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PRESIDENT'S MESSAGE
5% 6& S8V

26 March 2026

On the occasion of the 56th Independence Day of Bangladesh, a special issue of The Spotlight, the official publication of
the Global Center for Democratic Governance, is being released. | extend my sincere greetings and best wishes to all
members of the Editorial Board, distinguished contributors, and members of the GCDG.

In the early hours of 26 March 1971, the Father of the Nation, Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, proclaimed the
independence of Bangladesh. Responding to his call, the freedom-loving people of the country engaged in a nine-month-
long struggle, ultimately defeating the Pakistani occupation forces and their local collaborators, including the Jamaat e
Islam, Razakars, Al-Badr, and Al-Shams.

Through immense sacrifice, Bangladesh emerged as a sovereign and independent nation.

On this solemn occasion, we pay our deepest respect to the three million martyrs who laid down their lives for the na-
tion. We also solemnly remember the immense suffering and sacrifice of hundreds of thousands of women during the
Liberation War. Their courage remains an enduring testament to the resilience of the Bangladeshi people.

We extend our profound gratitude and highest honour to the valiant freedom fighters whose dedication and sacrifice
made independence possible.

Warm Regards.

Prof Dr Md Habibe Millat
MBBS, FRCS(Edin)
President, Global Center for Democratic Governance

EDITOR"S NOTE

EDITOR A Bengali poet wrote, "Who wants to live without freedom, who wants to live? Who will wear
WEN T ERIEGINEEN WG the chains of slavery, who will wear them?" How many thousands of years have Bengalis
spent with the shame of subjugation? Then one day, a leader came. He said, "No one can
suppress us." In exchange for insurmountable suffering, destruction, the lives of 3 million
EDITORIAL BOARD ELE and the honour and dignity of 200,000 mothers and sisters, in 1971, we got an
independent homeland, Bangladesh, with a red and green flag and a constitution.

Mohammad Shahidullah ) ; . .
Prof Dr J M Chowdhury Whe_n_ the . bottom_less basket" of that_ time, suffermg from hunger and pc_;v.erty, became selfj
sufficient in food in 2013-24, becoming a country with a GDP of $460 billion and a per capi-
Syed Badrul Ahsan ta income of $2,800, and people started enjoying the fruits of freedom, that's when the blow
Dr Md Abu Naser came. The country deviated from the highway of becoming a middle-income and ultimately
Manirul Islam developed country. The last eighteen months since 5 August 2024 have been a festival of
Latiful Kabir unrest and a suicidal game of destruction, led by a vengeful, selfish, mob king, and violent
Dr Mollah M Huq Yunus, of all the achievements of the country.

Sezan Khan

His 18-month-long illegal rule has destroyed the country's stability, economic progress, so-
Sharita Hossain cial security, political culture, social and cultural values, and social harmony. It goes without
Niru Kamrun Nahar saying that the elections held illegally, banning the country's largest popular political party
from participating by executive order of the Interim Yunus Government, will create long-term
instability unless they are withdrawn immediately. We hope that in the interest of fulfilling
the pledge to realise the aspirations of the great Liberation War, Bengalis at home and
EDITORIAL ADDRESS abroad, international media, intellectuals and leaders of democratic values will speak out
58 LeamanDrive against such unconstitutional activities. All the mainstream political parties and their affili-
NS B3A 2K9 Canada ates, which have the support of the people, will return to the path of healthy politics through
Email: the practice of free politics. We want the country that became independent through the Lib-
edi- eration War to be governed by political parties holding the ideals of the Liberation War, dem-
L A ololi [0 o\ [oe [-Aee] W OCratic, non-communal, and carrying the flag of social justice and harmony. Only then will
the independence of Bangladesh be secure and meaningful.

WEBSITE
Www.globalcdg.org

ISSN 2819-2311 Mohammad Abdur Rashid ,PhD

Editor
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BANGLADESH: AN EPIC JOURNEY TO SELF-ASSERTION
Syed Badrul Ahsan*

Introduction

THIS MAY BE MY LAST MESSAGE. FROM TODAY BANGLADESH IS INDEPENDENT. I CALL UPON THE
PEOPLE OF BANGLADESH, WHEREVER YOU ARE AND WITH WHATEVER YOU HAVE, TO RESIST THE
OCCUPATION ARMY. OUR FIGHT WILL GO ON TILL THE LAST SOLDIER OF THE PAKISTAN OCCUPATION
ARMY IS EXPELLED FROM THE SOIL OF INDEPENDENT BANGLADESH. FINAL VICTORY IS OURS. JOY
BANGLA!

--- Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman’s declaration of independence in the early minutes of 26 March 1971.

Minutes later, the terse, grim words went out, ,,Big bird in cage. Little birds have flown.” It was from a Pakistan army
officer to his superiors in Dhaka cantonment.

It was about the arrest of Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman in the early hours of March 26, 1971, soon after the Fa-
ther of the Nation had declared the independence of Bangladesh. Moments earlier, as March 25 drew to an end, the Paki-
stan army had launched its genocide of Bengalis through the misleadingly termed Operation Searchlight. Into the net were
soon trapped academics and students, pedestrians and rickshaw pullers, policemen and personnel of the East Pakistan Ri-
fles. Thousands were done away with on that night. It was to be the beginning of a long nightmare.

As the genocide got underway, Pakistan’s president, General Agha Mohammad Yahya Khan, was preparing to land in
Rawalpindi after a long, circuitous flight over the Indian Ocean from Dhaka. In what had by then turned into an occupied
Bangladesh, Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was first taken to the under-construction national assembly premises
and made to wait there until the military officers who had arrested him received instructions from their superiors on what
to do with him. One of the officers asked Lt. General Tikka Khan, the martial law administrator, if he wished to have the
Bengali leader brought to him. Tikka responded contemptuously, “I don’t want to see his face”. Mujib was eventually
taken to Adamjee Cantonment College, where he would be confined for a few days until his flight to West Pakistan.

On the evening of 26 March, General Yahya Khan addressed the unsuspecting people of Pakistan on the developments
that had taken place. Even as Pakistan’s citizens, in both wings of the country, waited to hear the president spell out the
details of what they thought would be a transfer of power to the elected representatives of the people, the military ruler
stunned everyone with news of the crackdown in East Pakistan. Mujib was accused of treason. The Awami League was
charged with conspiracy to break up Pakistan. “This crime,” roared the general darkly, “will not go unpunished”. The next
day, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, retrieved by the Pakistan army from Dhaka, landed in Karachi. He gushed to waiting newsmen,
“Thank God, Pakistan has been saved.” A day after that, in distant Chittagong, a Bengali major in the Pakistan army,
Ziaur Rahman, announced Bangladesh’s independence on behalf of ,,our great national leader Sheikh Mujibur Rahman.*
Meanwhile, senior Awami League leaders, students and citizens of all classes and professions were finding their way out
of Dhaka and towards safer climes in the villages and small towns of the new country.

Declaration of Independence and the Dawn of an Independent Bangladesh

The Declaration of Independence precipitated a whole range of activity across the globe. The British journalist David
Loshak heard Bangabandhu’s voice declaring independence in the early minutes of 26 March. Simon Dring’s reports on
the first night of the massacre made the rounds in London and elsewhere, revealing the ferocity with which the Pakistan
government had gone after the Bengalis. Pakistani military intelligence picked up Bangabandhu’s voice on a secure trans-
mitter. In early April, even before any formal arrangements were in place for a prosecution of the war of liberation, two
Bengali diplomats posted at the Pakistan mission in Bombay, K.M. Shehabuddin and Amjad Hossain, declared their alle-
giance to Bangladesh. At around the same time, Soviet President Nikolai Podgorny wrote to President Yahya Khan, ask-
ing him to reach a political settlement with the elected political leadership in East Pakistan. Yahya’s response was an an-
gry one. He denied the government was doing anything wrong. It did not help his regime, though, that Bengali refugees in
their thousands were crossing the border into India every day as a way of escaping the wrath of his army. Indian Prime
Minister Indira Gandhi called for the detained Mujib to be guaranteed safety. Bengali rebels, though, were doing things
slightly differently: they kept up the refrain of Bangabandhu being free and directing battles against the Pakistanis. The
worry, however, was that Mujib might already have been murdered by the army. For its part, keen to expose the hollow-
ness of the rebels™ claim of Mujib being free, the Pakistani regime released the picture of Mujib in police custody at Kara-
chi airport. That was sometime before mid-April. No other information was given.

And yet, at the time, senior Bengali politicians, all Bangabandhu’s close associates --- Syed Nazrul Islam, Tajuddin Ah-
mad, M. Mansoor Ali, A.H. M. Quamruzzaman --- gradually and painstakingly linked up with one another. By 12 April,
Tajuddin Ahmed had a rudimentary governmental structure for Bangladesh in place. But it was not until 17 April that a
formal announcement of the formation of a provisional government of the People's Republic of Bangladesh would be
made at a spot in Meherpur, Chuadanga. The place was named Mujibnagar. With Amirul Islam, the lawyer responsible
with Tajuddin Ahmad for the draft of the Proclamation of Independence on 10 April, working overtime to ensure the pres-
ence of the global media on the occasion, the first Bengali government in history went to work. Tagore’s Amar Shonar
Bangla was sung (it would eventually be adopted as Bangladesh’s national anthem), and Colonel Mohammad Ataul Gani
Osmany, commander in chief of the Bangladesh Mukti Bahini, supervised the guard of honour. Professor Yusuf Ali read
out the Proclamation of Independence, which acknowledged the primacy of Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman as the
president of the republic. In his absence, Syed Nazrul Islam would be acting president. And Tajuddin Ahmed would take
charge as prime minister.

Continued on Page 4
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News of Bangladesh’s first government's arrival was disseminated to the world. And then came more news --- that Hoss-
ain Ali, Pakistan’s Bengali-speaking deputy high commissioner in Calcutta, had switched his allegiance to Bangladesh
along with his fellow Bengali officers. The mission premises came under his control. Diplomats of West Pakistani origin
were barred from entering the premises. Across the globe, as the army killed increasingly larger numbers of Bengalis and as
the number of refugees crossing into India swelled, media and popular opinion condemned Pakistan. The Soviet bloc made
unmistakable signs of supporting the Bengali cause. In India, the government came in with material and moral support for
Bangladesh. Justice Abu Sayeed Chowdhury moved from Geneva, where he had gone before the crackdown to attend a hu-
man rights conference, to London. His presence lent additional weight to the cause abroad. Expatriate Bengalis gathered
around him, and he quickly became an authentic voice for Bangladesh in Europe.

Certainly, there were those who did not sympathise with Bangladesh’s people. President Richard Nixon and his national
security advisor, Henry Kissinger, using Pakistan as a conduit to America’s opening with China, looked the other way as the
Pakistan army went on raping and killing in Bangladesh. The left-leaning Moulana Abdul Hamid Khan Bhashani’s appeals
to China for support for the Bengali struggle went unanswered. Pakistan’s ambassador to Beijing (or Peking as it then was),
Khwaja Mohammad Kaiser, a member of Dhaka’s Nawab clan, was in a dilemma. Prime Minister Zhou En-lai told him he
understood his difficulties (in post-1971 times, Kaiser would return to Beijing, as Bangladesh’s ambassador to that country).

Things were different in Europe. In Britain, Prime Minister Edward Heath, Foreign Secretary Alec Douglas-Home and op-
position leader Harold Wilson comprehended popular feelings and appreciated Bangladesh’s stand. But circumspect was
what they were, in line with the conventions of diplomacy. In France, Andre Malraux, formerly minister for culture in
Charles de Gaulle’s government, expressed his intention of forming an international brigade to help the Mukti Bahini. The
media in Africa, in such Middle Eastern nations as Egypt and in Indonesia kept up a barrage of news reports and editorial
comments on the deteriorating situation in Bangladesh. George Harrison’s concert for Bangladesh at New York’s Madison
Square Garden in August 1971 injected fresh new energy into the struggle and brought the urgency of the Bengali struggle
closer to the West. For its part, the Mujibnagar government sent out its envoys --- Abdus Samad Azad, Mohiuddin Ahmed
and others --- to Europe with the message of liberation. Bengali diplomats defected in droves and linked up with the Bangla-
desh movement. Some did not, and would not, until the last few weeks of the war. Some would stay loyal to Pakistan until
Pakistan felt it had little use for them (and that was after its army had been defeated on the battlefield). The Bengali cause
was boosted when a non-Bengali Pakistani diplomat, Igbal Athar, denounced his country and came over to Bangladesh.

At home, the Mujibnagar government, strengthened by the arrival of civil servants and soldiers, worked overtime to guide
the nation to freedom. The Mukti Bahini boasted the presence of capable Bengali officers --- Khaled Musharraf, K.M.
Shafiullah, Ziaur Rahman, A.K. Khondokar, Abu Taher, C.R. Dutta, Nuruzzaman, et al --- and operated in eleven sectors.
Shwadhin Bangla Betar Kendra, the radio outfit of the government, was peopled by leading Bengali media and cultural per-
sonalities and broadcast stirring messages of hope and endurance to the nation. Periodicals like Joi Bangla carried the mes-
sage of liberation into occupied Bangladesh. Ten million Bengalis, of a total population of seventy-five million, were al-
ready in India as refugees. In August, the Pakistani regime put the incarcerated Sheikh Mujibur Rahman on trial for waging
war against Pakistan. In September, Abu Sayeed Chowdhury led the Bangladesh delegation to the United Nations General
Assembly. But he was not permitted to address the body. In November, Indira Gandhi travelled to Europe and the United
States to explain India’s position on Bangladesh.

On 3 December, after Pakistan’s air force raided targets in India on the western sector, New Delhi went into full-scale war
with Islamabad. An Indo-Bangladesh Joint Command pushed deeper into occupied Bangladesh. In the west, the Indian army
gained swathes of territory in Pakistan’s Sind and Punjab provinces. On 16 December 1971, 93,000 soldiers of the Pakistan
army, led by Lieutenant General Amir Abdullah Khan Niazi, surrendered to the Mukti Bahini and the Indian army at the
Race Course in Dhaka. Bangladesh was a free people’s republic. And yet the price its people paid in the struggle for free-
dom would be unprecedented in the annals of history. Three million Bengalis would be murdered by the Pakistani forces,
and two hundred thousand women would be raped by the soldiers. On the eve of victory, an entire body of Bengali intellec-
tuals would be rounded up by the local collaborators of the army and murdered in a gruesome manner. The landscape would
be littered with broken bridges, burnt-out villages and ruined towns.

The Shaping of a Genocide

In the period between General Yahya Khan’s arrival in Dhaka on 15 March 1971 for talks with Bangabandhu Sheikh Muji-
bur Rahman and his secret departure for Karachi ten days later, the Pakistan army had sufficiently reinforced itself in terms
of men and materiel necessary for military action against the Bengalis. The negotiations were a fagade. The reality was the
intrigue progressively shaping up in the military hierarchy since the results of the December 1970 election had given the
Awami League a mandate to form Pakistan’s first elected government.

By the evening of 25 March, all hopes for a political solution to the crisis in Pakistan had all but vanished. A day earlier, on
24 March, sensing the sinister intentions of the Yahya Khan junta, Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman instructed his
aides to propose to the regime that a wholesale transformation was now needed to redefine the concept of the state of Paki-
stan. The country would no longer be a federation, but would or could be reconfigured as a confederation.

The message was duly conveyed to the junta. Lt.Gen. SGMM Peerzada, a leading member of the junta, promised to get back
to the Awami League the next morning. Dr Kamal Hossain and other leaders of the Awami League waited all day on 25
March for the call. The call did not come, of course, even though the Awami League had not quite given up hope about a
proclamation being issued by President Yahya Khan on the modalities of a transfer of power through a withdrawal of mar-
tial law.

Things were quite different in the military establishment, though. Having received the green signal from Yahya Khan, Gen-

Continued on Page 5
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eral Tikka Khan phoned General Khadem Husain Raja on 25 March and told him: “Khadem, it is tonight”. That was the
first sign of an impending military assault on Bengalis. Through the afternoon and evening, Pakistani army officers
helicoptered across the province to spread the word among the various army formations that they had to be on
standby for military operations to get underway. A number of West Pakistani political leaders visited Bangabandhu
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman at his residence in Dhanmondi to bid him a sad farewell. Among them were Mir Ghaus Bux
Bizenjo and Khan Abdul Wali Khan.

Sometime after dusk, General Yahya Khan, in a stealthy manner and without officially bringing the ongoing negotia-
tions to an end, boarded a Pakistan International Airlines flight at Tejgaon airport for Karachi. The orders were that
the military assault, codenamed Operation Searchlight, would not begin until his aircraft had safely landed in Kara-
chi. The junta was obviously afraid that if the killing mission began once Yahya'’s flight took off, the Indian authorities
could force his aircraft to touch down somewhere before it reached Pakistan.

By 10 pm, it had become clear to Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman that an armed assault on citizens was on
the way. He exhorted the senior leaders of his party to move to safety. Even so, when Kamal Hossain met him at
around 10 pm, he asked him if there had been any phone call from the regime. Hossain replied in the negative be-
fore leaving Bangabandhu'’s residence. Tajuddin Ahmad tried persuading Mujib to leave the city along with other par-
ty leaders. For his part, Mujib instructed him and the others to find a safe sanctuary while he waited for the army to
come for him.

Rumours of an imminent strike by the army led students of Dhaka University and citizens in general into putting up
barricades in different parts of the city to thwart movements by the soldiers. No one, at that point, could visualise the
scale of the ferocity with which the army planned to strike.

