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WAR CLOUDS OVER PAKISTAN

TIMES of March 27, 1971, in an editorial said that Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman had ‘“responded heroically to the Pakistan army’s intervention
with a call for resistance and a declaration of independence.” The paper
raised doubts as to the eventual efficacy of Yahya  Khan’s “decision
lo break off the constitutional talks and order the army . into
action as a move to bring the province under control” and talked of
the possibilities of guerilla warfare. “Even if East Bengal were cowed
for a time, the demand for autonomy of some kind would not therefore
be silenced,” said the paper. “Yet the events of the past few weeks
may have shown how much any half-way house of autonomy is possible
at all given the geographical, cultural and political separation of the
two wings of the country. When they first broke away from India
to form a new country what united the two wings was the fact that
both of them were Muslim areas of British India. But now an East
Bengal has been proclaimed which would move towards a denial or
a modification of that first assumption. This may be illustrated by
Lhe bargaining over autonomy of the past few weeks. One of the East
Pakistani complaints has always been that they were denied the fruits
of their own trade and of their fair share of the foreign aid allotted
to Pakistan. Yet once their claim to manage their own trade is conceded
then questions of currency, banking, taxation and suchlike all follow.
Moreover, since freedom to trade without interference from the central

or federal government would mean for East Pakistan freedom to trade.

with India, it would also follow in time that East Pakistan’s relations
with India could be pursued as the province thought fit. The reservation
to the central government of defence and foreign affairs would soon
be eroded, and at the end of the road, there would only be independence!”
The paper discounted possibilities of a “half-way house” and opined “An
independent East Bengal, divorced from the fact and the idea which
created Pakistan, may eventually emerge.”

ILLOGIC OF UNITED PAKISTAN

GUARDIAN editorial of March 27 said: = “Bengal’'s secession means
that the illogic of a united Pakistan — the hallowed Islamic inheritance
from Mohammed Ali Jinnah — has shown itself again. The miracle



is that it lasted so long in spite of sporadic outbursts of regional tension.
The backlog of ills harboured by the East towards the West may make
reconciliation after this last outburst impossible. The East feels that
its contribution to Pakistan’s economy — mainly through jule — has
been used exclusively for the benefit of the West’s economic development
and a massive defence budget. It has little feeling for the West’s pro-
longed quarrel with India over Kashmir. In reaction against this feeling
of neglect and as a positive demonstration of its own identity, the
East’s Civil Service has been responding fully to Sheikh Mujib’s calls
1o stop and start work.”” GUARDIAN further said that ‘“Bengali nationalism
had swept him (Yahya Khan) along faster than his temperament or in-
stinets intended.” While regretting the immediate outcome of ‘“a bloody
reaffirmation of the East’s worst suspicions of the West's intentions,”
the paper concluded “The pity is that President Yahya Khan could not
see his way to accept Bengal's separate identity and to crystallise it
in some blood-saving form.”

DAILY TELEGRAPH edilorial of March 27 said: ‘“Separation is
in the very fabric of the State of Pakistan. Not only are the Western
and Eastern wings separated by 1,000 miles of Indian territory, they
are just as much divided economically, socially and culturally. Although
East Pakistan has 60 per cent of the population and is a major producer,
it is subservient to West Pakistan which largely mans the central
bureaucracy, the army and the business community. The inequality
extends to foreign aid and imports and this, for East Pakistan with its
dense populations and abysmally poor standard of living, has led to
the formulation by Sheikh Mujib of demands for the control of its own
taxation and foreign trade.”

ScorsMAN of March 27 in its editorial entitled ‘“Pakistan Conflict”
said: “Geographically and in other ways Pakistan is hardly a unitary
state. President Yahya’s resolve to hold it together by force of arms
has not much to commend it politically. True, secessionist movements
have been defeated as in Nigeria, but in Pakistan the difficulties of
holding together two widely separated regions are much greater.”

