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Bangladesh 1971



They had risked all to hold on to this moment in history. The scarred negatives, hidden
from the military, wrapped in old cloth, buried underground, also bore the wounds of
war. These photographers were the only soldiers who preserved tangible memories of
our war of liberation. A contested memory that politicians fight over, in their battle for
supremacy. These faded images, war weary, bloodied in battle provide the only record 
of what was witnessed. Nearly four decades later, they speak. Shahidul Alam
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For Bangladesh, the traumatic memories of 1971
continue to haunt its very sense of identity in the
same way as the memories of 1947 continually
reflect on how India and Pakistan deal with each
other’s existence. Indeed, there is much that is
similar between 1947 and 1971: both involved 
the dramatic and traumatic dismemberment of
nations, followed by a massive migration of 
people, and violence that resulted in the deaths
of hundreds of thousands, if not millions. As with
1971 between Pakistan and Bangladesh, India
and Pakistan continue to define much of their
national sense of selfhood vis-a-vis one another,
with 1947 forming the traumatic backdrop.

While much has been written about the ‘high 
politics’ of 1947, for a long time there was little
printed material about the human cost of the
tragedy. On the other hand, there is no dearth 
of literature about 1971. The bookshelves of 
the Muktijuddho Jadughor, the Liberation War
Museum in Dhaka, are overflowing with personal
accounts of heroism, flight and suffering that
took place during that year. But almost all of
those who have written about the war were
either directly involved in it, witnesses to its
events, or have a vested interest in airing their
opinion after the fact. Somewhat counter-
intuitively, this wealth of information ends up

FORGETTING
AND REMEM-
BERING  THE
BIRTH OF
BANGLADESH

Extracts from 
Scattered Memories of 1971
by Antara Datta
HIMAL South Asia
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dramatically complicating the attempt to separate fact
from fiction, emotion from reality, and rhetoric from 
‘truth’ in the course of any attempt to construct a 
nuanced account of 1971.

With the assassination of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman in
August 1975 and the coming to power of General Ziaur
Rahman, the writing of history in Bangladesh took a
decidedly political turn. Since then, each successive 
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government has sought to impose its own stamp on 
the country’s history. In so doing, every minute detail 
of the 1971 war has been hotly debated, including who
issued the first cry of independence, the true part played
by India, and the highly contentious role of the Razakars
– the militia recruited by the West Pakistani Army 
consisting of non-Bengali Muslims and some pro-
Pakistani Bengalis. 

There is, then, a plethora of oral sources ‘recounting’ the
events of 1971, as well as an equal variety of somewhat
dubious official sources, and many bookshelves’ worth 
of memoirs. The combined effect of this flood of 
information, however, leaves us with more questions 
than answers. For instance: What happened to those 
who opposed the Awami League’s agenda? What of
those who ‘collaborated’? Who were they, and what 
happened to them after 1971? What of the non-Bengalis
in Bangladesh, the Biharis, who for the past three and 
a half decades have been a stateless people? 

The conflict between the reality of 1971 and the narratives
that have evolved over the past three and a half decades
can be seen in any number of examples. The roles of both
the Mukti Bahini – the Liberation Army – and the Indian
Army during the war of 1971remain controversial to this
day. Many Bangladeshi nationalists argue that the Mukti

Bahini fighters were significantly more than a mere
source of irritation for the West Pakistani army, and that
they had virtually won the war by the time the Indian
Army stepped in to clear up the debris. While this notion
may be a trifle romantic, it is in stark contrast to the
memoirs of various Indian generals who argue that they
used the Mukti Bahini for little more than intelligence-
gathering and reconnaissance missions. 

Similarly contested is the number of East Pakistani
women who were raped during the chaos of 1971. There
are no reliable numbers on this, and estimates vary from
3,000 to as many as 400,000. While there is no question
that rapes did occur on a tragically mass scale, the issue
of whether there was a systematic policy of rape is much
harder to uncover. Many of the first-person narratives
about 1971 – including Nilima Ibrahim’s haunting Ami
Birangona Bolchhi (I Am a Heroine Speaking) – contain
accounts of rape. There exists a veil of silence over the
fate of individual women; other than a few films, a PhD
thesis or two, and the occasional newspaper article, this
issue remains a notoriously sensitive one. Bangladesh’s
initial state policy was similarly confused. The new
Bangladeshi state tried to incorporate these women into
national life by calling them birangonas, or heroines, 
but simultaneously refused to grant citizenship to the
children born of rape.
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The wounds of a war run much deeper than the physical 
manifestations of the destruction it leaves behind. There is emotional
scarring – the mental trauma of a people who have seen the 
unforgettable, and are haunted by their dreams. There is little doubt
about the immense human tragedy that accompanied 1971. But as
with 1947, such human tragedy was also accompanied by great hope
and celebration; the birth of a new nation, and, for many, liberation
from oppression. However, the Bangladeshi dream has not quite gone
the way it was originally envisioned, and Bangladesh has spent many
years under military rule up to the present day. Perhaps the final
question to ponder has to do with the legacies of 1971. Do the 
divisions that surfaced in 1971 carry with them a portent of what is to
come? And, in perhaps the bitterest of ironies, why has Bangladesh’s
political history, in the 37 years since independence, begun to 
resemble that of Pakistan?

