
sense—do not define him. Space does not 
allow me to capture the staggering range of 

Professor Islam’s pursuits, preoccupations, 
and performances, but I do want to make a 
few observations about his significance as 
both critic and fiction writer. It is customary 
to cite his early but important work on 
aesthetics, Nandontotto, as well as his 
popular column on “world literature,” “Alosh 
Diner Hawa.” These writings reflect the early 
Syed Manzoorul Islam’s preoccupations with 
aesthetic and literary issues that might seem 
somewhat impressionistic and formalist, yet 
he soon ranged beyond them, politicising and 
broadening his scope as he began to address 
culture in its fullest sense, taking cues and 
clues from his all-time favorite cultural 
theorist Raymond Williams: culture not only 
as art or ideas, but as the everyday, lived, and 
political reality of people. His later essays 
amply attest to this orientation, although it 
has not received the attention it deserves.

In many conversations I had with him, 
Professor Islam ardently accentuated the 
importance of interdisciplinarity in studying 

literature. I define interdisciplinarity as 
the intellectual and discursive practice 
of bringing together conceptual and 
methodological resources from multiple 
disciplines and synthesising them in the 
interest of producing new knowledge. I am 
inclined to characterise Professor Islam as one 
of Bangladesh’s foremost interdisciplinarily 
engaged cultural critics—one who wrote with 
equal brilliance on canonical figures such as 
Michael Madhusudan Dutta, Rabindranath 
Tagore, Jibanananda Das, and Buddhadeva 
Bose—to name but a few—as well as on non-
canonical, experimental, and emerging 
authors. Moreover, his critical practice 
exemplified interdisciplinarity in the way he 
enacted rich, dialectical interplays between 
literature and the fine arts, with a particular 
focus on the visual arts. In this, he may rightly 
be regarded as a trailblazer.

Syed Manzoorul Islam’s first-rate work 
of fiction deserves extended discussion, but 
even briefly, one can say he introduced a new 
trend in Bangla fiction where the borderline 
between the real and the unreal dissolves, 
making ordinary events extraordinary with 
a touch of “magical realism”—though he was 
never a magic realist stricto sensu. His Prem 
O Prarthanar Galpo (Stories of Love and 
Prayer), among his dozen celebrated works, 
stands as a case in point. In our conversation 
we often returned to James Joyce and Gabriel 
García Márquez, whom we both admire, and 
he concurred with my contention that to 
place García Márquez merely alongside the 
European modernists—Kafka or Joyce—was 
insufficient, since García Márquez mobilised 
storytelling, even story-weaving, in ways 
unprecedented, especially at a time when 
Eurocentric modernism was declaring 
the “death of storytelling” and the end of 
the Scheherazades of the world (as Walter 
Benjamin also observed in his readings of 
Proust and Kafka). Above all, Professor Islam 
was a stubborn, compulsive storyteller—in 
class, in adda, in life, and in fiction—whose 
brand of postmodernism challenged both 
Eurocentric modernism and Eurocentric 
postmodernism, while remaining deeply 
sympathetic to some Marxist and leftist 
perspectives (it’s no accident that he loved 
and used Raymond Williams, for instance).

In this brief and hurried tribute, I confess I 
have only scratched the surface of Professor 
Islam’s wide-ranging work. And yet, as I 
write—still devastated by his passing—I hear 
his voice in my head: telling stories without 
end, stories that breathe life, stories that 
dream of a new world, a world radiant with 
freedom and joy rather than shadowed by 
death. Syed Manzoorul Islam—my teacher, 
our teacher—gave us life, again and again, 
in ways too many to count, in meanings too 
deep to measure.

Syed Manzoorul Islam: Teacher, 
taleweaver, torchbearer, trailblazer
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In the aftermath of the 2024 mass uprising 
that reshaped Bangladesh’s political 
landscape, Tarique Rahman has reemerged 
from years of silence to become both a symbol 
of revival and a subject of scrutiny. His recent 
interviews with BBC Bangla and the Financial 
Times mark perhaps the most comprehensive 
articulation of his thoughts and ambitions 
since his exile in 2008. For the first time in 
nearly two decades, Rahman, now BNP’s 
acting chairman, spoke with clarity about his 
plans to return home, lead his party into the 
upcoming elections, and reclaim the space 
vacated by Sheikh Hasina’s dramatic fall from 
power.

But the story of his return is not just about 
one man’s comeback. It is also about whether 
the country can move beyond its entrenched 
cycle of dynastic politics, partisan revenge, 
corruption, and other markers of Hasina’s 
authoritarianism to usher in a genuinely 
accountable and inclusive democracy.

While talking to the BBC, Rahman’s tone 
was measured and at times humble. “I am 
physically here [in the UK], but mentally I 
have always remained in Bangladesh,” he said. 
It was a statement not just of longing; it was a 
reminder to his supporters that absence had 
not equated to detachment. His insistence in 
both interviews—that he would “soon return” 
to contest elections, and that BNP would 
win “a sweeping majority”—reflected both 
confidence and calculation. For a man long 
portrayed as divisive, he sought to project 
reason, inclusivity, and stability.

Yet beneath that calm surface, 
contradictions endure.