OLD PAKISTAN IS DEAD

SUNDAY TELEGRAPH of March 28 said that many thousands ‘it
appears’” had already died in the first hours of the conflict. “It is hard,”
said the paper, “for the Western mind to absorb the full dreadfulness
of the civil war in East Pakistan. As with Biafra, as even with Vietnam,
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the drama is almost too painful and at the same time too remote to
be fully comprehended. Once again it seems that the full fury of the
Jatter part of the 20th century has fallen upon one of the poorest and
most vulnerable of peoples.” With some optimism, the paper said:
“Perhaps out of the present convulsion a more workable political structure
in the Indian sub-continent will be born. Whatever happens, the old
Pakistan is dead. The rulers are trying to deny that fact by arms,
but the attempt cannot be other than tragic folly.”

NO UNITY BY COMPULSION

OBSERVER of March 28 said: ‘“‘An undivided Pakistan is a matter
of great concern to the rest of the world; its loss could cause
even more political instability in this turbulent part of Asia. But the
unity of Pakistan cannot be maintained, or restored, by military force;
this way leads to civil war and, by further inflaming Bengali nationalism,
makes any accommodation unlikely. General Yahya Khan — a notably
tolerant and statesmanlike soldier — has allowed himself to be pushed by
the dominant political elements in West Pakistan into a suicidal course.
In seeking to crush the Awami League, he has set himself the task of
destroying the party which commands the enthusiastic support of a
majority of all Pakistanis.”! Concluding, the paper said: “And if unity
should prove to be impossible, it would still be in everybody’s best
interests to arrange for a peaceful separation of Pakistan into a con-
federation of two friendly neighbour-States rather than to plunge its
people into civil war and, for years to come, try to compel the Bengalis
to live in a State against their overwhelming desires.”

MAN’S INHUMANITY TO MAN

DAILY TELEGRAPH of March 29 in an editorial captioned ‘‘Divide
or rule?” said: ‘“Tragedy is unrolling in East Pakistan as in-
exorably as the tidal flood wave in the Bay of Bengal last
autumn. The difference is that this time the deaths and the
sufferings are man-made. It seems a prime example of man’s in-
humanity to man, made worse by the fact that it could have been
avoided — not just in recent months, but over the years. Pakistan was
an unlikely enough State from the start, but it surely could have been
made to work after a fashion.” The comment went on to enumerate on the
“natural antipathy between the people of the two wings”, to which was
added “gross economic, representational and social injustice — inflicted on
the East by the West.” Concluding, the paper said: “The genie of Bengali
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nationalism and separatism is well and truly out of the bottle. Not
all the bayonets from the Punjab will shove it back.”

UNREPORTED TRUTH

SCOTSMAN editorial of March 29 asked the question: “If everything
really is calm in East Pakistan, as President Yahya Khan's Government
maintains, why have all the foreign correspondents been hustled out
of Dacca? Their despatches, compiled from memory, because their notes
and films were confiscated, present a most unpleasant picture of the
army’s punitive tactics, glimpsed from confinement in Dacca’s Inter-
continental Hotel. No doubt the unreported truth is much more un-
pleasant. The Pakistan Government accuses India of distorting the
truth and interfering in its internal affairs. But is there any reason
to suppose that Delhi’s version of what is happening in East Pakistan
is any less reliable than Karachi's version? After what has happened
since Friday, the Bengalis themselves can hardly fail to trust and admire
their own official government less than any other government be it
Indian, Chinese or Russian. It is natural that India should paint the
worst possible picture of the activities of President Yahya’s army, but
the official Pakistani attempt to emphasise Indian culpability in this
dreadful affair does not deserve to be taken seriously.

ARROGANT CRIME AGAINST HUMANITY

GUARDIAN of March 31, carried an editorial which laid the
blame squarely on the shoulders of President Yahya. “Only now”,
said the paper, ‘“are we getting Pakistani facts to abet the fears.
President Yahya Khan has striven to suppress these facts, filling
his air waves and press with evasive propaganda, deporting every
journalist he could find. But a few independent reporters escaped this
net, and their stories — just emerging — reek with horror: crowds
indiseriminately machine-gunned; student hostels razed by shells; shanty
towns burned and bombed; civilians shot dead in their beds. We do not
yet know the fate of those arrested in the East, or the true level of
resistance throughout the province. But we do know, first hand and
reliably, that many unarmed and unready Bengalis have died. From
this point the whole complexion of the crisis changes”.