The Pakistan army pounced on the people of Bangladesh between 11.30 pm and midnight. Different units of the
army fanned out in various directions. Tanks, armoured cars and trucks loaded with soldiers headed for Dhaka Uni-
versity, the Shaheed Minar, Bangabandhu’s residence on Road 32 Dhanmondi, the Police Lanes at Rajarbagh, the
Peekhana headquarters of East Pakistan Rifles (EPR), Hotel Intercontinental and Old Dhaka. Tracer fire lit up the
night sky, with guns roaring all across town. The army moved to remove all foreign journalists from the Intercontinen-
tal and put them on flights out of the province. And then began the long night of killing -— of academics, students,
Bengali police personnel, as well as members of the East Pakistan Rifles, rickshaw pullers and citizens in general.
The Shaheed Minar, long the symbol of Bengali nationalism, was reduced to rubble. The Kali Mandir would suffer a
similar fate within a couple of days. At Jagannath Hall and other halls of Dhaka University, soldiers stormed into the
rooms and dormitories and murdered hundreds of students. They killed Professor Gobinda Chandra Dev of the de-
partment of philosophy and Professor Rafiqul Islam of mathematics. They grievously wounded Professor Jyotirmoy
Guhathakurta of the department of English. Guhathakurta was to die of his wounds a few days later. Hundreds of
students were murdered and buried in mass graves on the DU campus.

An academic, Professor Nurul Ula, spent an entire night recording, from within the safe confines of his quarters in the
university area, the shooting of students by the soldiers. On the morning of 26 March, the soldiers gunned down
Commander Moazzam Hossain, who had been a prominent accused in the Agartala Conspiracy Case in 1968-69.
The offices of the radical newspaper The People were burned down by the soldiers. Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, chairman of
the Pakistan People’s Party, watched Dhaka burn from his suite in the Intercontinental Hotel.

Senior leaders of the Awami League, including Syed Nazrul Islam, Tajuddin Ahmad, M. Mansoor Ali and AHM
Quamruzzaman, made their way out of Dhaka in line with Bangabandhu’s instructions. For his part, as the hour
struck midnight, Bangabandhu made a declaration of Bangladesh’s independence, which message was passed on to
Chittagong Awami League leader M.A. Hannan on wireless.

Soon after he had declared Bangladesh a free nation, Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was taken into custody
by the Pakistan army. Over the next few days, he would be kept at Adamjee Cantonment College in Dhaka before
being flown to West Pakistan.

Throughout the night between 25 March and 26 March, the Pakistan army killed Bengalis. All day long on 26 March,
the killings went on. An overseas journalist would report that on those two days, no fewer than 7,000 people would
be murdered by the army. The genocide would go on for nine months, leaving three million Bengalis dead, 200,000-
plus Bengali women raped by Pakistan’s soldiers, and countless villages and towns burned and destroyed.

4. All those Genocide Men

We remember the atrocities unleashed on 25 March 1971 by the Pakistan occupation army in Bangladesh. The
Yahya Khan junta euphemistically called it Operation Searchlight. It mutated into indiscriminate killings and rape of
Bengalis in the nine months between March and December of that dreadful year.

Today, as the momentum builds for the global community, in the form of the United Nations, to acknowledge the
murder of three million Bengalis as a genocide perpetrated by an occupying army, it is fitting and proper that we in
Bangladesh recall, for the benefit of the world, for its enlightenment, the crimes committed by the genocide makers.
It is proper that we speak of all those men who for nine long months went about their ghoulish mission of trying to

Continued on Page 6
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wipe out our national identity and our cultural heritage through brute military force.

These men are the genocide men. They killed and raped and pillaged before biting the dust here in this land. They
became prisoners of war before going back to their country. They went through no punishment for their crimes. No
Nuremberg-like trials ever tried them or convicted them.

This is the story of those merchants of death let loose in Bangladesh fifty-two years ago.

On my very first visit to Pakistan in December 1995 (nearly twenty-five years after | had left it as a high school stu-
dent in July 1971), as part of a group of journalists at a conference organized by the South Asian Media Association
(SAMA), the general manager of the IFIC bank branch in Lahore acquainted us with how he had once rebuffed Rao
Farman Ali. Apparently, the man reviled for planning the killing of Bengali intellectuals had once come to the IFIC
bank, ostensibly to open an account. The general manager, a proper Bengali and a freedom fighter, made him sit
down but did not shake hands with him. “I had no wish to touch his blood-stained hand,” he told us.

Farman Ali clearly did not relish the rebuff, much though he tried to be friendly with the general manager. He left with
a form for an account to be opened, promising to return. He never did. Rao Farman Ali, who was a prisoner of war in
India after the 1971 war, was later to serve as a minister in General Ziaul Haq’s regime. He died in January 2004. No
contrition was there in him for his role in 1971. He, along with other war criminals, was never punished or shamed in
Pakistan.

On a PIA flight from Karachi to Lahore years ago, | became acquainted with a retired Pakistani brigadier named A.R.
Siddigi. He seemed to be a proper gentleman and explained to me that back in 1971, he had been in charge of Paki-
stan’s Inter-Services Public Relations (ISPR). Siddik Salik, he told me, was his subordinate in Dhaka. Brigadier Siddiqi
told me of the shock he went through when the Pakistan army launched its genocide, for he had been in Dhaka when
Operation Searchlight was launched.

“I am writing my account of the war,” Siddigi told me. | asked him if he meant to reveal everything in his book. He
promised he would. | am glad to report that when the book, East Pakistan: The Endgame: An Onlooker’s Journal
1969-1971’', appeared some years later, Siddigi kept his promise. His account of the crisis, especially of the early
days of Operation Searchlight, is riveting. It is one of the few objective books to have come out of Pakistan from a
Pakistani who was part of the military establishment in 197 1.

| have not met Brigadier Siddigi after that conversation on the Karachi-Lahore flight. But years earlier, | did have an
opportunity to come across Brigadier Siddik Salik, the writer of the acclaimed book Witness to Surrender, when he
accompanied General Ziaul Haq to the first SAARC summit in Dhaka in December 1985. He spoke fondly, as he said
(though | detected a certain cynicism in him), of his time in Dhaka throughout the war. | asked him what difference
he noticed between 1971 and 1985 in Bangladesh. His mischievous reply was: “People here are poorer than be-
fore.” In other words, Pakistan was good, Bangladesh was not. | decided | did not want to get into a quarrel with him.
Salik was never to pay a price for his sins. He became press advisor to General Ziaul Haqg.

Siddik Salik was taken prisoner on 16 December 1971 and spent nearly three years in a PoW camp in India before
returning to Pakistan with his fellow prisoners. He perished in the air crash that killed General Ziaul Haq, a number of
senior military officers and the American ambassador to Pakistan in August 1988.

Khadim Hussain Raja, the general who was told by Tikka Khan early on the morning of 25 March, “Khadim, it is to-
night,” went into full-scale action against Bengalis as midnight drew near. Over the next couple of weeks, his soldiers
fanned out all across Dhaka and then beyond it, shooting everyone they came across. Once the initial phase of the
pogrom was done, his macabre mission accomplished, Raja was transferred to West Pakistan, where he was given a
fresh command.

Raja did not return to Dhaka and therefore was lucky enough to avoid becoming a PoW. After his retirement from the
army, he jotted down his recollections of the war in Bangladesh, leaving his family with instructions that they should
not be published in his lifetime. It was only after his death that his book, titled ,A Stranger in My Own Country: East
Pakistan 1969-1971’, hit the stands. He died in 1999.

General Tikka Khan, who in his career earned the dubious distinction of being both Butcher of Baluchistan and
Butcher of Bangladesh, remained unconcerned by any questions about his role in the killing of Bengalis. After serving
as governor and martial law administrator (the latter position till April 1971) of East Pakistan, he left for West Paki-
stan in September 1971 to take over as a corps commander.

Under Z.A. Bhutto, Tikka Khan became Pakistan’s chief of army staff and on his retirement, joined the Pakistan Peo-
ple’s Party. He served as secretary general of the party as well as governor of Punjab. He died of old age ailments in
March 2002. No court of law ever brought him to trial for his crimes in Bangladesh.

Lieutenant General Amir Abdullah Khan Niazi took over as martial law administrator, East Pakistan, in April 1971 and
continued in that position till he signed the document of the Pakistan army’s surrender to Indo-Bangladesh forces in
December of the same year. After spending three years as a prisoner of war in India, he returned home to a bad re-
ception. He was stripped of his rank and excoriated for surrendering in Dhaka, but did not face justice. He later went
into politics by joining the Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-Pakistan, but could not make much headway. He died in February 2004.

Continued on Page 7
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General Agha Mohammad Yahya Khan, who as president of Pakistan and chief martial law administrator, ordered
military operations against Bengalis in March 1971, presided over the break-up of the country nine months later.
Compelled to hand over power to Pakistan People’s Party chairman Zulfikar Ali Bhutto on 20 December 1971, he
spent the entire period of the Bhutto dispensation in house arrest. It was only when General Ziaul Haq overthrew
Bhutto in July 1977 that Yahya Khan was freed from confinement. He died, in disgrace, in August 1980, but was nev-
ertheless given a state funeral by the Zia regime.

And then there is the fate of the conspiratorial and inordinately ambitious Bhutto himself. With East Pakistan turning
into Bangladesh, Bhutto became president by default of what remained of Pakistan. With the enactment of a new
constitution for Pakistan in August 1973, he took over as prime minister under a parliamentary form of government.
Overthrown by the army after a long period of violence following rigged elections in March 1977, he was executed on
conviction for murder in April 1979.

Thus, the stories of all those Pakistanis who were involved in the dark history of 1971. In none of them was there any
fear of God and morality as they went about committing genocide in occupied Bangladesh. They cheerfully killed Ben-
galis, raped women, burnt and pillaged, all in the name of God and the territorial integrity of Pakistan.

There is more to the tale. When a war crimes tribunal in Bangladesh some years ago tried, convicted and sent a num-
ber of local Bengali collaborators of the Pakistan occupation army to the gallows, the Pakistan national assembly
(with Nawaz Sharif in power) adopted a resolution condemning the act. It praised the executed collaborators as patri-
otic Pakistanis.

That successive governments in Pakistan have looked away from the grave need of publicly apologising to Bangla-
desh for the war crimes committed by their army is a regrettable part of Pakistan’s history. A Pakistan army museum
in Lahore reflects the denial of history Pakistanis have been made to live with since the emergence of Bangladesh
more than fifty years ago. A poster in the museum brazenly informs Pakistanis that in 1971, genocide was committed
by the Mukti Bahini and not by the Pakistan army! Another poster, equally brazenly, lets people know that the Mukti
Bahini was South Asia’s first terrorist outfit and was set up by India!

Students at academic institutions in Pakistan have little knowledge of the truth about what their soldiers did in Bang-
ladesh all those decades ago. History textbooks speak of an Indian conspiracy, in league with some Bengali politi-
cians, to break up Pakistan. It is a heavily sanitised history that the young in Pakistan are educated on.

Pakistani leaders, post-1971, have visited Bangladesh. None of them, however, went for a public apology for the crim-
inal acts of their army in occupied Bangladesh.

Zulfikar Ali Bhutto reluctantly visited the National Memorial on his visit to Bangladesh in June 1974. He refused to
doff his cap, thus refusing to show respect to Bangladesh’s freedom fighters. When a comment book was placed be-
fore him to record his sentiments, he rudely pushed it away. ,Enough of this nonsense, he said.

General Ziaul Haq, visiting the National Memorial in 1985, was asked by Bangladesh’s journalists about his feelings
regarding 1971. He glibly remarked, ,Your heroes are our heroes."

Benazir Bhutto briefly visited Dhaka in the late 1980s but did not make her way to the National Memorial.

General Pervez Musharraf expressed regret over the military action of 1971, but stopped short of coming forth with a
clear statement of apology. Imran Khan, before ascending to power in Pakistan and after losing it, spoke critically of
the destruction wrought by the Pakistan army in Bangladesh. In office, however, he refrained from condemning the
military over the genocide against Bengalis in 1971.

Be it remembered that the government of Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman allowed the Pakistani prisoners of
war to go free through the tripartite agreement reached by India, Bangladesh and Pakistan in April 1974 — by extract-
ing a promise from the Bhutto government in Pakistan that the 195 Pakistani army officers charged by Bangladesh
with committing genocide would be placed on trial in Islamabad. It was a promise not kept.

Our Martyred Intellectuals

Fifty-five years ago, we lost them. The merchants of death snuffed the life out of them even as the land they loved was
beginning to come to life through a great assertion of liberty. They were among the finest of people in Bengali society.
Between them, and among them, they straddled a whole wide region of cultural ideas and political aspirations. They
embodied the nationalism that had come to be associated with the ethos of this country since it was first felt, through
the Language Movement of 1952 and then in the course of the Six Point movement for autonomy, that Bengalis
needed to branch out on their own, towards a distinctive, sovereign political identity.

And as with all men and women who come to symbolise the aspirations of a nation, who represent, as it were, the
voices calling for change, they made the supreme sacrifice. All of them were systematically, carefully picked up by the
local collaborators of the Pakistan army and then ruthlessly picked off. Rayerbazar remains a testament to the suffer-
ings of these brave Bengalis. It is also a reminder, in much the same way that Auschwitz and Buchenwald and Dachau
are reminders, that the spirit of a nation is never snuffed out through the murder of its bravest and brightest. The spir-

it simply passes on to those who remain to carry the torch forward. Continued on Page 8
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It is this torch we have borne all these years since the liberation of Bangladesh on a December afternoon in 1971.
Note that those who murdered these illustrious people have lived on, have even thrived at the expense of this free
country. But they have lived in all the shame and opprobrium we have heaped on them for the deaths they brought to
their own people. It matters little that these men, calling themselves Al-Badr and Al-Shams, have, through the years,
aged and even made it back to society, thanks to the machinations of the many usurpers of power in this country. It
matters not at all that these men have been part of government, have strutted about in the corridors of government.

What does matter is the way in which we have kept them at arm's length, have indeed reminded ourselves at every
point that an association with quislings is essentially a betrayal of trust with those who gave their lives for a country in
order for the rest of us to live in freedom. When individuals like Alim Chowdhury, Professor Ghyasuddin, Selina
Perveen, Nizamuddin Ahmed, Shahidullah Kaiser and all those others marched to the dark passages of death on the
eve of liberation, they only reinforced the message that nationhood acquires poignancy and a sense of being through
the willingness of men and women to make the supreme sacrifice we call martyrdom.

Fifty-plus years after Bangladesh arrived in our lives, we bow in tribute to all these soldiers of freedom, all these indi-
viduals whose contributions, had they not been pushed to a gory death, would have strengthened our hold on destiny.
As we remember them, as we recall the contributions they made to our lives when they lived, we are also assailed by
all those questions and doubts that arise in men when they spot justice being on the run and the perpetrators of gris-
ly crimes getting away with it all. In the early days of freedom, as the state of Bangladesh sought to solidify itself, it
was the natural expectation that those who had committed war crimes would be dealt with in terms of the law. Let us
not forget that three million Bengalis lay dead, two hundred thousand women stood divested of their dignity, and a
whole geographical landscape lay witness to the horrendous crimes of the Pakistan army and the murderous ele-
ments it chose to call razakars.

It was these truths, and other truths, which ought to have been confronted head-on, through bringing to justice every-
one who had involved himself in all such crimes against humanity. The crime of genocide is everywhere a sending out
of a message that humanity has been debased, that human dignity has been torn to shreds, and so needs to be han-
dled in the only way possible, through recourse to the law. There was the instance of Nuremberg before us. There
were examples of how escaped Nazis were still being tracked down and brought to book in the early 1960s. In more
recent times, instances of war crimes tribunals vis-a-vis the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, Congo and Sierra Leone, as
also the case against Myanmar over its genocide of Rohingyas at the International Court of Justice, remain a sign of
how unwilling the civilised world remains about letting bygones be bygones.

In Bangladesh, despite all the evidence, all the written and oral testimony about the criminality of the occupation ar-
my and its collaborators, despite the enactment of a Collaborator’s Act in 1972, the murderers of our intellectuals,
indeed of Bengalis across the board, were to go untracked and unpunished. That sadness would then turn to horror
when the nation's first military regime, headed by a freedom fighter, decided in its questionable wisdom to do away
with the Collaborators' Act and allow former allies of the Pakistan army back into politics. By the early twenty-first cen-
tury, some of these elements were in government. It was a moment of supreme irony: men who had, through kidnap-
ping and murder, sought to put to the torch the idea of a free Bangladesh cheerfully relished the perks of power and
authority in a land they had tried murdering through twisting the knife inside some of its most illustrious citizens.

We ask this morning, as we observe Independence Day, why things had to come to such a pass. The answer is easy to
come by: one government after another has failed to uphold the heritage we so assiduously built in 1971. And there
is more. The nation's political forces have, over the decades, squandered their energy in an unremitting, intense
struggle for power without noticing that even as they engaged themselves in that sordid dash for the heights, it was
the old enemies of freedom who organised themselves, solidified their fortress and made ready to renew their medie-
val assault on Bengali pride.

It all sends out a powerful, purposeful message to all Bengalis: it is time to turn around, face the enemy and send him
packing through the woods he has so long inhabited. And that will be our way of paying tribute to the intellectuals who
fell to the chicanery and depredations of the Pakistan army and its local collaborators only days before Pakistan died
on the blood-soaked free land of Bangladesh.

As dawn breaks across Bangladesh today, we make a promise, to ourselves and to those who lived among us and
then passed on to glory made eternal through dying for freedom - that we will redeem the past and reclaim our herit-
age through cleansing this land of the sinister shadows and cadaverous presence of those who once killed and raped
and pillaged Bengal.