BANGLADESH 1971 10 11

1971 was a year of national and international 
crisis in South Asia. The history of Bangladesh 
is implicitly tied to the partition of India in 1947
and therefore the tragic events of 1971 are
linked to Britain’s colonial past. For Bangladesh,
ravaged by the war and subsequent political 
turmoil, it has been a difficult task to reconstruct
its own history. It is only during the last few 
years that this important Bangladeshi 
photographic history has begun to emerge. 

Now decades after the war, Autograph ABP 
in collaboration with Drik presents a historical
photographic overview of Bangladesh 1971
at Rivington Place. 

Exhibition open to the public
4th April – 31st May 2008
This is a major documentary photographic 
exhibition of primarily Bangladeshi photographers
that focuses on the independence struggle in
1971. The exhibition is produced in partnership 
with Shahidul Alam, Director of Drik, a media
activist and journalist from Bangladesh. This will
be the first comprehensive review in the UK of
one of the most important conflicts in modern
history. It is recognised that over a million people
died in 266 days during the struggle for an 
independent Bangladesh.

UK partner
Autograph ABP

Curator
Mark Sealy, director of Autograph ABP

The exhibition is accompanied by the Bangladesh 1971
Film Season throughout April 2008 in partnership with 
Rich Mix and The Rainbow Film Society.  

Captions for photographs

Cover
Students on the streets during the non-cooperation movement of
1970. Rashid Talukder, 1970.
Back cover
Rocket bombs left by Pakistani army at the picnic corner. Abdul
Hamid Raihan, Jessore, Bangladesh, December 11, 1971.
page 2/3
Aftermath of Pakistani military strike. Photographer unknown,
Bangladesh, 1971.
page 4 
top A freedom fighter or ‘Mukti shena’ on his way to join the
Liberation War. Mohammad Shafi, Jessore, Bangladesh, 1971.
bottom left During the war, female freedom fighters would 
smuggle grenades in baskets covered with water hyacinth.
Mohammad Shafi, Bangladesh, 1971.
bottom right Student leaders arrested as they took to the streets
demanding realization of Bangabandhu’s ‘Six Point Program’.
Mohammad Shafi, Jessore, East Pakistan, 1966.
page 5
Victorious muktis returning home, Jalaluddin Haider, Bangladesh
1971.
page 6/7
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman on his return from Pakistani imprisonment.
Rashid Talukder, Bangladesh, January 1972.
page 8
Beside modern weapons, primitive weaponry were also used in the
Liberation War. Jalaluddin Haider, Bangladesh,1971.
page 9
A street child leading a procession during the mass revolt of 1969.
Rashid Talukder, Dhaka, East Pakistan, 1969.
page 10 
top Dogs and jackals eat the body of a woman killed by the
Pakistani military. Mohammad Shafi, Jessore, Bangladesh,
December 1971.
bottom The Kaderia Bahini guerillas, under command of Bangabir
Kader Siddqui, bayonet a collaborator, a ‘Rajakar’. Rashid Talukder,
Polton Maidan, Bangladesh, December 1971.
page 11
top Body in Rayer Bazar killing ground (Rayer Bazar Baddha
Bhumi). Rashid Talukder, Bangladesh, December 1971
bottom General Niazi of the occupation forces was the first to 
sign the document of surrender; sitting beside him was General
Aurora of the Indian army. They are flanked by the Commander 
of the Bangladesh Air Force, A.K. Khondokar, and Indian Army 
officers. Aftab Ahmed, Bangladesh, December 16, 1971.

A photographic exhibition and film season
that focuses on one of South Asia’s most
significant political events: the foundation
of Bangladesh as an independent state. 