Elaborating, the paper said: ‘“The ‘GUARDIAN’ with many others,
has long believed that the balance of advantage lay with a united
Pakistan. But unit_y can never come through murder: and unity
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is not worth the price of innocent lives. East Pakistan survives
today only as occupied and exploited territory, living proof of
every Bengali suspicion over the years. Mr. Bhutto, who purports to
be a national leader, ‘thanks God’ for this miserable carnage. Yahya
Khan hears none of Pakistan’s friends who counsel mercy and morality
even at this stage.

“But he must be made to hear. In contrast with Biafra, the rights
and wrongs of East Pakistan are easily determined. Those — like
America — who stock the Pakistan army must realise to what uses
their weaponry is put. Those — like China and Ceylon — who permit
forces to ferry from the West must realise what acts and purposes those
forces pursue. Those — like Britain — who retain some vestige of
influence in the area should spend it openly and forcefully. The fate of
Dacca is an arrogant crime against humanity and human aspirations:
no-one should stand mealy-mouthed by.”

INDISCRfl\lIN'ATE KILLING

TIMES of April 2 carried a despatch from Peter Hazelhurst, date-
lined Calcutta, which commenced as follows: “Reports from refugees
and students fleeing from hinterland of East Bengal indicate that in-
discriminate Kkillings by the Pakistan army have not been confined to
Dacca. Politicians, students and ordinary citizens are said to have been
shot down in towns throughout the province.

“Thousands of East Bengalis today began their flight from several
cities to which the army has withdrawn during the past few days.

“Refugees from Comilla, on the eastern frontier, claim that at about
midnight last Friday, the Army began systematically to shoot Awami
League members of the provincial assembly and other prominent politi-
cal leaders including Mr. Dhirendra Nath Datta, aged 94, a former
Minister in the late Mr. Suhrawardy’s Cabinet.”” Hazelhurst went on
to describe several atrocities, including the description of Datta’s death
as related by his grandson: ‘“Neighbours said that my grandfather was
dragged out into the street and shot in public. The news spread, and
as people began to move out into street, the Army opened fire. They
estimated that about 100 were shot down,”




WEEP FOR BENGAL

Mervyn Jones wrote a stirring piece for NEwW STATESMAN of April 2,

full text of which follows:

“Despite censorship and official lies, reports are coming out
of Dacca that must shock even readers accustomed to all that's
implied in the sinister phrase: ‘Order was restored.” President
Yahya Khan’s tanks have been ordered into destructive action, no
holds barred, against the people of East Pakistan: and, in grim
logic, the enemy must be the whole people because they had declared
themselves with rare unanimity for demands of self-rule.

“For the moment, one has to think of the human tragedy. With
pitiful wooden shacks burned to the ground — soldiers were seen
‘armed’ with petrol cans — those who had little have lost their
all. Many thousands, it seems, are fleeing to the countryside, dodg-
ing tanks that fire at random; but it is a countryside that can
barely feed its normal inhabitants. Hunger and disease must be
the followers of sudden death. And, this is only an episode in the
bitter history of a people whose experience for almost 200 years
has been of poverty, oppression and exploitation — at the hands
of British rulers, of moneylenders and land sharks from other parts
of the sub-continent, and, since 1947, of the arrogant oligarchy that
dominates Pakistan.

“Nehru reflected in The Discovery of India (written during his
last spell in prison) that the poverty of India can be correlated with
the duration of subjection — the deepest misery in Bengal subdued
by Clive, and the most effective maintenance of a viable economy
in Punjab where the British defeated the Sikh princes as late as
1845. Of course, there are other factors. Still, the sorrows of
history gather weight with time, each generation laying a load on
the last. And, it was chiefly Bengal that endured the primitive stage
of imperialism as sheer robbery and wrecking. ‘Bungalow’ and
‘jungle’ are British words taken from Hindustani, but so is ‘loot’.

“The extreme of poverty has continued to be a major theme in
Bengal’s experience: over-population long before the rest of the world
knew it, marginal subsistence farming in the countryside, squalor
in -the cities (Dacca’s slums have long rivalled those of Calcutta),
famine in 1891, famine in 1943. The other theme was desperate
revolt and political violence.