It is not too late for the wheels of justice to turn. It is never too late for the souls of patriots to rest content in the
knowledge that their Sonar Bangla is in the safe and secure hands of their fellow Bengalis. A half century on, we do
not forget.

6. December: the Twilight of Freedom

There will always be the question: Where were we when liberty came to our doorsteps, when news came of the sur-
render of the Pakistan army? For my generation, as also for the one before ours, it was a moment of sheer joy, inter-
spersed, of course, with the sad thought that so much of repression, so much of killing had been perpetrated by the
occupation army and its local collaborators in the months leading up to 16 December.

Continued on Page 9
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And yet it was a new beginning on the afternoon of that day. It had been a quiet day, with people feeling that the sur-
render of the Pakistanis would take place anytime soon. Over the past few days, Indian air force planes have bombed
Tejgaon airport, making it hard for any Pakistani aircraft or fighter jets to take off or land.
In any case, Pakistan’s air force did not exist anymore, for its planes had been destroyed in Indian bombing. And, yes,
the relentless bombing of Governor’'s House (today’s Bangabhaban) had compelled puppet governor A.M. Malek and
his ministers to take shelter at Hotel Intercontinental, which had meanwhile been designated a neutral zone under
UN auspices. The governor had resigned.
Leaflets advising the Pakistan military to surrender had been dropped from Indian planes all across Dhaka. In Benga-
li and English, the leaflets assured the soldiers that they would be treated according to the rules of war, as prisoners,
if they surrendered. We who were in the city recalled that only a couple of days earlier, General AAK Niazi, the Paki-
stani military commander, had boasted to foreign correspondents based in Dhaka that the Indians would take the
city over his dead body.
That statement left citizens perturbed, for there was the fear that if Pakistan’s soldiers did not surrender, the Indian
army and the Mukti Bahini would launch a major assault on the city that could lead to a desperate response from the
Pakistanis and hence much bloodletting. Dhaka would be razed to the ground. By the morning of 16 December, it
was obvious that thousands of the city’s residents had made their way out of it in order to stay out of the line of fire.
On 16 December, it had become clear that every town in occupied Bangladesh was being freed of Pakistani control
one after another. Bangladesh flags were being raised in every liberated town, with citizens, all of whom had been in
internal exile in the months since the military launched its genocide in March, cheerfully raising loud slogans of Joi
Bangla. It would only be a matter of time before Dhaka would be liberated, forcing Niazi and his men to surrender to
the joint command of Indian and Bangladesh forces. Ten days earlier, the Indian government of Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi had accorded recognition to Bangladesh as a sovereign state. So had the Bhutan government.
At the United Nations Security Council, repeated attempts were made to have a ceasefire in place. Thankfully,
though, the Soviet Union, exercising its right of veto as one of the five permanent members of the UNSC, strategically
made sure that no ceasefire took effect until Pakistan had decisively been defeated in Bangladesh. Zulfikar Ali Bhut-
to, appointed Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister by General Yahya Khan on 3 December, engaged in theat-
rics and at one point stormed out of the Security Council, tearing up a sheaf of papers in the process.
For those of us who stayed home on 16 December, the first intimations of the surrender of the Pakistan army came
through full-throated slogans of Joi Bangla on the lanes, streets and roads of the neighbourhood and throughout the
city. For the very first time since Tikka Khan and his fellow generals had initiated the genocide in March, we could
hear Joi Bangla ringing loud and clear all across the city. It was a clear message for all of us — that Niazi and his sol-
diers had finally capitulated without a fight, that Bangladesh had emerged as an independent nation-state.
In those moments of inexpressible joy, thoughts of an incarcerated Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman were in
the minds of all Bengalis. The last that one had heard of him was in August, when the Yahya regime made the public
announcement that he would be tried in a military court, in camera, on charges of waging war against Pakistan. On
16 December, even as we celebrated the thrill of freedom, we did not know if the Father of the Nation was alive or
had secretly been executed by a brutal military regime in distant Rawalpindi. We prayed that he would be alive, that
he was safe, that we would have him back in our midst soon.
In Delhi, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, a true and trusted friend of Bengalis, a reputation which will endure for all
time, informed a cheering Indian parliament that Dhaka was now the free capital of a free country. Here in the city, as
those Joi Bangla slogans rose in a crescendo all around, it was time to tune in to Dhaka Radio. Over the preceding
few days, it had been off air. Nothing was heard on it. But today, within minutes of the Pakistani surrender, it crackled
back to life as Dhaka Betar, a refreshing change from Radio Pakistan.
There was no formal announcement of any programme. There was no anchor whose voice could be heard. Dhaka
Betar simply opened through a recitation of the poem ,Aaj srishti shukher ullashe". Indeed, it was a moment of Crea-
tion, of rebirth, for a Bengali nation long suppressed, long a victim to the predatory instincts of alien forces outra-
geously intent on feeding off its resources.
Once the poetic recitation drew to an end, it was the voice of Abdul Jabbar, soothing and cheering and emotionally
charged, which had tears of indescribable happiness flow from our eyes to suffuse our cheeks. He sang, ,Hajar
bochhor pore / abar eshechhi phire / Banglar buuke achhi danrhiye®. Yes, we had returned home, all of us, every one
of us, to a land the enemy had sought to destroy through his scorched earth programme. Bangladesh, bruised and
battered, was finally a free republic, de jure and ready to be part of the global community.
At the Race Course (today’s Suhrawardy Udyan), where in March Bangabandhu had delivered his stirring call to free-
dom - ebarer shongram amader muktir shongram, ebarer shongram shwadhinotar shongram — Niazi affixed his
signature to the document of surrender. He had been accompanied to the small table where the signing ceremony
took place by General Jagjit Singh Aurora. Old pictures reveal our very own Major ATM Haider walking alongside the
two generals as they make their way to the surrender spot.
On that declining afternoon, the brave freedom fighter Kader Siddiqui, who with his Kaderia Bahini had fought the
Pakistanis inside Bangladesh, was also present to witness the surrender. Confronting Niazi, he refused to shake the
Continued on page 10
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general’s hand. He was right to do so, for it was Niazi who had ominously served the warning that through the rape of
Bengali women by his soldiers, the Pakistanis would change the generational nature of the Bengalis --- hum un ke
nasal badal denge.

On 16 December, as Bengalis celebrated the coming of freedom, what remained of Pakistan in the west was engulfed
in deep sorrow. Yahya Khan was too inebriated to speak to his people over the radio and television. Strangely enough,
as Khurshid Mahmud Kasuri, a former Pakistani foreign minister, would years later recount in his work, “Neither a
Hawk Nor a Dove", that on 16 December, Pakistani officials went around handing out, at a Rawalpindi hotel, to for-
eign journalists copies of a document relating to the country’s projected constitution as envisaged by the regime.

On 16 December, as Bengalis celebrated the coming of freedom, what remained of Pakistan in the west was engulfed
in deep sorrow. Yahya Khan was too inebriated to speak to his people over the radio and television. Strangely enough,
as Khurshid Mahmud Kasuri, a former Pakistani foreign minister, would years later recount in his work, ,Neither a
Hawk Nor a Dove", that on 16 December, Pakistani officials went around handing out, at a Rawalpindi hotel, to for-
eign journalists copies of a document relating to the country’s projected constitution as envisaged by the regime.

Over there in Dhaka, the Pakistan army had surrendered to the Indian army and the Mukti Bahini, and here was
Yahya Khan dreaming up ideas of a constitution for a country half of which had broken away to become a separate
state. Within minutes, though, those officials came back, requesting the journalists to return the copies they had
been given earlier. Apparently, someone in the establishment had noted that a cataclysmic change had come over
Pakistan.

That was 16 December for us. On the day, the Mujibnagar government decreed a ban on four political parties which
had collaborated with the Pakistan army in the suppression of Bengalis. They were the Pakistan Muslim League, the
Pakistan Democratic Party, the Jamaat-e-Islami and the Nezam-e-Islam.

The leadership of the Mujibnagar government, headed by Acting President Syed Nazrul Islam and Prime Minister
Tajuddin Ahmad, arrived in Dhaka from Calcutta to take charge of the administration on 22 December. On the same
day, Pakistan’s new President Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who had replaced Yahya Khan two days earlier, ordered the release
of Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman from solitary confinement and had him placed under house arrest at a rest
house outside Rawalpindi.

Bhutto turned up at the rest house the next day, surprising Bangabandhu and making it known to him that he was not
only Pakistan’s President but also Chief Martial Law Administrator. He carefully stayed away from informing Banga-
bandhu that Bangladesh had been liberated, and instead told him that the Indian army had occupied “East Pakistan®.
Bangladesh’s leader, despite his long imprisonment, was wise enough to understand that a gigantic historic transfor-
mation had taken place in Pakistan’s fortunes. Bhutto, on that day and again on 27 December, tried convincing
Bangabandhu that some link, even a loose one, should be kept between what he called the two wings of Pakistan.
Bangabandhu remained unmoved.

On 8 January 1972, Bhutto accompanied Bangabandhu and Dr Kamal Hossain, who had been detained in Haripur
prison since his arrest in April, to Chaklala airport in Rawalpindi. The Pakistani and Bangladeshi leaders bade farewell
to each other, following which a special aircraft of Pakistan International Airlines (PIA) took off from Rawalpindi for
London with Bangabandhu and Kamal Hossain and Hossain’s family on board.

On 10 January 1972, the Father of the Nation returned to a free Bangladesh, completing his long-sought struggle for
independence. At last, our freedom was whole, and Bangladesh stood before us as a beloved homeland—sovereign,
beautiful, and ours to cherish.
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Dr. Mamunur Rashid*

Freedom is intoxicating. But freedom without economic sovereignty is just a beautiful cage with an open door.
When Bangladesh declared independence in 1971, its people weren't only fighting for a flag or a border — they
were fighting for the right to decide where their money went, what their land produced, and who their economy
served. Under West Pakistan's shadow, East Pakistanis watched helplessly as their resources were siphoned away to
fund a government that viewed them as a colony. They contributed the majority of Pakistan's foreign exchange earn-
ings — yet received barely a third back. That isn't just unfair. It's economic warfare.

So they fought. And they won.
What they won, however, was only half the battle.

The first 25 years of Bangladesh's independence tell a sobering story. The dream of the freedom fighters — a free,
equitable economy for the masses — was hijacked not by foreign invaders, but by a far more insidious enemy: a do-
mestic coalition of elites who had little to gain from a government that actually served ordinary people.

Three groups formed this unlikely alliance: military officers who had returned from Pakistan, Islamic political par-
ties, and business elites with deep ties to the old order. Their shared interest wasn't ideology — it was self-
preservation. A truly independent, people-first economy threatened all of them. So they worked, often in tandem, to
ensure it never fully arrived.

The assassination of Bongobondhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman — the father of the nation — in 1975 was the turning
point. With him went the promise of a socialist economic foundation. What followed was decades of institutional-
ised looting, dressed up as governance. An indemnity law even shielded his killers from prosecution, a breathtaking
signal of who was now in charge.

A myth worth confronting head-on: critics — many of them aligned with anti-Bangladesh interests — have long
claimed that Bongobondhu's government stumbled immediately, pointing to the devastating 1974 famine as proof of
corruption and incompetence.

The numbers disagree. Bangladesh recorded its highest GDP growth rate in 1973-74 (Bangladesh experienced a sig-
nificant economic rebound in 1974 with a GDP growth rate of 9.59%) from a GDP growth rate of approximately -
13.97% in 1972), under Bongobondhu's leadership. The famine had roots in something historians have gradually
acknowledged: an international climate hostile to yet another socialist-leaning government in Asia, compounded by
deliberate disruptions to supply chains from Western-aligned nations. Famine as geopolitics — it is a darker story
than the simple narrative of mismanagement.

Fast forward to 2009. Awami League returned with a mandate and, crucially, with a pragmatic clarity about what the
country actually needed.

Sheikh Hasina's government made a decision that was bold precisely because it was quiet: they abandoned the rigid
socialist economic framework of the constitution's founding pillars — not by tearing those pillars down, but by
building something new between them. The model they embraced could be called Capitalist Nationalism — state
control of strategic assets, with the energy and innovation of the private sector invited in to do what states rarely do
well: move fast, compete, and grow.

This wasn't betrayal. It was evolution. China made the same pivot in 1978. Vietnam followed. Both are now eco-
nomic powerhouses. The ideological purity of socialism, it turns out, feeds people far less reliably than a pragmatic
hybrid that borrows the best of both worlds.

The results for Bangladesh were real. Poverty fell. Exports surged. A new economic identity emerged — one the
world began to take seriously.

But here is where the story turns cautionary again.
Growth, sustained long enough, eventually hits a ceiling. Bangladesh's economy reached that ceiling around 2018-

19. At that moment, the smartest move would have been to shift gears — from a growth narrative to a public-service
narrative. This is precisely the transition developed economies made after their own industrial booms: using the

Continued on page 12
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wealth generated by growth to build institutions, deliver services, and demonstrate to citizens that the state was a
trustworthy partner in their lives.

Awami League missed that window.

Rather than pivoting, the government held its position — and a policy posture that had been bold in 2009 began to
look rigid and self-serving by 2019. Corruption, which had never been fully excised, became more visible. The three
elite groups, now wealthier and more organised than ever, exploited the frustration. The propaganda machine
whirred into action. And a government that had genuinely transformed Bangladesh found itself losing the narrative
war to forces who had never wanted Bangladesh to succeed in the first place.

So where does that leave the economics of independence today?

The founding vision — freedom of economic choices for all Bangladeshis — has not expired. It simply needs a new
vehicle.

The four pillars of the constitution don't need to be demolished. They need to be reinterpreted for the present mo-
ment, the same way every living democracy periodically rereads its founding documents through the lens of current
reality. The public-service shift isn't a retreat from independence — it is its fullest expression. A state that delivers
healthcare, education, and economic security to its citizens is a state that has truly made good on the promise of
1971.

Venezuela clung to ideology and collapsed. Cuba clung to ideology and stagnated. China adapted and soared. Vi-
etnam adapted and grew. India adapted — imperfectly, chaotically, but unmistakably forward.

The question is no longer whether Bangladesh can make this shift.

The question is whether it will have the courage to.

The author, Dr. Mamunur Rashid, is a UK-based researcher on international financial economics. He has
vast teaching experiences broadly in financial economics, international finance, and banking.

Disclaimer: The opinions expressed herein are solely the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect the
views of any institution to which the author is affiliated.

The Spotlight GCDG Newsletter Vol 2 Issue 1




Volume?2 Issue 1 email: contact@globalcdg.org March 26 2026

WOMEN’S (DIS)EMPOWERMENT UNDER THE YUNUS ADMINISTRATION:
THE MIRAGE OF GENDER PROGRESS ON THE 56TH INDEPENDENCE DAY
OF BANGLADESH

Dr J M Chowdhury*

1. Women's Empowerment: Historical Context and Spurious Political Assertion

In September 2025 at the UN General Assembly, Professor Yunus explicitly stated that women’s empowerment was a top pri-
ority and outlined national efforts toward it, including policy commitments intended to enhance women’s rights and participa-
tion (1). As we know, Women’s Empowerment refers to the process through which women gain the ability to make strategic
life choices, access resources, exercise agency, and participate fully in political, social, and economic decision-making, both
within the household and in public life (2). It encompasses multiple dimensions, including autonomy, education, economic in-
dependence, political participation, and freedom from violence or discrimination (3). In the context of Bangladesh, the notion
of women’s empowerment is deeply intertwined with the country’s struggle for independence in 1971. The Liberation War not
only symbolised national self determination but also recognised women as active agents of social and political transformation
(4). Women participated as fighters, organisers, and supporters, demonstrating their capacity to influence the trajectory of the
nation.

Bangladesh’s independence in 1971 was celebrated as a triumph of self-determination, democracy, and social justice, a vision
that promised equality and dignity for all citizens, including women. From the outset, the liberation struggle recognised women
as active agents, both on the battlefield and in civil society, symbolising their potential to shape the nation’s political, econom-
ic, and social future. The founding ideals of Bangladesh, enshrined in the 1972 Constitution, nationalism, democracy, secular-
ism, and social justice, explicitly recognised gender equality as central to nation-building. Article 10 emphasises the
“fundamental principles of state policy” to ensure equal opportunity and social justice for all citizens (5). Article 28(1) guaran-
tees that “all citizens are equal before the law and are entitled to equal protection of the law” (6), while Article 28(2) specifical-
ly prohibits discrimination on the grounds of sex (7). Furthermore, Article 11 underscores the state’s responsibility to promote
welfare measures that enhance the standard of living and social position of women (8).

Collectively, these provisions reflect a constitutional commitment to women’s empowerment as integral to the vision of a new-
ly independent Bangladesh (9). Yet, more than five decades after independence, the notion of women’s empowerment in Bang-
ladesh remains ambivalently realised. During Sheikh Hasina’s tenure, the country recorded notable progress: female literacy
rose from 52% in 2000 to over 73% by 2023 (10), and women’s participation in the national parliament reached over 21% in
reserved seats in 2023 (11).

Box 1: Methodology for determining women's empowerment in the Global Gender Gap Index

Women’s empowerment is often measured using composite indices that combine several
different aspects of social, economic, and political life. One widely used measure is the
Global Gender Gap Index (GGGI) produced by the World Economic Forum. This index
looks at four main areas, or sub-indices:

1. Economic Participation and Opportunity — measures women’s access to jobs,
equal pay, and leadership positions.

2. Educational Attainment — compares the number of women and men who can
read, write, and attend school at different levels.

3. Health and Survival — considers life expectancy and sex ratios to see if women
and men are equally healthy and safe.

4. Political Empowerment — measures women’s representation in parliament,
ministerial positions, and other political offices.