Rahman’s interviews showcased a 
careful balancing act between vindication 
and reconciliation, reform and legacy, 

and humility and ambition. He repeatedly 
distanced himself from the cult of personality 
that has long haunted our politics, saying, 
“The mastermind of the July movement 
was not any party or individual; it was the 
democracy-loving people of Bangladesh.” 
This framing, while noble, was also strategic. 
By attributing the revolution to collective will, 
Rahman positioned himself as a product of 
popular legitimacy rather than its architect, 
a useful image at a time when BNP seeks to 
rebuild credibility among the youth that led 
last year’s uprising.

At the same time, his refusal to fully 
acknowledge BNP’s share of failures or 
political toxicity has left a faint shadow over 

his reformist narrative. When pressed about 
the party’s history of corruption during 
its 2001-2006 tenure, Rahman insisted to 
the BBC that Transparency International’s 
damning indices at the time were based more 
on the legacies of the previous Awami League 
government. “We may not have been able to 
fix it completely,” he admitted, “but we have 
to understand the reality. This [corruption] 
has become a social disorder.” In his Financial 

Times interview, he acknowledged that “any 
government has some flaws” but nonetheless 
defended BNP’s record on corruption, 
hinting at “false narratives” and highlighting 
that it was BNP that had established the Anti-
Corruption Commission. (To be clear, in its 
initial report, FT referred to Bangladesh being 
ranked the most corrupt country for five 
consecutive years during BNP’s last tenure, 
but later corrected the reference to clarify 
that it was actually four years).

On the question of BNP’s nominees for the 
upcoming elections, Rahman’s emphasis on 
selecting those “who have public support, not 
just party support” is promising in theory, but 
such ideals have often dissolved in the face 

of patronage and factionalism in the past. 
His assurance that the BNP expelled 7,000 
members over allegations of extortion and 
abuse post-uprising indicates a willingness to 
enforce discipline. It also reveals the scale of 
internal decay that the party must confront 
before claiming the moral high ground.

In both tone and substance, Rahman 
sought to mirror a new brand of politics, 
one tempered by exile and experience. 
His references to digital transformation, 
economic diversification, and the need to 
“make people’s lives better tomorrow” hinted 
at a reformist economic vision. His proposal 
to make Bangladesh a “supply hub” for global 
online retailers like Amazon or Alibaba may 
sound ambitious, but it is also grounded in a 
recognition that the garment sector, long the 
country’s economic engine, is facing external 
pressures from tariffs and shifting global 
supply chains.

On political inclusion of rivals, Rahman 
remains both assertive and evasive. His 
proposition that Awami League leaders 
“convicted as criminals” cannot contest 
the elections leaves open the possibility of 
excluding the party from the democratic 
process. While he emphasised that “this is 
not a matter of revenge, but of justice,” his 
definition of justice, equating charges with 
conviction, risks being interpreted as political 
cleansing. It is here that his rhetoric of unity 
meets its limits. A genuine democracy cannot 
begin by disqualifying the defeated.

Rahman’s emotional reflections on his 
family’s suffering, his mother’s illness, 
his brother’s death, and his own torture, 
however, humanise him before an audience 
that has often seen him as privileged and 
untouchable. Bangladesh’s tragedy has 
long been that leaders once victimised in 
the past have often turned their grievances 
into repressive instruments of governance. 
Rahman’s challenge is to break that trend.

If his words are any indication, he seems 
aware of the weight of expectation. “Politics 
is not family-based,” he insisted. “It is based 
on support.” It was a subtle rebuttal to critics 
who accuse him of perpetuating dynastic 
succession. Yet his own political authority, 
inherited through the lineage of Ziaur 

Rahman and Khaleda Zia, embodies precisely 
what he claims to transcend. The paradox 
of Bangladesh’s democracy is that both its 
major parties are trapped in familial legacies 
they publicly deny but privately depend upon.

There is also the matter of what to do 
with history. BNP’s last tenure ended amid 
allegations of corruption, militancy, and 
cronyism—issues that Rahman now pledges 
to eradicate. For many citizens, especially 
older ones, trust will not be restored by words 
alone. If he does return to power, his actions 
in the first 100 days, particularly how he 
handles political prisoners, media freedom, 
and administrative neutrality, can help define 
not just his credibility but also Bangladesh’s 
democratic future.

As regards the current interim government, 
his cautious endorsement reveals a pragmatic 
streak: support for a fair election process 
tempered by reminders that “warmth or 
coldness” in relations with the government 
will depend on how well it conducts its main 
tasks. It is an artful diplomacy of distance, 
neither confrontational nor complicit. His 
foreign policy remarks, particularly his call 
for a “Bangladesh before all” approach that 
promises a reset with India, tread an equally 
delicate line. While his insistence that “if they 
[India] displease the people of Bangladesh by 
sheltering dictatorship, there is nothing we 
can do”—and strong statements on border 
killings and water sharing—tap into popular 
sentiment after years of asymmetrical 
diplomacy under Sheikh Hasina, he also 
sought to project a vision of parity without 
hostility. This will be no easy task. His resolve 
will be amply tested if BNP does form the next 
government.

Overall, Tarique Rahman’s reemergence 
through the recent interviews represents both 
a promise and a paradox. And yet, amid all the 
uncertainties and contradictions, one thing 
is undeniable: Rahman has reintroduced 
a long-missing voice into Bangladesh’s 
political conversation. Citizens are once 
again hearing a leading political leader speak 
of elections, accountability, and economic 
renewal, however cautiously. Whether that 
voice matures into statesmanship or fades 
into familiar patterns remains to be seen.

Tarique Rahman and the question  
of political renewal
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