“The background picture must also take account of a Bengali
national character. One must handle this concept with caution,
of course, but both reputation and self-awareness react upon reality.
These, then, would be the generalisations: Bengalis are spontaneous,
talkative, emotional, sensitive to slights, quick with the handshake
or the embrace but also with the knife. They value poetry and
music, the decorative arts, good food, and beauty in women. Out-
siders regard them as undisciplined, rather comic and certainly no
fighters (the British excluded them from the ‘martial races’ and
recruited only a regiment of Sappers and Miners); resenting this,
they are prone to demonstrative acts of heroism. They are skilful
and inventive,. but not systematic at work. West Pakistanis are
the opposite of all this, and the absurd state of Pakistan is some-
thing like a forced union of Britain and Italy, with France in between.

“Pakistan is a Moslem nation, but history qualifies this too.
Being a Moslem in the West is partly a racial inheritance, deriving
from settlement by people of Iranian and Afghan origin. Conver-
sion to Islam in Bengal was an opting out of the caste system by
the poor. Moslem or not; Bengalis still felt passionately Bengali, so
much so that they protested furiously when, in 1905, Lord Curzon
tried to divide the province into East and West Bengal; it was one
of the rare occasions when a Viceroy had to renounce a pet project.
That Bengal was thus partitioned in 1947, with British rule ending,
is a wry historical irony.

“Jinnah, the founder of Pakistan, was an upperclass Bombay
Moslem, anglicised in his habits and not very religious, just as Carson
was an upper-class Dublin Protestant. Power in the new state was
monopolised by landowners and Sandhurst-type generals, all from
West Pakistan, with' no background in the fight against imperialism.
This, in addition to the theocratic basis of Pakistan, was what
Indians like Nehru so disliked about them.

“From the outset, they had no more intention of creating a
- democracy than had the similar oligarchy in Northern Ireland. True,
the Bengalis were fellow-Moslems and had no yearnings to re-
‘unite with India (though they wanted neighbourly relations and
lacked interest in the Kashmir vendetta). The point was that they
were unreliable chaps, outside the closer circle. Top jobs in the
civil service and the police went to men from the West. Economic
development, not very impressive anywhere, favoured the already
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wealthier western provinces. Attempts to right the balance ‘were
frustrated, when government was not openly dictatorial, by a limited
franchise (80,000 citizens in a population of 100 million could vote
for the presidency) and a judicious mixture of intimidation and
bribery. I happenzd to be in East Pakistan when Ayub Khan was
getting himself re-elected in 1965. An American friend used to
exclaim ‘There’s a voter’ whenever we saw a man inexpertly riding
a new Honda.

“When real elections came, Sheikh Mujib's Awami League won
a victory in the East comparable only to Sinn Fein’s sweep in 1918.
The difference was that he was demanding only ‘home rule’. He
was aware both of the appalling consequences of an armed clash
and of the hard row that an independent Bangla Desh would have
to hoe even if it could be achieved, given its wretched poverty.
Popular feeling and Yahya Khan's stubbornness drove him, in the
moment of crisis, to claim independence. I suspect that one could
lisien to an interesting debate if one could be a mouse under a
table in Washington. There would be advocates of the oligarchy
as the ‘safe men’, the counterparts of similar regimes endorsed
from Greece to Brazil. There might be voices arguing that Bengal

can’t be held down and that Mujib — a popular leader but no
revolutionary — is the best insurance against less controllable
forces.

“Certainly, though the army may have won the first round
by sheer brutality, maintainlng a detested suzerainty over
73 ‘million people isn't like sending the police to Anguilla. Bengal
has no forests or mountains except on its eastern borders, but in
its odd way it is fine guerilla country. The great Ganges-
Brahmaputra delta is spattered with water at any time; when
the monsoon breaks, after early June, main roads on embankments
rise above an immense lake. I've only been there in the dry season,
but I recall seeing the noses of boats, submerged to keep the wood
from cracking in the sun, which are the sole means of move-
ment once the rains begin.

“The crime of Yahya Khan in provoking war — if not now, .
then surely some time — is not incalculably but calculably appalling.
We know from the Congo and Biafra that a rural population with

- - minimal living standards can be plunged into the abyss of famine
¢y rudEp by any disturbance of the tenuous rhythm of sowing and reaping,