Each area receives a score between 0% and 100%, where 100% indicates complete parity
with men. The scores are then combined to produce an overall index, which provides a
snapshot of gender equality and women’s empowerment in a given country.

Source: Global Gender Gap Report 2024 (12)

The Global Gender Gap Index ranked Bangladesh 65th globally in 2023 (13). Despite a sudden rise to 24th position in 2025,
the highest in South Asia and indicative of notable statistical gains in women’s empowerment, most sub-index values exhibit
only marginal or negligible change, with the exception of women’s political empowerment (14). Moreover, following Sheikh

Continued on Page 14
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Hasina’s exile in 2024, a couple of indicators suggest a reversal in this trajectory.

Pertinently, gender-based violence, harassment of women activists, and socio-political marginalisation of women have risen
sharply (15).
Figure 1: Women’s Empowerment Index and Sub-Indices: No Significant Change after Sheikh Hasina
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This article delves deep into this paradox by examining women’s empowerment under the Yunus Administration, demonstrating
how apparent gains in women's empowerment through political participation may conceal a fragile and contested landscape,
where the ideals of our independence in 1971 are yet to be fully realised, yet reversed, in the everyday lives of Bangladeshi
women.

2. Women's Empowerment under the Yunus Regime: The Illusion of a False Paradigm

Interestingly, between 2023 and 2025, Bangladesh’s overall ranking on the Global Gender Gap Index improved significantly,
reflecting higher scores in political representation and other measured dimensions of gender parity (16). At first glance, the in-
clusion of women in the Yunus-led interim administration appears to signal progress in gender empowerment (17). However,
this apparent improvement does not reflect any sustained advancement in the status, autonomy, or social position of women in
Bangladesh. Rather, it is largely the result of a one-time political decision to appoint women to visible positions within the inter-
im government, creating a superficial impression of empowerment. While such appointments were publicly lauded, they did not
translate into broader structural changes, nor did they address persistent barriers in economic participation, political agency, or
protection against gender-based violence (18). Consequently, the gains under the Yunus regime constitute a false paradigm, a
statistical or symbolic improvement that masks the continued fragility of women’s rights and social status in the country.

Table 1: Comparative Sub-Index Analysis of Women’s Empowerment across the Sheikh Hasina and Yunus Regimes

Sub-index 2023 Score 2025 Score Trend & Interpretation
Economic 43.8% 45.7% Change +1.9%; slow
Participation & improvement, but still
Opportunity substantially discriminatory.
Educational 93.6% 96.0% Change +2.4%:; positive
Attainment trend, but limited translation

into economic outcomes.

Health & Survival 96.2% 96.0% Change -0.2%; near-parity,
but not comprehensive of all
health inequalities

Political 55.2% 72.1% Official gains in
Empowerment (Moderate-high) (Significantly representation metrics, but
higher) may mask deeper political
exclusion.

Source: World Economic Forum (19)

As indicated earlier in Figure 1, the sub-index analysis highlights that while Bangladesh’s overall women empowerment scores
improved between 2023 and 2025, the gains under the Yunus-led interim administration were not indicative of sustained pro-
gress across all dimensions. Economic Participation & Opportunity remained extremely low, increasing only marginally from
43.8% to 45.7%, signalling persistent discrimination in labour force participation, income equality, and leadership roles. Educa-
tional Attainment continued to be near parity (93.6% to 96.0%), reflecting long-standing improvements under Sheikh Hasina’s
tenure, but these gains did not translate into corresponding economic or social empowerment. Health & Survival remained stable

Continued on Page 15
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at 96%, suggesting that access to basic healthcare and survival outcomes were largely unchanged. In contrast, Political Empow-
erment showed a substantial increase from 55.2% to 72.1%, largely driven by the one-time decision to appoint women to visi-
ble positions within the Yunus interim administration, including ministerial roles counted in the Global Gender Gap Index.
While this created the appearance of progress, it did not address structural exclusion or grassroots political participation, nor did
it improve women’s autonomy, safety, or broader socio-economic opportunities. Therefore, the apparent overall improvement
is largely superficial, reflecting statistical gains rather than substantive empowerment, and underscores the fragility of women’s
rights under the interim regime.

Violence against women remains one of the most significant indicators of gender vulnerability, as it directly undermines wom-
en’s physical security, psychological well-being, and ability to participate freely in social, economic, and political life. Gender-
based violence not only reflects deeply rooted structural inequalities but also perpetuates women’s marginalisation by restrict-
ing their mobility, autonomy, and access to opportunities (20). Recent reports indicate that violence against women in Bangla-
desh increased during 2025, with human rights organisations documenting a rise in rape, sexual assault, and other forms of gen-
der-based violence compared with previous years (21). At the same time, national survey data reveal that violence against
women remains widespread in the country, with approximately three out of four women reporting having experienced some
form of intimate partner violence during their lifetime, highlighting the systemic nature of the problem (22). Such trends
demonstrate that women’s vulnerability cannot be assessed solely through formal indicators of representation or participation;
rather, the prevalence of violence provides a crucial measure of whether women can exercise their rights and freedoms safely
within society.

Table 2: Comparative Indicators of Violence against Women between 2023 and 2025

Indicator 2023 2025 Trend / Observation

Reported rape 573 cases 786 rape victims recorded  An increase of

cases documented by by Bangladesh Mahila roughly 37-40%,
ASK Parishad indicating worsening

sexual violence

Total incidents  Approx. 2,400+ 2,851 victims of violence, A clear increase in

of violence incidents reported abuse, and harassment gender-based violence
against women by rights documented
and children organisations
Victims who Significant 543 of the rape victims Growing vulnerability
were minors proportion but were children of girls
(rape cases) lower numbers
Domestic 507 reported Approx. 640-650 Increase in
violence / victims in documented cases of household-level
physical abuse monitoring reports ~ domestic or family-based  violence.
cases violence in rights-group

monitoring
Monthly Typically, 150-200 For example, 442 women Indicates continuing
snapshot of victims are reported and girls suffered violence high frequency of
violence monthly in March 2025 alone incidents

Source: The Business Standards, several issues (23)

The comparison between 2023 and 2025 reveals several important patterns. Firstly, Sexual violence has risen significantly, with
rape cases increasing to 786 in 2025, a sharp escalation compared with earlier years. Secondly, Domestic and household vio-
lence remains widespread, demonstrating that women’s insecurity persists even within private spaces. Thirdly, Overall inci-
dents of violence against women increased to nearly 2,900 documented cases in 2025, suggesting a deterioration in gender se-
curity. Fourthly, Girls constitute the majority of victims, highlighting the structural vulnerability of minors within the current
social environment. A similar trend is observed from World Bank data regarding the vulnerability of women in getting formal
sector jobs.

3. (Dis)empowerment through Employment: Gendered Exposure to Precarious Work

Employment is widely recognised as one of the most important pathways to women’s empowerment because it provides not
only income but also economic independence, social mobility, and greater participation in decision-making within households
and society (24). Access to decent and secure employment enables women to exercise autonomy over their lives, reduces de-

pendence on patriarchal family structures, and strengthens their capacity to claim social, eco- Continued on Page 16
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nomic, and political rights (25). Conversely, limited access to stable employment often reinforces existing gender inequalities
by confining women to economically dependent roles and restricting opportunities for personal and professional advancement
(26). In developing economies such as Bangladesh, the quality and security of employment are therefore as important as labour
market participation itself. While increasing numbers of women have entered the workforce in recent decades, a large propor-
tion remain concentrated in low-paid, informal, and vulnerable forms of employment, characterised by limited legal protection,
job insecurity, and minimal prospects for career advancement (27). Consequently, the mere presence of women in the labour
market does not automatically translate into genuine empowerment; rather, the nature and stability of employment determine
whether labour market participation truly enhances women’s socio-economic status (28).

Table 3: Trends in Women’s Economic Empowerment in Bangladesh: World Bank Data for 2023 and 2025

Indicator (World 2023 2025 / Latest Interpretation
Bank) Available
Female Labour Force 43.7% 44.1% (2024-25 Very small increase;
Participation (% of estimate) participation  remains  low
women 15+) compared with global averages
Women outside the Baseline 2.4 million additional Indicates worsening
labour force women outside the employment participation
(increase) labour force
National Poverty Rate 20.5% 21.2% (2025) Rising poverty

(2024) disproportionately affects

women
Youth Female Labour 48.5% 46.3% Decline among young women
Participation (15-24)
Women in the High The informal sector =~ Women are concentrated more
Informal Economy share accounts for 85% of  in vulnerable jobs
employment

Source: World Bank labour and development data.

A comparison of gender-related indicators from the World Bank data for 2023 and 2025 reveals no substantial structural im-
provement in women’s socio-economic conditions in Bangladesh. Female labour force participation increased only marginally,
while millions of women exited the labour market and youth participation among women declined. Rising poverty levels and
the continued dominance of informal employment further indicate persistent structural barriers to women’s economic empow-
erment. These trends suggest that the apparent improvement in gender-empowerment rankings during the same period cannot
be attributed to meaningful improvements in women’s socio-economic conditions, but rather to changes in political representa-
tion and statistical measurements.

4. Alleged Women’s Empowerment under the Yunus Regime: The Disentangling of Myth from Reality
References

This study demonstrates that the apparent improvement in women’s empowerment indicators in Bangla-
desh during 2025 should be interpreted with considerable caution. While international indices suggest a
notable rise in the overall gender parity score, particularly in the political empowerment sub-index, a clos-
er examination reveals that this progress is largely statistical and symbolic rather than structural.

Evidence drawn from employment indicators and development data further reinforces this conclusion.
Women’s participation in the labour market remains overwhelmingly concentrated in informal, low-paid,
and vulnerable forms of employment, conditions that offer little economic security and severely limit op-
portunities for upward mobility. At the same time, rising reports of violence against women underscore
the persistence of deep-rooted threats to women’s safety and autonomy, revealing that the structural foun-
dations necessary for genuine empowerment remain profoundly fragile. Taken together, these realities
make it clear that improvements in representation or statistical rankings are, at best, superficial and do not
translate into meaningful or sustained gains in women’s everyday lives.

It is therefore, in mid-February 2026, just one month before the 56th Independence Day of Bangladesh,
while delivering his farewell address at the conclusion of his interim government, Muhammad Yunus
failed to mention of any definitive progress in women’s empowerment during his tenure.
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BROKEN PROMISE AND PARADOX OF JUDICIAL INDEPENDENCE
IN BANGLADESH

Tapos Kumar Das*

Introduction

Weaponizing the criminal justice system for political vendetta, personal revenge, or benefit was never alien to Bangladesh.
Since independence, successive governments - both elected and unelected alike - have repeatedly instrumentalized justice
mechanisms to consolidate power, suppress dissent, and silence political opposition. Against this backdrop, the July 2024 upris-
ing, which promised systemic transformation, prompted an important inquiry: did it meaningfully alter the institutional culture
or the individual attitudes governing the administration of criminal justice?

An investigative report published by Prothom Alo on 16 March 2026 projects that this promise of change remains largely illu-
sory (1). The report reveals a continuing, and in some instances, worsening cycle of fabricated cases sustained by opportunistic
actors. According to the Bangladesh Police, a total of 1,841 criminal cases, including 791 murder allegations, were filed in con-
nection with the July uprising (2). However, the fact-finding investigation into a sample of 100 of these cases drew a deeply
troubling scenario: many of the cases were deliberately fabricated, driven by personal enmity, business or professional rivalry,
attempts at property grabbing, extortion, or sheer harassment. False accusations against a large number of named and unnamed
persons not only shadowed the criminality of actual offenders but also created a fertile environment for bribery and extortion
(3). Both fraudulent complainants and investigators exploited this environment, turning the criminal process into a bargaining
tool rather than a pathway to justice (4). While legal extortion through fake cases remains an old practice now wielded by new
actors, one may wonder if the judiciary has a role to play in reversing this trend (5).

Bangladesh emerged as a nation with a solemn resolve to uphold the rule of law and to guarantee fundamental human rights,
freedoms, equality, and justice for every citizen (6). Corresponding constitutional and institutional frameworks had also been
made to realize these aspirations. Although the executive, the legislature, and the judiciary share responsibility for fulfilling the
constitutional promises, practice has often diverged from principle: successive executives have acted in ways perceived as op-
pressive and contrary to popular interests; the legislature has been largely inert in addressing public concerns; and the judiciary
has at times adopted positions that appear opportunistic rather than principled. Against this backdrop, and while acknowledging
the shared obligations of all, this analysis focuses on the judiciary, revisiting the mutuality between judicial independence and
public confidence, and examining whether the institutional and decisional independence of judges leverages the constitutional
mandate for equality and justice.

Broken Promise?

Separation of the judiciary from the executive was one of the Constitution’s original pledges (7). Lessons from the colonial and
pre-independence weaponization of the judiciary made clear that this commitment was far more than rhetorical. The brilliant
legal minds who framed the Bangladesh Constitution envisioned the judiciary as the guardian of individual freedom against
executive overreach (8). Yet, in practice, post-independence regimes, elected and unelected alike, consolidated power and ob-
structed efforts to effect separation (9).

What the executive declined to do, the judiciary, however, pursued through its own processes. After a prolonged legal struggle,
the Supreme Court issued a landmark judgment directing the government to fulfil its constitutional mandate to separate judicial
power (10). Implementation, however, was significantly delayed; only on 1 November 2007 did the then-caretaker govern-
ment, by gazette notification, separate the judicial magistracy from the executive organ of the state. Also, the complementary
legislation established the institutional framework of the judicial service, including rules governing judicial appointment and
remuneration (11). To further the reforms, another interim government in 2025 established an independent secretariat for the
Supreme Court, lessening the highest judiciary’s institutional dependence on the Ministry of Law (12).

With an independent Supreme Court secretariat and its clearly delineated subordinate courts, the judiciary in Bangladesh is
often described as having achieved a considerable degree of institutional independence. Yet, Judge Mazdar Hossain, who led
the historic legal battle for judicial separation, laments, seventeen years after separation, that “although the judiciary is inde-
pendent on paper, it has not fulfilled our expectations” (13). His assessment is echoed by Justice Moinul Islam Chowdhury,
underscoring a persistent gap between formal guarantees and the effective autonomy needed to realize judicial independence.
To Justice Chowdhury:

Judiciary’s key characteristic is its accessibility, and it should work transparently to monitor the
executive and legislative branches. Judicial harassment is one of the worst scenarios for justice

(14). Continued on page 19

The Spotlight GCDG Newsletter Vol 2 Issue 1




Volume?2 Issue 1 email: contact@globalcdg.org March 26 2026

BROKEN PROMISE AND PARADOX OF JUDICIAL INDEPENDENCE IN BANGLADESH

Observations from Justice Chowdhury and Judge Hossain provoke the longstanding academic debates about whether institu-
tional independence alone is sufficient to secure the functional independence of judges, and whether judicial harassment stems
from shortcomings in institutional safeguards or from lapses in the decisional independence of individual judges.

Paradox of Judicial Independence

Despite some overlap among them, three forms of judicial independence - institutional, personal, and functional - are frequent-
ly referenced when assessing the qualitative capacity of the judiciary and its personnel. At home and abroad, there is a broader
academic consensus that the institutional or structural independence of the judiciary depends to varying degrees on the separa-
tion of powers, administrative autonomy, and mechanisms of self-governance (15). Personal independence, by contrast, rests
on security of tenure and financial security (16). Finally, the functional or decisional independence of judges depends on their
ability to adjudicate without external pressure, independence from peers, and a guarantee of personal immunity (17).

Judicial independence carries with it a corresponding obligation for accountability. Shimon Shetreet observes that, for the legit-
imacy and public acceptance of judicial decisions, an effective and transparent mechanism for the accountability of judges is
essential (18). Judicial accountability, in turn, has a ripple effect on the efficient performance of individual judges. In Bangla-
desh, there exists a historical tendency to control the judiciary through formal and informal accountability measures. Formal
accountability, though not without reservations, is generally less controversial as it is public, predictable, and procedural. Infor-
mal accountability, by contrast, is unpredictable, unguarded, and often manifests as personal communication, peer pressure,
public criticism, and other forms.

Around the globe, accountability for Supreme Court judges is widely enforced through the Supreme Judicial Council or Parlia-
mentary proceedings. After experimenting with both systems, Bangladesh settled on the Supreme Judicial Council, comprising
the Chief Justice and the next two senior-most Appellate Division judges (19). For subordinate court judges, accountability
involves investigations by the Law Ministry and a final decision by the Supreme Court (20). Speaking summarily, Bangladesh
employs formal accountability mechanisms that uphold the Supreme Court’s primacy while preserving institutional and person-
al independence.

In the post-July uprising, state-sponsored mobocracy emerged as a new informal tool for controlling the judiciary. The resigna-
tion of the Chief Justice and senior judges of the Supreme Court under the mobsters’ ultimatum is unprecedented in national
history, riddling the institutional and personal independence of judges (21). Seizure of the court premises or pressure on judi-
cial personnel impaired their decisional independence, leading them to be selective in taking cognizance of criminal cases or in
providing interim relief (22). This perceived selectivity has left victims of fabricated cases more vulnerable and has eroded
public confidence in an independent and principled judiciary.

Admittedly, the judiciary is the weakest organ of the state; it holds neither the sword nor the purse (23). Its strength derives
primarily from public confidence in its functioning (24). “The judiciary loses public trust if it is perceived as lacking independ-
ence” (25). Evidently, a range of legal and institutional arrangements, such as a merit-based and independent appointment pro-
cess for the subordinate judiciary, a separate pay scale, functional immunity, security of tenure for judges at all levels, and an
independent secretariat for the Supreme Court, have significantly advanced the institutional and personal safeguards for judges.
Nevertheless, decisional independence remains fundamentally an individual attribute. It is largely a state of mind, shaped by a
judge’s personal qualities, ethical commitment, and volition, and it cannot be fully guaranteed by laws or institutions alone
(206).

Until February 2026, the police have submitted a total of 130 charge sheets in the July uprising cases; finding no criminality,
their interim investigation cleared 4,285 names in relation to 638 criminal cases (27). Did courts grant bail or discharge these
accused persons upon clearance by police reports? Have courts or prosecutions initiated any proceedings under section 211 of
the Penal Code 1860 for the offense of false charges? Do criminal courts exercise bail jurisdiction consistently and in line with
established legal principles? Answers to these questions might be instrumental in assessing the extent of decisional independ-
ence the individual judges have asserted in dispensing justice to the victims of fake cases.

Concluding Remark

Evidently, the historical neglect of section 211 proceedings by the criminal courts and prosecutions has incentivized the culture
of malicious prosecution in Bangladesh. Moreover, public confidence in the judiciary is seriously eroded by their apparent une-
qual treatment, such as granting bail to one accused hours after a remand order (28) while denying funeral parole or bail to an-
other seeking a final farewell to a loved one (29).

Aside from collusion among fraudulent complainants, the police, and the prosecution, the widespread proliferation of fabricat-

Continued on page 20
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ed cases is largely attributable to the routine failure to apply the judicial mind when taking cognizance of criminal proceedings.
It is true that “when the credibility of all institutions appears to have eroded, we cannot ignore the reality that the image of the
judiciary is also tarnished to a substantial extent” (30). Yet, in a context of rejuvenated democracy and renewed public expecta-
tion, the judiciary cannot remain dormant while thousands of victims of fake accusations languish in jail. The courts are not
expected to perform miracles; rather, faithfully discharging the duties they are sworn and compensated to perform suffices to
counter the entrenched culture of malicious prosecution that has flourished amid judicial paralysis.

The constitutional guarantees of the rule of law, equality, and justice are not merely fundamental rights of citizens; they also
impose binding obligations on all branches of the state to secure these guarantees for citizens. As the guardian of the Constitu-
tion, the protector of individual rights, and the last resort for redress, the judiciary carries the primary responsibility for uphold-
ing these principles. Having said so, this write-up concludes with a wake-up call to the Law Minister, the Chief Justice, and the
Attorney General to recognize an urgent truth that “nothing is more corrosive of public confidence in the administration of jus-
tice than the belief that criminal justice is administered unequally” (31).
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TARGETED FOR DESTRUCTION: THE HINDU GENOCIDE WITHIN THE
BROADER ATROCITIES OF BANGLADESH, 1971

Tapas Kanti Baul*

Introduction

March 2026 is quite different from the previous years. Since 5 August 2024, the people in Bangladesh have been living in a lot
of fear due to planned mob attacks orchestrated by the radical right-wing Islamic political forces, e.g. Jamat-e-Islami, Hefajat-e-
Islam, Hizb-ut-Tahrir, etc. The fear further increased when the people witnessed Yunus government were facilitating the mob
attacks and providing blanket impunity to those criminals who committed and master minded those attacks. Together with these
physical attacks, continuous threat from the Yunus government and its cohorts to replace the constitution, the national anthem
and the history, which gave the sense of losing the essence of independence at the hands of the right-wing political parties. Peo-
ple witnessed in agony that the judiciary is siding with those criminals and has become a puppet in the hands of the Yunus gov-
ernment and their allies. However, in 2026, two different positive incidents took place.

The first one is a US congressman, Greg Landsman, who submitted a resolution before the House of Congress for the recogni-
tion of the 1971 genocide in Bangladesh. The second one is Melaghor, a group of online activists from Bangladesh, has drafted
a Bangladesh Shanad, which has a list of pro-1971 aspirations which the future generation will pursue to achieve. The first aspi-
ration of that Shanad is dedicated to the recognition of the 1971 genocide. All the events will work as a beacon of hope against
the rise of Islamist extremism in Bangladesh, which is threatening the high ideals of the war of Independence, i.c. nationalism,
socialism, democracy and secularism.

As Bangladeshis, we know that genocide was committed in Bangladesh in 1971 during the war of Independence. Both the Paki-
stan army and their local auxiliary forces, e.g. razakars, peace committees (locally known as shanti komiti), al badr, al-shams, al
-mujahid, etc., committed genocide. The local collaborators were made up of political leaders and activists of right-wing politi-
cal parties like Jamat E Islami, Nizam E Islami and three factions of the Muslim League.

Pakistan army, together with their local collaborators, targeted three groups of people, i.e. Bengalees for their nationality,
Awami League leaders and activists for their political identity and Hindu people for their religious identity. The article will
focus on the genocide committed against the Hindu people of Bangladesh. The essay will highlight why they were targeted by
the Pakistan army in 1971, and the design of that genocide. The essay used the International Crimes Tribunals (ICTBD) judg-
ments pronounced before 5 August 2024 as a source of information and findings.

2. Why Did the Pakistan Army and Its Local Collaborators Targeted Hindu Populace in 1971?

In 1971, Hindus were minorities. During the 1971 Liberation War, the Pakistan 1 Army and its local collaborators—principally
the Razakars, Al-Badr, Al-Shams, and Peace Committees—systematically targeted Hindus because they were perceived as a
collective enemy embodying Bengali nationalism, Indian influence, and support for the independence movement. Pakistani
military doctrine and contemporaneous diplomatic records demonstrate that Hindus were viewed as politically disloyal, racially
inferior, and inherently separatist, often conflated with India and the Awami League, which had overwhelmingly won the 1970
elections in East Pakistan.

ICT-BD judgments repeatedly show that local collaborators deliberately identified Hindu homes, villages, and institutions for
destruction, assisting the army in massacres, deportation, looting, forced conversion, and genocidal rape—acts carried out with
the intent to destroy the Hindu religious group in whole or in part, as judicially established in cases such as Salauddin Quader
Chowdhury, A.T.M. Azharul Islam, and Md. Reaz Uddin Fakir. Independent observers at the time, including U.S. Consul Gen-
eral Archer Blood, reported the —naked, calculated and widespread selection of Hindus for special treatment,| noting their sys-
tematic slaughter, expulsion, and marking for identification, a pattern later corroborated by scholarly and institutional research.

Thus, anti-Hindu violence in 1971 was not incidental to war but a core component of a broader genocidal policy aimed at
breaking the social, cultural, and political foundations of Bengali resistance and securing Pakistan’s domination through demo-
graphic terror and ethnic cleansing.

Continued on page 23
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3. Patterns of Hindu Genocide in 1971
3.1 Selective Killing of Hindus Based on Religious Identity

A consistent pattern across 1971 was the selective killing of Hindu civilians because they were Hindus, often identified by local
collaborators and segregated before execution.

On the night of 25 March 1971, as part of Operation Searchlight, the Pakistan Army, aided by local collaborators from the Peace
Committee, Razakar, Al-Badr and Islami Chhatra Sangha, carried out religiously targeted killings of Hindu students at Jagan-
nath Hall, Dhaka University, and Hindu families in Old Dhaka. Jagannath Hall, a predominantly Hindu residential hall, was
surrounded and stormed; students were dragged out of rooms, shot at point-blank range, and their bodies piled in the courtyard.
Sajjad Zaheer, a survivor, later testified that Hindu students were singled out and killed while Muslim students were ordered to
recite kalema to prove loyalty (A Night of Darkness, 1999). Salima Begum, an Old Dhaka resident, recalled in her memoir that
soldiers and local guides went —from door to door marking Hindu houses, looting them first and then setting them on fire after
the men were killedl (Ekattorer Smriti, 2001).

Ashrafuzzaman Khan records that from the very start of the crackdown, the occupation forces and collaborators acted on —a
designed plan to arrest and kill civilians belonging to the Hindu community and studentsl, noting that religious identity was a
primary marker for selection (ICT-BD, Judgment, 2013). The same judgment further observes that Hindu teachers and intellec-
tuals of Dhaka University were deliberately marked for future elimination, forming what later 2 became the systematic Decem-
ber —intellectual killings,| stating that “they were killed not for any battlefield role, but because they symbolized Bengali cul-
ture, secular thought, and were perceived as pro-Indian and Hindu-influenced” (ICT-BD, Chowdhury Mueen Uddin & Ash-
rafuzzaman Khan, 2013).

This targeting pattern is reinforced in Chief Prosecutor v. A.T.M. Azharul Islam, where the Tribunal held that Pakistani forces
and their auxiliaries began identifying Hindu teachers, professors, and students from March 1971 onward, concluding that
“individuals belonging to the Hindu religious group and the intelligentsia were singled out as a group for destruction” (ICT-BD,
A.T.M. Azharul Islam, 2014).

Survivor and journalist Anisuzzaman’s memoir corroborates this judicial finding, recalling that after the Jagannath Hall massa-
cre, —the university was turned into a hunting ground for Hindu teachers; their houses were watched, their names written down,
and their fate sealedl (Smritir Andhare, 2004). Together, the eyewitness memoirs and the ICT-BD judgments establish that the
killings at Jagannath Hall and Old Dhaka on 25 March 1971 were not incidental violence, but the opening act of a genocidal
campaign that combined religious targeting, extermination of Hindu students, destruction of Hindu homes, and the systematic
elimination of Hindu teachers and intellectuals.

All these accounts establish that the Pakistan Army treated Hindus as an —enemy populationl, associating them with India and
Bengali nationalism. Hindu men were routinely rounded up, separated from Muslims, and summarily executed, a pattern judi-
cially recognised in multiple ICT-BD genocide convictions (e.g., Salauddin Quader Chowdhury, Syed Md. Hachhan, Abdul
Jabbar Engineer).

An estimated 3,000,000 people were killed during 1971; Hindus were disproportionately targeted, especially in border districts
and Hindu-majority localities (Rounaq Jahan, Pakistan: Failure in National Integration, 1972; Bangladesh Genocide entry). In
the first three months alone, historians estimate over 25,000 Hindus were killed in targeted massacres (Probir Kumar Sarker,
Dhaka Tribune series, 2021).

3.2 Rape and Sexual Violence Against Hindu Women as a Genocidal Tool

Rape was used systematically, not opportunistically, and Hindu women were specifically handed over to Pakistani troops by
collaborators, as documented in ICT-BD judgments.

ICT-BD legally recognised —genocidal rapel in cases such as Chief Prosecutor v. Md. Reaz Uddin Fakir, holding that rape was
committed with the intent to destroy the Hindu community, causing physical and psychological destruction. Pakistani soldiers
and auxiliaries frequently abducted Hindu women, confined them in military camps, and subjected them to repeated rape, ex-
plicitly targeting them as members of a religious group.

Continued on page 24
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It is well-known that 200,000—400,000 women were raped during the war; a large proportion were Hindu women, especially in
rural Hindu-dominated areas (Susan Brownmiller, A gainst Our Will, 1975; Yasmin Saikia, Women, War, and the Making of
Bangladesh, 2011). ICTSBD referred to rape as “a weapon rather than a bullet”, intended to destroy the community’s social
fabric (ICT-BD 3 judgments, 2013-2018).

3.3 Mass Destruction of Hindu Houses, Businesses, and Livelihoods

Another hallmark of the genocide was systematic economic destruction targeting Hindus to force displacement and permanent
removal. Hindu houses and shops were identified, looted, and burned—often after killings— by Pakistani troops assisted by
Razakars and Peace Committees. ICT-BD cases consistently show Muslim neighbours were spared, reinforcing the religious
selectivity of the attacks.

Entire Hindu villages such as Chuknagar (Khulna) and Dakra (Bagerhat) saw thousands killed and settlements razed in May
1971 (Muntasir Mamoon, The Vanquished Generals and the Liberation War of Bangladesh, 2000). Hundreds of thousands of
Hindu families lost land and businesses, accelerating long-term demographic decline (Rounaq Jahan, 1972; Government of
Bangladesh data).

3.4 Targeting and Destruction of Hindu Religious Institutions

Temples and places of worship were not collateral damage; they were deliberately attacked to humiliate and terrorise Hindu
communities. Pakistani soldiers and auxiliaries burned temples, desecrated idols, and attacked Hindu religious gatherings, often
after rounding up villagers. ICT-BD judgments classify these acts as religious persecution accompanying genocide, especially
when followed by killings or forced flight.

Hundreds of temples were destroyed or damaged across East Pakistan in 1971 (Akmale Akhtar, Genocide in Bangladesh 1971,
2002). Edward Kennedy’s U.S. Senate report (Crisis in South Asia, 1971) noted systematic attacks on Hindu religious sites as
part of the terror campaign.

3.5 Forced Deportation and Ethnic Cleansing of Hindus

Genocide was also executed through forced displacement, a key genocidal act under international law. Survivors of massacres
were deliberately driven to flee to India, often after their male relatives were killed and property destroyed. Local collaborators
explicitly urged Hindus to “go to India” and termed them as “malauns”—a language repeatedly cited in ICT-BD testimony.
Statistics and sources reveal that 10 million refugees fled to India in 1971, of which 70-80% were Hindus (Sisson & Rose, War
and Secession, 1990; Ravi Kalia, Pakistan— From the Rhetoric of Democracy to the Rise of Militancy, 1995). This engineered
flight caused the Hindu population share to drop from ~28—30% (1947) to ~18% by 1971.

Across killings, rape, arson, religious destruction, and deportation, the evidence demonstrates a coherent genocidal pattern. Hin-
dus were identified as a religious group, targeted because of that identity, and subjected to acts intended to destroy them in
whole or in part—satisfying the legal definition of genocide as recognised by ICT-BD and international scholarship.

4. The Genocidal Pattern Complies with the International Standards

The aforesaid pattern demonstrates a coherent genocidal pattern that satisfies both Article IT of the Genocide Convention (1948)
and the Rome Statute Elements of Crimes (ICC, Article 6), as interpreted by international jurisprudence. It is 4 pertinent to men-
tion that the Rome Statute will not apply to the incidents taking place in 1971, but it is considered in the essay to show that if
the incidents had taken place after the coming into force of the Statute, even then, it would have qualified as genocide.

First, the selective killing of Hindus because of their religious identity constitutes killing members of a protected group under
Article II(a) and Article 6(a) Rome Statute, where intent may be inferred from patterns of conduct rather than explicit orders, as
affirmed in Prosecutor v. Akayesu (ICTR, Judgment, 2 September 1998) and Prosecutor v. Krstic (ICTY Appeals Judgment, 19
April 2004). Second, the systematic rape and sexual violence against Hindu women, documented as targeted and group-specific,
meets Article II(b) (“causing serious bodily or mental harm”), with international courts recognising rape as a genocidal act when
committed with group-destructive intent (4 kayesu, ICTR, 2 September 1998; Prosecutor v. Ntaganda, ICC Trial Judgment, 8
July 2019). Third, the burning of Hindu homes, villages, temples, and economic structures, coupled with terrorisation and star-

vation, satisfies Article II(c) (“deliberately inflicting conditions of life calculated to bring about physical
Continued on page 25
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destruction”), consistent with findings in Krsti¢ (ICTY, 19 April 2004) and Prosecutor v. Al Bashir (ICC Pre-Trial Chamber II,
Decision on Arrest Warrant, 12 July 2010), where forced displacement and destruction of livelihood were treated as genocidal
conditions of life.

Fourth, the forced deportation of Hindus to India following massacres, framed by perpetrators as expulsion of an “enemy popu-
lation”, reflects genocidal intent through ethnic cleansing as a method of destruction, a concept recognised as genocidal when
accompanied by Article II acts (Krsti¢, ICTY, 2004; Staki¢, ICTY Judgment, 31 July 2003). Finally, the targeting of Hindu
teachers, students, and intellectuals—from Jagannath Hall to later “intellectual killings”— demonstrates specific intent (dolus
specialis) to destroy the group’s capacity to exist culturally and biologically, an approach endorsed in 4 kayesu (1998) and reaf-
firmed by ICT-BD findings such as Chief Prosecutor v. Chowdhury Mueen Uddin & Ashrafuzzaman Khan (ICT-BD Judgment,
3 November 2013) and Chief Prosecutor v. A.T.M. Azharul Islam (ICT-BD Judgment, 30 December 2014). Taken together,
these acts reveal a coordinated policy targeting Hindus as a protected religious group, fulfilling both the material elements and
the mental element of intent to destroy, in whole or in part, as required by the Genocide Convention and the Rome Statute.

5. Recommendations for International Recognition of the 1971 Genocide in Bangladesh

For meaningful international recognition of the 1971 genocide in Bangladesh, a coordinated, law-centred and evidence-driven
strategy must be pursued that moves beyond moral appeals and situates the crimes firmly within the established framework of
international criminal law. Bangladesh should formally compile and submit a comprehensive Genocide Dossier to the United
Nations, drawing on the pre-5 August 2024 judgments of the International Crimes Tribunal of Bangladesh (ICT-BD), contem-
poraneous diplomatic cables, refugee records, survivor testimonies, and scholarly documentation, clearly mapping the acts com-
mitted in 1971 onto Article II of the Genocide Convention and the Rome Statute Elements of Crimes. This dossier should be
tabled at the UN General Assembly through a friendly group of states, accompanied by a draft resolution 5 recognising the 1971
atrocities as genocide, similar to precedents involving the Armenian, Rwandan, Srebrenica, and Yazidi genocides. Parallel en-
gagement with UN Special Procedures—particularly the Special Advisers on the Prevention of Genocide and on Minority Is-
sues—would anchor recognition within the UN’s institutional genocide-prevention mandate and help counter denialism by
framing 1971 as a legally adjudicated genocide rather than a contested historical narrative.

At the same time, Bangladesh and its civil-society partners must internationalise recognition efforts through strategic parlia-
mentary diplomacy and judicial referencing, particularly in jurisdictions where genocide recognition has followed legislative
initiative. National parliaments in North America, Europe, and the Indo-Pacific should be approached with tailored briefing
papers demonstrating how ICT-BD findings passed before 5 August 2024 meet international standards of proof and align with
jurisprudence from the ICTR, ICTY, and ICC. Equally important is sustained engagement with academic institutions, genocide
museums, and international legal associations to embed 1971 into the global canon of recognised genocides through curricula,
conferences, and peer-reviewed scholarship. Recognition should further be framed as a victim-centred obligation of truth,
memory, and non-recurrence, consistent with international law’s duty to prevent genocide and combat impunity. Only through
this integrated legal, diplomatic, and knowledge-based approach can the international community correct the long-standing in-
justice of silence and fulfil its responsibility to acknowledge the genocide committed against the people of Bangladesh in 1971.

*Tapas Kanti Baul, Barrister-at-Law, is a lawyer of the Supreme
Court of Bangladesh. Currently, he is working with the South
Asia Democratic Forum (SADF) as their Senior Associate. He is
a former Prosecutor of the International Crimes Tribunals of
Bangladesh.
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BANGABANDHU’S STRATEGIC PREPARATIONS FOR INDEPENDENCE

Mirza Rakib*
Abstract

The independence of Bangladesh was not an accidental occurrence of nine months; it was the result of decades of diligent
planning. This article documents the political evolution of Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman from the 1940s to 1971,
analysing how he moved from conventional activism to leading the clandestine revolutionary groups and organized armed
resistance.

The Genesis: The Inner Group (1947-1958)

Bangabandhu’s trajectory toward sovereign independence was catalyzed in the years following Pakistan’s inception, fueled
primarily by the systemic economic exploitation of the East and the aggressive cultural hegemony that sought to suppress the
Bengali language and identity. Despite being active in the Pakistan movement during his student life in the 1940s, he became
disillusioned with the religious "Two-Nation Theory" within six months of Pakistan's formation. During this early period, a
secret organization called the "Inner Group" (including members like Moazzem Ahmed Chowdhury, Faiz Ahmed, Kamruddin
Ahmad, and Ruhul Quddus) began clandestine operations for liberation. In the early 1950s, this group maintained contact with
Indian authorities and even secured an agreement for a secret transmitter in Meghalaya. They initially viewed Sheikh Mujib as
their potential leader to be sent to London to organize an overseas movement [1].

Identity and Protest: The Rise of Nationalism

A pivotal moment in establishing a distinct national identity occurred in 1956. When the Pakistani government moved to re-
name East Bengal as "East Pakistan," Sheikh Mujib vehemently opposed it in the Constituent Assembly. He argued that
"Bengal" had a unique history and tradition that could not be erased without the public's consent. During that same session, he
warned the ruling elite that if they denied people constitutional methods of protest, during that very session, he cautioned the
Pakistani ruling elite that if the oppression and exploitation of Bengalis did not cease, the people would be compelled to adopt
'unconventional methods' of resistance [2].

Clandestine Resistance: The Liberation Front (1958-1961)

Following the imposition of martial law in 1958, Bangabandhu shifted toward more secret organizational work. ‘East Bengal
Liberation Front’ was formed in Jamalpur. This group planned an armed struggle with slogans like "East Bengal be-
longs to Bengalis;, West Pakistanis, leave Bengal." In 1959, its leaders met with Jawaharlal Nehru; Bangabandhu,
Suhrawardy, and Bhashani were fully aware of this meeting. ‘Apurba Sangsad’ was established in 1962. This group used
cultural activities as a front for independence work. Its name was a code for "Provisional Government of East Bengal" ('A’ for
Asthayi, 'Pu’ for Purba, 'Ba' for Banga, 'Sa' for Sarkar). There was a historic meeting with the Communist Party in 1961. Ac-
cording to prominent Communist leader Khoka Ray, Bangabandhu was actively dreaming of independence as early as 1961.
In a secret meeting between the Awami League and the Communist Party in late 1961, Bangabandhu explicitly stated: "The
way Punjab's 'Big Business' is exploiting and suppressing East Pakistan, we cannot stay with them. We must build a move-
ment for an independent East Pakistan starting now." Although he temporarily stepped back from an immediate direct move-
ment following advice from Moni Singh and Khoka Ray, he clarified his stance: "Brother, I accept your words for now... but
my point remains" [1, 2, 3].

Armed Preparations and the ‘Nucleus’ (1962-1964)

By 1961, Bangabandhu was openly discussing independence in secret meetings, arguing that the "Punjabi mindset" would
never grant Bengalis their rights. In 1962, under Bangabandhu’s authorization, three student leaders - Sirajul Alam Khan, Ab-
dur Razzak, and Kazi Aref Ahmed formed the "Nucleus." Abdur Razzak handled member recruitment while Sirajul Alam
Khan provided theoretical training. By 1964, the Nucleus had formed 10-member groups in every police station. When Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman inquired about the progress of the Nucleus after his release from prison in 1969, he was informed that com-
mittees had already been formed in 200 police stations [2, 4].

Connections with the Armed Forces and the Agartala Case (1962—-1969)

Recognizing that independence required military strength, Bangabandhu began connecting with disgruntled Bengali officers in
the Pakistani armed forces. In late 1962, at a secret meeting in Karachi, Bangabandhu met Navy Lt. Commander Moazzem
Hossain and others, promising full support for an armed uprising. Bangabandhu secretly visited Agartala in early 1962 and

Continued on page 27
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again crossed the Belonia border into India in 1963-64 to discuss logistics for the struggle. These activities led to the 1968 case
"State vs. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and Others." On February 23, 1969, following a mass upsurge, he was acquitted and later
honored with the title 'Bangabandhu', which was officially announced by Tofail Ahmed, the then VP of DUCSU and President
of the Central Students' Action Committee. During 1969, on a trip to London, he met with Indian intelligence officer Phanin-
dranath Banerjee ("Nath Babu") to discuss the preparatory measures for the coming changes. On December 5, 1969, he officially
declared that the name of this province would be "Bangladesh" [2, 3].

The 6-Point Demand: The Charter of Freedom

The 6-Point Demand of 1966 was the greatest political "masterstroke" of Bangabandhu’s life. According to essayist Morshed
Shafiul Hasan, it was essentially the blueprint for the independence of Bangladesh. Bangabandhu was arrested eight times while
campaigning for the Six (6) points. Through this movement, he taught the common people that independence without economic
liberation is meaningless. Before his arrest on May 8, 1966, he created an unprecedented awakening across the country, leading
to the June 7, 1966, strike where protesters’ blood was shed on the streets, turning the tide irrevocably toward the final inde-
pendence [4].

The Liberation War and the Dawn of Freedom (1970-1971)

Following the 1970 election victory, Bangabandhu moved toward final preparations as it became clear the military would not
hand over power. By 1970, he was arranging for BLF (Bangladesh Liberation Force) workers to receive arms training in India.
He used trusted associates like Chittaranjan Sutar in Kolkata and Abu Hena in Bangladesh as intermediaries. On February 18,
1971, Bangabandhu held a closed-door meeting with his closest associates. He had them memorize a secret address in Kolkata -
"Sunny Villa, 21 Rajendra Prasad Road"- to be used as a base if war breaks out [5].

Through the historic speeches of March 3 and March 7, Bangabandhu transformed an unarmed nation into an armed one. Before
‘Operation Searchlight’ began on the night of March 25, he refused to leave his residence, knowing that his absence would lead
to even more horrific massacres by the Pakistani Army.

With his declaration of independence in the early hours of March 26, 1971, the nine-month bloody Liberation War began. That
same night, the Pakistani military arrested him from his residence at Dhanmondi 32, Dhaka and kept him imprisoned in West
Pakistan for the duration of the war. Through the sacrifice of 3 million martyrs and immense suffering, final victory was
achieved on December 16, 1971.

Conclusion

The political evolution of Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was a series of calculated, disciplined steps with immense ded-
ication and affection for the people of Bangladesh (then East Pakistan). From the Language Movement of 1948 to the Declara-
tion of Independence in 1971, he spent 23 years preparing the nation for its sovereign destiny and to gain the ultimate freedom
for the people. His ability to lead both as a public democratic movement and a secret revolutionary struggle established him as
the unparalleled architect of Bangladesh.
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THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE BY BANGABANDHU SHEIKH
MUJIBUR RAHMAN: FACTUAL AND JURISPRUDENTIAL LEGITIMACY

Nafi Chowdhury*

The legitimacy of a declaration of independence under international law frequently depends on the identity of its issuer. Decla-
rations made by recognised political leaders who represent the populace generally carry greater weight than those issued by
military authorities during periods of conflict. The 1971 declaration associated with Sheikh Mujibur Rahman is particularly
significant, as it was issued by a democratically elected leader following the 1970 Pakistani general election, in which his party

achieved a decisive victory.

The doctrine of self-determination emphasises the will of the people as expressed through their political representation. The
emergence of Bangladesh as a state was not solely declaratory; it also entailed the establishment of a provisional government
and the implementation of institutional processes. These developments demonstrated that the new state fulfilled the fundamental
requirements of statehood: a defined territory, a permanent population, a functioning government, and the capacity to engage in
international relations. Therefore, the events of 1971 represent not only a struggle for independence but also the exercise of ef-
fective leadership, as exemplified by Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, who transformed collective aspirations into a legitimate and

structured state.
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Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, also known as Bangabandhu, is seen as the main political and moral leader behind Bangladesh’s dec-
laration of independence in 1971. His announcement on 26 March 1971 is backed by strong evidence from both local and inter-
national sources. This includes declarations made at the time, messages sent, eyewitness accounts, official documents, and inter-
national reports. Together, these sources show that his leadership and authorship are well supported. They also make it clear
that the declaration was not a sudden or isolated event, but the result of an organised political effort and a movement led by the

people for self-determination.

The Proclamation of Independence issued by the Mujib Nagar Government on 10 April 1971 is the first official statement con-
firming Bangladesh’s independence (1). It explicitly states that Sheikh Mujibur Rahman declared independence on 26 March
1971 (2). This document is a key part of Bangladesh’s constitutional history, as it formed the legal and administrative basis for
the provisional government (3). Awami League leaders, Tajuddin Ahmed and Dr Kamal Hossain, have confirmed that Mujibur

Rahman declared independence on the night of 25 March 1971 and sent messages before his arrest, which were subsequently

Continued on page 29
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ratified by the provisional government.

Prior to his arrest at his residence in Dhanmondi, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman declared the independence of Bangladesh via a wire-

less broadcast that was relayed for transmission, and the message was subsequently read out by the

Declaration of Independenos CRArTER S

STHIS MAY BE MY LAST MESSAGE,
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BANGLADESH WHEREVER YOU MM HT BE A New Sovercign State
ANDN  CWITH WHATEVER WOl HAVE. TO T i
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THE LAST. WOUMR FICHT MUST GO0 ON
UNTIEL  THE LAST SOUMER OF 2 THE
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LED FROM THE SO OF BANGE ATHESH
AND FINAL VRIODORY IS ACHIEVED™.

independence of Bangladesh via a wireless broadcast that was relayed for transmission, and the message was subsequently read
out by the Awami League leader M. A. Hannan from Kalurghat Radio Station on 26 March 1971 (4). On the following day, 27
March 1971, Major Ziaur Rahman announced over the Kalurghat Radio Station a further declaration on behalf of Sheikh Muyji-
bur Rahman, stating “I, Major Ziaur Rahman, on behalf of our national leader Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, do hereby declare that

the independent People’s Republic of Bangladesh has been established” (5).

Swadhinata Juddher Dalilpatra), which preserves telegrams, messages, and eyewitness testimonies relating to the declaration of

independence and the Liberation War (6).
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There are many international documentary sources about Bangabandhu’s declaration. These include:

- The Pakistan Government White Paper (1971) on the Crisis in East Pakistan states that he had “virtually declared independ-

ence of East Pakistan”. This shows that even Pakistan recognised he had effectively declared independence.

Continued on page 30
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- Declassified U.S. documents from the Department of State and Central Intelligence Agency, which say that Bangabandhu declared independ-
ence and that East Pakistan had effectively broken away.
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- Indian government and military sources, including intelligence and border communications, also referred to Bangabandhu’s declaration.
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International media reports provide substantial evidence regarding the proclamation. Outlets such as The New York Times, The Times, The
Guardian, The Irish Times, and numerous others worldwide covered the event, documenting the declaration of independence around 26
March and the subsequent rebellion against Pakistan (7). It is trustworthy evidence, as ABC Television reported that Sheikh Mujibur Rahman
declared the Independent Republic of Bangladesh.

To sum up, the events of 1971 in East Pakistan marked a time of major political, social, and human challenges. Reports from that period show
the hardships people faced, the tensions between communities, and the difficult relationship with Pakistan’s central government. In these dif-
ficult times, strong and compassionate leadership was clearly needed. Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman stood out for his commitment to
justice, human dignity, and the hopes of his people. He played a key role in leading the independence movement with courage and vision. His
leadership brought people together and helped lead to the creation of Bangladesh as an independent country.

Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman is widely known for his dedication and vision. His life shows how strong leadership, based on empa-
thy, moral values, and resilience, can change history. News Reports, eyewitness accounts, and historical studies all show both the suffering
people endured and the determination of those who fought for freedom. Learning about these events teaches lasting lessons about courage,
determination, and leadership, and confirms Sheikh Mujibur Rahman's important role in building the nation and inspiring others.

References
1. Proclamation of Bangladeshi Independence (Provisional Government of Bangladesh, 10 April 1971) accessed 24 March 2026.
2.Ibid

3. Provisional Government of Bangladesh (Wikipedia) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Provisional Government of Bangladesh accessed
24 March 2026

4. Independence of Bangladesh (Wikipedia) accessed 24 March 2026 (noting that M. A. Hannan broadcast the proclamation on behalf of
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman on 26 March 1971).

5. BBC Bengali Service, Facebook video post (Facebook, 26 March 2025) accessed 24 March 2026.

6. Government of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh, Bangladesh’s Liberation War Documents (Bangladesher Swadhinata Juddher
Dalilpatra) (Government of Bangladesh, Dhaka, 1972)

7. Tanveer Mohiuddin, “How the world reported Bangladesh’s independence in 1971°, The Business Standard (26 March 2025)
(detailing coverage by The New York Times, The Times (London), and other international outlets on the declaration and conflict)
accessed 24 March 2026.

The author is a Candidate for call to the bar, UK

The Spotlight GCDG Newsletter Vol 2 Issue 1




Volume?2 Issue 1 email: contact@globalcdg.org March 26 2026

Short Story
FIVE MINUTES FROM THE PRISON GATE

Engr. M. Hossain*

On a winter night, the sky in Bangladesh takes on a strange hue, a mix of ash and fog, accompanied by an unusual si-
lence. That evening, the stillness felt almost feverish. An ambulance glided slowly along the road toward Jessore, as if fearing

that even the sound of its horn might cause pain.

The driver’s name is Mukul (fictional). He has transported many bodies in his line of work—death cares little for age or sur-
name. Yet that night, his hands trembled—not on the steering wheel, but deep in his chest. The two wooden boxes in the back

of the ambulance were not merely boxes; they were two unfinished stories.
One story was named “Subarna,” and the other “Nazim”—the incomplete tale of a life that lasted just nine months.

Mukul couldn’t fathom how such a tragedy could occur. The mother’s heartbeat, the baby’s breath, the fragile window of the
world—all turned to ashes in a single night. But those in the back of the ambulance understood. Their eyes brimmed with

tears that couldn’t find words; they could only stare at the faces around them, as if the faces themselves were weeping.

Mukul’s assistant spoke up. “Boss, who will take the body today?”

Mukul replied, “Today, the body is going to a living person.”

The boy was taken aback. “But boss, the body is going to the grave.”

Mukul sighed deeply. “In this country, the grave is often not the final destination. Some mourners are buried at the prison gate

as well.”

Ironically, the prison gate is called ‘Gate’—how familiar that name is! Yet the difference between the inside and outside of
that gate is anything but ordinary. On one side is the bustling world—tea shops, the sound of rickshaws, a cacophony of life,
and the relentless rush to survive. On the other side is another realm—people referred to by numbers, their breaths governed

by time, and their prayers caught behind iron bars.

That evening, the lamp at the gate had already been lit, casting a shimmering glow through the fog. A small crowd gathered

outside—some journalists, some passersby, and others simply curious onlookers.

The ambulance came to a stop. Mukul noticed the correctional officer standing nearby. In the dim red-blue light, his face

looked shadowed, his eyes complex. Yet deep within those stern eyes, there was a softness—like moss growing on a stone.

The guard approached and asked, “Who?”
Mukul replied softly, “Last seen.”

The guard’s eyes shifted slightly. The phrase “last seen” is not written on any paper; no rules bind it. Yet among people, the

term carries a kind of permission that is not a law, yet it questions the law nonetheless.

A few relatives were allowed to enter. The rest stood outside, much like in life. Not everyone can open all the doors; some

open only for inevitable cries.

Inside a deserted corridor, a man was instructed to walk. No one called him by name; they referred to him by his case and cell
numbers. But today, he was called by name. A harsh voice rang out over the microphone:

— Prison gate, cell number... Saddam, urgent meeting. Come to the gate.

The man stopped. The word “urgent” made the prisoners’ hearts tremble. “Urgent” can signal either good news or terrible

news—there is no middle ground.

He walked toward the gate with weariness in his steps, as if someone had carried his body for a long time, and now that body

Continued on page 33
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felt like a burden.

When he reached the gate, the first thing he saw was an ambulance. Then he noticed a few of his close relatives standing there,

all crying. At that moment, he felt as if someone had lifted the fog from his chest.
His feet would not move. He just stared. Even in silence, there was so much to say—words could not reach.

The prison officer spoke in a low voice:

— Time is short. Five minutes.

Five minutes. How ridiculous this measure of time is compared to human love and death! Marriage is dreamed of for years,

children are born after months of anticipation, yet farewells are confined to just five minutes.

The ambulance door opened. Two wooden boxes were slowly lowered. White cloth covered the boxes, with two handfuls of

roses resting on top, as if someone believed that the fragrance of roses could make grief a little more bearable.

The accused Saddam, no longer identified as a “husband” or a “father,” yet seeming to embody both roles, stood before the two
boxes. His hands were not tied, but he could not raise them. Perhaps he understood that this touch would yield no comfort. Peo-

ple do not reach out to touch for profit; they reach out to feel, to affirm their humanity.

He stared for a while, then whispered suddenly,

— Subarna...

No one heard him, but the dead heard—such is the belief in our land. The dead listen because they have no other tasks; they

exist only to listen and be. The living speak because their words freeze and turn to stone within them.

His gaze fixed on the small box—the box of a nine-month-old baby. He calculated in his mind—how many mornings are there
in nine months? How many times can one learn to say “father” in nine months? There were no answers to these calculations;

the unanswerable questions tightened his chest.

He bent down. The prison officer moved a little closer, fearing the man might fall. But he did not fall; he merely touched his

head to the box as a gesture of desperation, more helpless than his hands.

What can a person do in five minutes? Some say their last words, some apologize, some curse. But he did nothing. Only a

small, silent cry caught in his throat, like many of the words of prisoners trapped in confinement.

His father-in-law urged him,

— Father, look at your child...

Saddam looked. He saw his child’s face—calm, strangely calm, as if all quarrels and crying had come to an end. To him, the

faces of the living did not share such calm.

Time was running out. Time always ends, whether in happiness or sorrow. But the end of time in sadness feels like an unyield-

ing lock.

The prison officer said,

— Let’s go.

The man took a step back, then stopped again. He felt a desire to plead for one more minute. But in this country, “one more

minute” is often the most requested and the least likely.

He glanced back just once. In that look, it felt as if he were bidding farewell to his own life. Some deaths do not just claim

lives—they also extinguish future possibilities.

Continued on page 34
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The two wooden boxes were lifted again, and the ambulance door closed. The relatives standing outside began to cry. Crying

brings people together, but it offers no solutions; it only reveals that we are all broken inside.

The man started walking down the corridor again. This time, his gait was not just tired but empty, as if someone had taken his

soul from his body; all that remained was the habit of walking.

That night, the ambulance sped toward Bagerhat. By the time it reached the village, darkness had fallen. The funeral took place,
with people carrying the bodies on their shoulders. Graves were dug side by side, one large, one small. Soil was poured into the
graves. Flowers were scattered, and prayers were offered. The air was filled with the scent of perfume mingling with the vapor

of tears in the fog.

Mukul stood a little distance away, watching. He was neither a relative nor a friend; he was just the ambulance driver. Yet he
understood that today he served as a strange bridge—from the world of the living to that of the dead, and then back again to the

crowd of the living.

After the burial, someone whispered, “May Allah save that boy... How will he bear the pain in jail?”” Mukul thought, “No, no,

no—no one can truly bear it; survival is often a matter of pretending to endure.”

A few days later, Saddam, in prison, could not sleep at night. Whenever he tried to sleep, two faces appeared: Subarna’s and

another, Nazim’s. But the faces did not speak. Only the fog in the gaps between the walls seemed to have a voice.

One night, he dreamed that the prison gate had opened. But outside, there were only two shadows standing, one big and one

small. The large shadow wore a headscarf, while the small shadow, unable to walk properly, still moved forward.

The two shadows stood before him. The big shadow said, “It was only five minutes, but what does love know of time?”” As he

cried, he realized there were no tears in his eyes; only fire.
The little shadow raised its hand. Its fingers were as transparent as air, yet he felt a touch—for once.
Suddenly, a microphone rang out even in his dreams: “Time is up. Go back to your cell.”

He sat up in surprise. It was night outside, and the prison lights were on. A train whistle sounded in the distance, as if the train

were saying, “Life goes on; it doesn’t stop.” But some griefs are not like trains; they are stationary, like stones.

Then he understood that the dead do not actually come to meet anyone. They come to awaken the unfinished words within the

living. They come to say, “I am not here, but I remain within you.”

*Engr. M. Hossain,
Fellow, The Institution of Engineers, Bangladesh
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This may be my last message: From today Bangladesh is independent. I call upon the people of Bangla-
desh wherever you may be and with whatever you have- to resist the army of occupation to the last. Your
fight must go on until the last soldier of the Pakistan occupation army is expelled from the soil of Bangla-
desh and final victory is achieved.
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THE PHOENIX AND THE FIRE: SHEIKH HASINA’S LEGACY OF TRIUMPH
AND TRAGEDY

Dr. Rafig Shahariar*

Introduction

The arc of modern Bangladesh is inextricably linked to the life and political career of Sheikh Hasina, the longest-serving prime
minister in the nation‘s history. Her story is one of almost mythic proportions: the daughter of the nation‘s founding father,
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, forced into exile after a brutal military coup that massacred her entire immediate family; a return to a
homeland under authoritarian rule; a political career punctuated by assassination attempts; and a fifteen-year stretch of uninter-
rupted governance (2009-2024) that transformed the country‘s economic and social landscape. Yet, this era culminated in a
dramatic, chaotic fall on August 5, 2024, when she was forced to flee to India amidst a student-led uprising, leaving behind a
legacy as contested as it is colossal.

The central question that haunts this narrative is not merely what happened, but why. Why did a leader who oversaw unprece-
dented economic growth, earned global recognition for climate leadership and diplomacy, and pulled millions out of poverty
become the target of a popular uprising that led to her ouster? The explanations are polarised. Her detractors, both domestic
and international, frame her final years as a period of “fascism”, a regime defined by the suppression of dissent, extrajudicial
killings by security forces, and the systematic dismantling of democratic institutions (1). Her supporters, meanwhile, argue that
her governance was a necessary, if sometimes harsh, response to a complex state system plagued by Islamist militancy, the
legacy of anti-liberation forces, and the persistent threat of destabilisation. They posit that the very development and stability
she engineered required a strong hand to keep the nation on track, and that her patriotism was the driving force behind Bangla-
desh‘s emergence as a unique and prosperous nation on the global stage.

The fall of Sheikh Hasina was not the result of a spontancous moral reckoning between an autocratic ruler and a virtuous citi-
zenry. Rather, it was engineered through a confluence of factors: a global conspiracy that emboldened opposition forces, a
meticulously designed campaign orchestrated by anti-liberation actors, sustained local opposition, and the compounding ef-
fects of internal weakness and systemic corruption within the government itself. Using theoretical frameworks of authoritarian
developmentalism, post-colonial state theory, conspiracy theory, and the political economy of patronage, this article will ana-
lyse the two-decade arc of Hasina‘s rule (1996-2024, with focus on 2009-2024). It will explore the four pillars of her legacy—
development, diplomacy, climate policy, and the unification of education—while simultaneously dissecting the authoritarian
turn that created a simmering cauldron of political grievance, economic inequality, and institutional decay, ultimately leading
to her downfall. The analysis will conclude that Sheikh Hasina‘s Bangladesh was a nation built at an unsustainable political
cost, where the engine of progress was fueled by the very forces that would eventually consume it.

Theoretical Frameworks: Understanding the Authoritarian Developmental State

To understand the Sheikh Hasina era, one must move beyond the simplistic binaries of “good development” versus “bad poli-
tics”. Several theoretical lenses offer a more nuanced understanding of her governance model. These frameworks help explain
the paradox of a regime that delivered significant economic growth while simultaneously eroding democratic institutions and
cultivating a culture of fear.

2.1. The Authoritarian Developmental State (ADS)

The concept of the “developmental state” pioneered by Chalmers Johnson in the context of post war Japan and later applied to
the “Asian Tigers” (South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, and Hong Kong), describes a state where bureaucratic elites prioritize
economic growth and industrial policy, often with a high degree of state intervention and a suspension of full democratic con-
testation (2). In its authoritarian iteration, this model posits that rapid economic transformation can be achieved by a central-
ised, autonomous state that insulates economic policy from populist pressures. Singapore under Lee Kuan Yew is the archetyp-
al example, where political freedoms were traded for economic security and stability (3). Sheikh Hasina's Bangladesh, particu-
larly after 2009, exhibited clear characteristics of this model. The government set ambitious economic targets, invested heavily
in mega-infrastructure projects (e.g., the Padma Bridge, the Dhaka Metro Rail Project), and pursued a pro-business policy that
transformed Bangladesh into one of the fastest-growing economies in Asia, lifting over 25 million people out of poverty. How-
ever, critics argue this was accompanied by a systematic weakening of checks and balances—the judiciary, the Election Com-
mission, and civil society—to ensure policy continuity and regime survival. The Digital Security Act (2018) became a potent
weapon to silence critics, while elections in 2014, 2018, and 2024 were marred by low turnout, violence, and opposition boy-
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cotts. The question that the ADS framework poses is whether the economic gains justified the uprising, which demonstrated that
—development without freedoml rests on a weak foundation (4).

2.2. The Political Economy of Patronage and Neopatrimonialism

While the ADS framework explains the state‘s developmental ambitions, the concept of neopatrimonialism explains the internal
power dynamics that drove the Awami League (AL) regime. South Asian politics is often characterised by clientelism, where
political support is exchanged for material benefits (5). Under Sheikh Hasina, this evolved into a form of what scholars term
—hyper-clientelisml or a —neopatrimoniall system, where the distinction between the public sphere and private patrimony col-
lapses. The Awami League party grew to control not just the state apparatus but also a vast network of business interests, from
the garment industry to infrastructure projects. This created a powerful ruling coalition funded by crony capitalism, but it also
bred endemic corruption and the concentration of wealth (6). Reports indicate that tycoons linked to the Hasina regime siphoned
billions from the banking sector, contributing to a massive buildup of bad loans (7). The party attracted people from various sec-
tors—sports, films, media, and academia—rewarding loyalty with parliamentary seats, which often marginalised veteran political
leaders who had practised politics their entire lives.

This led to the perception that the party became a “club” for the elite. The concentration of power was further symbolised by the
involvement of the Sheikh family in key party posts, such as the appointments of family members to leadership positions in the
party (Jubo League and Awami League), which critics argued deprived qualified individuals of opportunities and consolidated a
dynastic structure. This framework helps explain why, despite macroeconomic growth, the perceived economic well-being of the
middle and lower classes became precarious, fueling the discontent that erupted in 2024.

Post-Colonial State, Liberation War Legacy, and Moral Populism

Bangladesh‘s political culture is deeply haunted by its traumatic birth in 1971. The liberation war against Pakistan created a foun-
dational political cleavage: between those who champion the secular, nationalist legacy of the Awami League (the “liberation
forcesl” and those associated with Islamist politics and the military regimes that opposed this legacy (the “anti-liberation forces™)
(8). Sheikh Hasina framed her entire political project as a continuation of the unfinished work of her father, Sheikh Mujibur Rah-
man, and as a defence of the spirit of the 1971 war against those who sought to undo it.

This Manichean worldview—us versus the enemies of the nation—became the primary ideological justification for taking some
authoritarian measures. It allowed her to cast political opponents not as legitimate rivals but as conspirators against the state it-
self. During the 2024 student protests, a false propaganda was spread that Sheikh Hasina labelled the demonstrators
“Razakars” (a term for collaborators during the 1971 war), a move that drastically inflamed tensions by framing a youth move-
ment for job quotas as a betrayal of the nation's founding (9) Scholars argue that this approach cultivated a culture of fear and
“moral populism” that reduced complex governance issues to stark binaries, activating the “point-and-shoot” moral instincts of
the population. While this strategy successfully demobilised opposition for years by delegitimising dissent as anti-national, it
ultimately left the polity deeply divided and primed for conflict when the economic foundations of the regime began to show
apparent weakness (10).

The Architect of a New Bangladesh — The Case for Hasina’s Patriotism and Progress

For millions of Bangladeshis, Sheikh Hasina was not a dictator but the architect of the nation‘s long-overdue renaissance. Her
supporters point to tangible, often monumental, achievements that transformed Bangladesh from a “basket case” (a term infa-
mously used by Henry Kissinger) into an economic powerhouse and a respected middle-income country (11).

3.1. Economic Transformation and Infrastructure

When Sheikh Hasina returned to power in 2009, Bangladesh was still struggling with political instability, a fragile economy, and
the aftermath of the global financial crisis. Over the next 15 years, she oversaw an economic miracle. The country‘s GDP grew at
an average of over 6.5% for a decade, crossing 8% in the years before the COVID-19 pandemic (12). Bangladesh surpassed India
and Pakistan in key economic indicators like GDP per capita. The poverty rate dropped from nearly 40% in 2009 to under 20%
by 2022 (13). This was achieved through a combination of robust export growth, a booming microfinance sector, and large-scale
social safety net programs.

The Hasina government pursued an aggressive, state-led infrastructure drive. The Padma Bridge, a 6.15 km multi-purpose road-
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rail bridge built with the country‘s own funds after the World Bank cancelled financing over corruption allegations, became a
potent symbol of national self-reliance and the country's political will (14). The Dhaka Metro Rail, the elevated expressway,
Rooppur Nuclear Power Plant, and the Matarbari deep-sea port signified a modernisation of the country‘s core infrastructure.

3.2. Diplomacy and Global Prestige

On the world stage, Sheikh Hasina transformed Bangladesh‘s image from a country associated with poverty, cyclones, and po-
litical coups to a model for development and a key voice for the Global South. Inheriting the political legacy of her father,
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, a steadfast supporter of the oppressed and a vocal opponent of imperialism and capital-
ism, Hasina continued this tradition by championing the cause of the poor and dispossessed.? She emerged as an outspoken ad-
vocate for Palestinian freedom and a principled critic of Israeli imperialism, positions that often placed her at odds with major
powers such as the United States.15 Her unwavering stance earned her admiration across the developing world; former Malaysi-
an Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad once described her as the “voice of the Third World”.

What distinguished Hasina‘s diplomacy was her rare ability to balance competing global interests while advancing Bangladesh's
developmental priorities. She skillfully maintained strategic partnerships with China, India, and Russia, while simultaneously
managing relations with Western powers such as the United States and Japan (16). This capacity to navigate complex geopoliti-
cal terrain for the benefit of her country reflected a remarkable statesmanship.

When over 700,000 Rohingya refugees fled a military crackdown in Myanmar in 2017, Sheikh Hasina opened Bangladesh‘s
borders, demonstrating a humanitarian commitment that won global praise (17). She personally led the diplomatic effort to keep
the crisis on the international agenda, earning accolades from the United Nations and world leaders, even as the long-term bur-
den strained Bangladesh's resources and environment. Her leadership in climate diplomacy was equally outstanding. As one of
the world‘s most climate-vulnerable nations, Sheikh Hasina made Bangladesh a leading advocate for climate justice. She
chaired the Climate Vulnerable Forum (CVF), a coalition of 48 nations, pushing for industrialised countries to honour their
commitments on loss and damage. Her government invested heavily in adaptation strategies— building cyclone shelters, pro-
moting saline-tolerant crops, and strengthening early warning systems—which significantly reduced disaster-related mortality

(18).
3.3. Social and Educational Unification

Sheikh Hasina pursued policies aimed at modernising society, curbing the influence of Islamist factions, and accommodating all sections of
the people under the umbrella of development. One of her most significant, albeit contentious, reforms was the unification of the madrasa
(Islamic school) education system with the mainstream national curriculum. This was a direct challenge to the Islamist opposition. By inte-
grating madrasa students into the national exam system (Ebtedayee, Dakhil, Alim), the state aimed to standardise education, curb extremism,
and bring millions of students into a more secular, science-oriented framework (19). By 2023, over 2.5 million students were enrolled in the
mainstreamed madrasa system, with access to government textbooks covering science, mathematics, and English alongside religious instruc-
tion.

This reform was complemented by the government‘s broader education strategy, which included increasing the education budget from 2.1% of
GDP in 2009 to 2.5% by 2023, establishing over 100 new public universities across the country, and introducing free textbooks for all primary
and secondary students—a program that distributed over 300 million free textbooks annually (20). While hailed by progressive circles as a
progressive step toward educational equity and modernisation, it was seen by conservative Islamists as a state assault on religious education
(21). The reform encountered resistance from powerful Qawmi madrasa networks, which continued to operate outside the formal system.
However, even among Qawmi institutions, a gradual shift occurred, with several issuing formal certifications recognised by the government—
a process facilitated by the establishment of the Government-recognised Qawmi Madrasa Board in 2018.

3.4. Women's Empowerment and Social Transformation

The government‘s policies, particularly in the garment industry and in rural development, had a profound impact on women. Micro-credit
programs, stipends for female students, and the vast employment of women in the ready-made garment (RMG) sector, which accounts for
over 80% of Bangladesh's exports, led to significant gains in female literacy, workforce participation, and a decline in fertility rates. Under
Hasina‘s regime between 2009 and 2023, female labour force participation increased from 26% to 36%, with the RMG sector alone employing
over 4 million women (22). The government‘s stipend program for female students at the secondary and higher

secondary levels contributed to closing the gender gap in education, achieving near-parity in enrollment by 2020. The fertility rate dropped
from 2.7 children per woman in 2009 to 2.0 by 2023, a decline directly linked to increased female education and economic participation (23).
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These achievements were further reinforced by legal reforms, including the Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Act (2010) and the
expansion of social safety nets targeting women-headed households. By 2023, over 10 million women were beneficiaries of government social
protection programs, including allowances for widows, destitute women, and lactating mothers (24).

3.5 The Crushing of Militancy and Anti-Liberation Forces

For Hasina and her supporters, the fight against militancy and the —anti-liberation forcesl was not just political; it was existential. The 1975
coup that killed her family was led by individuals opposed to the secular, nationalist vision of Bangladesh (25). In the decades that followed,
military rulers like Ziaur Rahman and H.M. Ershad rehabilitated these anti-liberation elements, including the Islamist party Jamaat-e-Islami,
into the mainstream political fold (26). Hasina‘s tenure saw a determined campaign to dismantle these networks. In 2010, her government
established the International Crimes Tribunal (ICT) to prosecute war criminals from the 1971 liberation war. This led to the trial and execution
of several top leaders of Jamaat-e-Islami and the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), including Abdul Quader Mollah (executed in 2013),
known as the _Butcher of Mirpur,‘ and Jamaat-e-Islami leader Motiur Rahman Nizami (executed in 2016).

By 2023, the ICT had convicted and sentenced 23 individuals for crimes against humanity committed during the 1971 war, with 11 of those
convicted executed. For the pro-liberation segment of society, this was long-overdue justice after decades of impunity. For the opposition, it
was a politically motivated witch hunt designed to decapitate her rivals, a claim the government consistently rejected, pointing to the judicial
independence of the tribunal (27). Following a spate of brutal Islamist attacks, including the 2016 Holey Artisan Bakery attack in Dhaka that
killed 22 people (including 17 foreigners), the Hasina government launched a sweeping crackdown on militant groups. The attack, claimed by
ISIS-affiliated Neo-JMB, marked a turning point in Bangladesh's counterterrorism approach. The security forces successfully dismantled the
operational capabilities of groups like JMB (Jamaat-ul-Mujahideen Bangladesh) and Ansar al-Islam. Between 2016 and 2023, security opera-
tions led to the arrest of over 5,000 suspected militants, the killing of approximately 150 in “gunfights” (often contested), and the disruption of
multiple planned attacks. By 2023, Bangladesh was widely recognized as having significantly reduced the threat of domestic terrorism, with
no major attacks reported since 2017. However, this campaign was also marked by allegations of enforced disappearances and extrajudicial
killings, a point of major international criticism. Human rights organizations documented hundreds of cases of individuals allegedly abducted
by security forces between 2016 and 2023, many of whom were never seen again. The United States imposed sanctions on the Rapid Action
Battalion (RAB) in 2021 under the Global Magnitsky Act, citing credible evidence of human rights abuses, including enforced disappearances
and extrajudicial killings. The government maintained that these operations were necessary to dismantle militant networks and that any abuses
were isolated incidents not reflecting state policy (28).

The Fall — Anatomy of an Uprising (July—August 2024)

The fall of Sheikh Hasina was not a sudden event, but it was a calculated and long term efforts by many of the fronts who opposed her rule,
including two major political parties: BNP and Jamat, who have been out of power for decades. The spark was a seemingly minor student
protest against a controversial quota system for government jobs. However, the fuel was the pent-up rage against authoritarianism, economic
precarity, and political repression. The students who took to the streets in July 2024 were not the traditional political opposition. They were a
new generation, born after the 1971 war, who had no direct memory of the liberation struggle that formed the bedrock of the AL‘s legitimacy.
They had grown up under Hasina‘s rule and experienced first-hand the contradiction between a digitally connected world and a state that sup-
pressed digital rights. They were frustrated by a job market that, despite high GDP growth, could not absorb the millions of educated youth.
The quota system, which reserved a significant portion of government jobs for descendants of “freedom fighters” (a group seen as overwhelm-
ingly pro-AL), became a symbol of an entrenched, dynastic political system that denied opportunities based on merit.

The government's initial response was peaceful, but that eventually turned violent to crack down with lethal force. The use of live ammuni-
tion, mass arrests, and a complete internet shutdown (a tactic used repeatedly during Hasina‘s tenure) escalated the protests from a student
movement to a nationwide insurrection. The killing of hundreds of protesters transformed the young demonstrators into martyrs. The state‘s
coercive apparatus, once effective in silencing small pockets of dissent, proved incapable of managing a mass movement fueled by a sense of
moral outrage and shared grievance across class and generational lines. The final blow came from a crucial institution: the army. The Bangla-
deshi military, which Sheikh Hasina had carefully cultivated and whose loyalty she had assumed was secure, refused to fire on the unarmed
populace. Faced with a popular uprising that showed no signs of abating and a military that was no longer willing to enforce her will, Hasina
was left with no option. On August 5, 2024, she resigned and fled in a military aircraft to India. The 15-year —Hasina eral ended not with a
gradual transition of power, but with a dramatic collapse.

The International Dimension — The Role of “Native and Foreign” Actors

The question of foreign influence is a persistent theme in the discourse around her ouster. While the primary drivers of the uprising were do-
mestic, a complex web of international actors played a significant role in shaping the context and the outcome. The United States* stance to-
wards the Hasina government had noticeably soured in the years leading up to her fall. The sanctions on the RAB were a clear signal of dis-
pleasure. More significantly, the US government, through its embassy in Dhaka and its broader Indo-Pacific strategy, expressed consistent
concern over the lack of free and fair elections. Some analysts suggest that the US policy, which openly called for a "free and fair" election,
was interpreted by the AL government as an attempt to engineer regime change. While there is no evidence of direct US operational involve-
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ment in the protests, the withdrawal of political and moral support for the Hasina government in its final years created a space for the opposi-
tion and civil society to mobilise with less fear of state retribution backed by a superpower.

India was Sheikh Hasina‘s most crucial international ally, sheltering her after the 1975 coup and supporting her throughout her political career.
Hasina’s pro-India stance, her efforts to curb anti India insurgencies operating from Bangladeshi soil (such as the United Liberation Front of
Asom, ULFA), and her management of border security made her an indispensable partner for New Delhi.29 India‘s initial support for the
Hasina government in the face of the protests was steadfast. However, as the movement grew and the military signalled its unwillingness to
continue backing Hasina, India was forced to pivot. The decision to allow her to flee to India was a strategic move to ensure a managed transi-
tion and preserve its influence in a post-Hasina Bangladesh. India‘s role was thus one of a key patron whose long-term support had bolstered
Hasina‘s rule, but whose inability or unwillingness to intervene decisively at the end contributed to her downfall.

Pakistan and other Islamist-leaning states have long been accused by the AL of supporting anti-liberation forces within Bangladesh. While
there is no concrete evidence of state-sponsored intervention in the 2024 uprising, the fall of Sheikh Hasina was undeniably celebrated by Is-
lamist parties and their supporters who had been sidelined during her rule. The narrative that “foreign hands” were involved was a key compo-
nent of the AL’s effort to delegitimise the movement. This claim points to the enduring geopolitical fault line of the 1971 war, which continues
to shape Bangladesh‘s political identity. In this view, the anti-liberation forces, both native and foreign, never accepted Bangladesh as a secu-
lar, sovereign state and saw Hasina‘s ouster as an opportunity to reverse the gains of the liberation war.

Foreign Involvement and the Yunus Connection

The most compelling evidence of external orchestration in the fall of the Sheikh Hasina government came from an unlikely source: the very
man who became the head of the interim administration. In September 2024, speaking at the Clinton Global Initiative annual meeting in the
United States, Nobel laureate Dr Muhammad Yunus publicly acknowledged that the movement which toppled Hasina was not a spontaneous
uprising but a —meticulously designedl operation.30 —It just didn‘t happen suddenly,l Yunus told the audience. —Very well-designed. Even
the leadership didn‘t know (him), so they could not catch him (31).

Yunus‘s admission gave voice to what many analysts had long suspected: the July—August 2024 protests were the product of a coordinated
campaign involving both domestic opposition forces and external actors. The confession was all the more striking because it came from the
chief beneficiary of the regime change, who had assumed power as head of the interim government just weeks after Hasina‘s ouster.

Dr Yunus had a history of political ambition that predated the 2024 movement. In 2007, during the military-backed caretaker government, he
launched the Nagorik Shakti (Citizens® Power) party, positioning himself as a non-partisan reformer. The initiative collapsed after a few
months due to a lack of public support and resistance from established political parties, but it revealed his enduring interest in political leader-
ship. His relationship with the Awami League government was consistently adversarial. When the government moved to enforce retirement
laws at Grameen Bank, Yunus was forced to step down as its managing director in 2011—a decision he later described as a “political vendet-
ta” orchestrated by Sheikh Hasina (32). Throughout the following decade, the Hasina administration pursued legal cases against Yunus, in-
cluding allegations of tax evasion and labour law violations. By 2024, he faced multiple court cases, some of which carried prison sentences
(33). These grievances, combined with his long-standing connections to Western political circles and development institutions, positioned
Yunus as a natural focal point for forces seeking regime change. His Nobel Prize gave him international credibility, and his network spanned
influential foundations, US government agencies, and multilateral organisations.

Yunus‘s own words at the Clinton Global Initiative dismantle any narrative of a purely spontaneous student uprising. By describing the move-
ment as —meticulously designedl and revealing that even its nominal leaders were unaware of the mastermind behind it, he confirmed what
critics had alleged: that the protests were not a leaderless movement but a carefully managed operation with hidden coordination. The venue of
the admission—a high-profile event in the United States hosted by the Clinton Foundation—added geopolitical weight. The Clinton family has
been deeply involved in Bangladesh affairs for decades, and the Global Initiative has served as a platform for Western-backed civil society
initiatives globally. Yunus‘s choice to make such a revelation on that stage suggested a level of comfort with his international backers.

Broader Foreign Involvement

Yunus‘s confession was part of a larger pattern of foreign pressure on the Hasina government. The United States had imposed visa restrictions
on Bangladeshi officials in May 2023, citing concerns about electoral integrity, and had sanctioned the elite Rapid Action Battalion under the
Global Magnitsky Act in December 2021 (34). Several Western governments, including the US and the UK, had funded civil society organisa-
tions and democracy-promotion programmes in Bangladesh that were accused of fomenting dissent. The USAID-funded “Nagorik” project,
run through the National Democratic Institute (NDI) and the International Republican Institute (IRI), was singled out by critics as a mechanism
for training activists who later played roles in the protest movement. Although the project was officially described as civic engagement, its
alumni were reported to be disproportionately represented among the protest organisers. Local organisations, academicians who pursued their
education from the US institutions, also played a considerable role in staging this conspiracy for overthrowing the government using the peace-
ful students‘ movement.
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Conclusion

The Unresolved Legacy Sheikh Hasina‘s legacy stands as one of the most consequential in Bangladesh‘s history—a legacy of towering
achievements shadowed by profound contradictions. She was, by any objective measure, a transformative leader whose vision reshaped a na-
tion once dismissed as a “basket case” into a development miracle that commanded global respect. Under her stewardship, Bangladesh
achieved milestones that seemed impossible at the turn of the century. It became a global benchmark for poverty reduction, lifting over 25
million people out of poverty. It emerged as a model for women‘s empowerment, with millions of women entering the workforce and achiev-
ing educational parity with men. It led the developing world in climate adaptation, pioneering resilience strategies that saved countless lives.
The Padma Bridge, built with the nation‘s own resources against formidable international opposition, stands not merely as a feat of engineer-
ing but as a monument to her unyielding will and fierce patriotism.

On the world stage, Sheikh Hasina gave Bangladesh a voice that was previously unimaginable. She was the voice of the Global South, the
champion of climate justice, the humanitarian who opened her borders to nearly a million Rohingya refugees when no other nation would. She
navigated the treacherous currents of great power politics with rare skill, securing development partnerships with China, India, Japan, and
Russia while managing relations with the United States and Europe—all without compromising Bangladesh‘s sovereignty.

For this, a vast portion of the population—the rural poor who found economic opportunity, the women who gained dignity and independence,
the middle class who tasted prosperity, the millions who crossed the poverty line—holds her in profound gratitude. Her image in their hearts is
not that of an autocrat but of the mother who fed them when they were hungry and built roads where there were only dirt paths.

Yet, the manner of her departure and the political system she constructed tell a different story—a story not of spontaneous popular rejection
but of calculated conspiracy. The fall of 2024 was not the collapse of a populist leader under the weight of economic failure; it was the culmi-
nation of a meticulously designed campaign orchestrated by a coalition of domestic opposition forces and international actors who had long
sought her removal. Dr Muhammad Yunus, the man who assumed power in her absence, confessed as much when he declared the movement
—meticulously designedl at the Clinton Global Initiative. The tragedy of her fall is not that she was defeated by the people she served, but that
she was brought down by forces that had systematically undermined her government for years.

The core question of her governance—whether she personally ordered state violence or whether a complex state apparatus acted beyond her
direct command—is itself a reflection of the system she built. In a governance model that prioritised stability and development above all, the
line between leader and system blurred. The regime‘s commitment to eradicating militancy, prosecuting war criminals, and dismantling anti-
liberation forces required, in its logic, a firm hand. Yet the same apparatus that brought justice to the killers of 1971 also, at times, trampled
the rights of its citizens. The killings of protesters in July and August 2024, like the enforced disappearances of the previous decade, became
the tragic cost of a governance model that placed regime security alongside national development.

Sheikh Hasina‘s story is, in the deepest sense, a tragedy of Shakespearean proportions. A woman who survived the brutal assassination of her
entire family—her father, her mother, her brothers— on a night of bloodshed in 1975, returned from exile to lead her shattered nation toward
prosperity and pride. She fought the forces that had murdered her family, that had sought to erase Bangladesh‘s liberation spirit, that had col-
laborated with the Pakistani army in 1971. Her unyielding commitment to the ideals of the liberation war, her patriotic fervour, her determina-
tion to lift her people from poverty—these were genuine, fierce, and unshakeable.

And yet, these very qualities—combined with an absolutist political philosophy, a state apparatus devoid of effective checks and balances, and
an unwavering belief that only she could protect the nation from its enemies—morphed into a system that ultimately devoured the democratic
ideals her father had laid down his life for. She became, in the end, both the guardian of the liberation war‘s legacy and the ruler whose meth-
ods alienated the generation that inherited that legacy.

Now, in the post-Hasina era, Bangladesh faces a vacuum—and a warning. The interim government led by Muhammad Yunus has already
revealed its character: disrespect for the liberation spirit, vandalism of monuments and symbols that embody Bangladesh‘s birth, and arrests of
freedom fighters whose only crime was their sacrifice for the nation. Jamaat-e-Islami, the very party convicted of war crimes, has been re-
vived, given space to take its revenge for the trials Hasina courageously pursued. Minority communities live under threat. The secular fabric
painstakingly preserved through decades of struggle is being torn apart.

In the face of this, the question of Sheikh Hasina‘s legacy becomes not merely academic but urgent. Was she the patriot who built a nation or
the autocrat who broke it? The answer, like the woman herself, is not binary. She was both—and she was more. She was the architect of a
new, prosperous Bangladesh, a nation that emerged from the ashes of poverty to stand tall among the community of nations. She elevated
Bangladesh on the world stage while struggling to preserve its democratic soul at home. She gave millions hope, jobs, and dignity, even as her
governance model became increasingly insular and unaccountable.

Her reign stands as a stark lesson for developing nations: development without democratic deepening, progress without institutional accounta-
bility, and stability without genuine participation are ultimately fragile. But it also stands as an enduring testament to what determined leader-
ship can achieve against overwhelming odds. The forces that brought her down—domestic and international, political and ideological—were
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formidable, long-planned, and relentless. That she held them at bay for fifteen years, transforming her country beyond recognition in the pro-
cess, is itself a measure of her extraordinary will.

For generations to come, the legacy of Sheikh Hasina will be debated, celebrated, and mourned. Her defenders will point to the bridges, the
roads, the ports, the schools, the millions lifted from destitution. Her critics will point to the silenced voices, the curtailed freedoms, the lives
lost. But no honest reckoning can deny that she was a transformative figure—perhaps the most significant in Bangladesh‘s history since her
father. She was the architect of a new Bangladesh, even if that architecture proved politically fragile.

The furies that rose against her in 2024 were not the spontaneous eruption of a populace finally freed from oppression; they were the product of
a meticulously designed campaign that exploited genuine grievances while serving interests far removed from the welfare of ordinary Bangla-
deshis. That her government‘s contradictions provided the openings for such a campaign does not diminish the tragedy of her fall—nor does it
diminish her achievements.

In the end, Sheikh Hasina‘s story is one of triumph and tragedy intertwined. She who survived a massacre to lead her nation was, after fifteen
years of transformative rule, forced once more to flee for her life. She who fought tirelessly for the spirit of 1971 watched, from exile, as that
spirit was mocked and vandalised. But the Bangladesh she built—economically resilient, globally respected, socially transformed—cannot be
undone by those who seized power through design rather than democratic mandate. Her legacy is etched not only in the institutions she built
but in the lives of millions who now understand that poverty is not their destiny, that their nation can stand tall among the world‘s powers, that
their children can dream beyond the horizon.

That legacy will endure. And in the long arc of Bangladesh‘s history, her place is secure—not as a figure without flaw, but as the leader who,
against all odds, lifted her nation from the bottom of the world‘s table to its middle, who gave it pride, who made it impossible to ignore. What-
ever the verdict of history, Sheikh Hasina will be remembered as the architect of modern Bangladesh—a patriot who built, a fighter who en-
dured, a daughter of Bengal who, like her father before her, gave everything for her people.
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