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Introduction:

The Bangladesh Liberation War was a crisis in East

Pakistan (modern Bangladesh) which began due to

the electoral victory of the Bengali Awami League in

the 1971 Pakistani general elections. The election

results were overturned by the Pakistani military

general Yahya Khan due to the disproportionate

favour given to the western parts of Pakistan and

the marginalisation of the Bengali people in the

East. Subsequently, the military carried out

“Operation Searchlight” which led to the killing and

raping of several million Bengali men and women.

On 26 March 1971, the leader of the Awami League,

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, declared Bangladesh an

independent country, citing the operation, the historical suppression of the Bengali language and

the marginalisation of East Pakistan over the West.

The crisis will begin on 10 April 1971, the date of the establishment of the Provisional

Government of Bangladesh.

Definition of Key Terms:
1. Liberation: the act of freeing someone from captivity, oppression, or slavery.

2. CENTO/SEATO: Two collective defence treaties, similar to NATO, in the Middle

East and Southeast Asia respectively.
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Background Information

The 1970 General Election

On December 7, 1970, general elections were held in Pakistan to elect National

Assembly members. Voting took place in 300 constituencies, 162 of which were in East

Pakistan, and 138 of which were in West Pakistan. The election was a contest largely between

two social-democratic parties: the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) based in the West, and the

Awami League based in the East. While the Awami League faced little to no opposition in the

East, the PPP faced competition from both conservative and Islamic parties in their region,

including the Muslim League and Jamaat-e-Islami. The election’s result was decisive; the

Awami League won an absolute majority of 160 out of 162 seats in the East, whereas the PPP

won just 82 West-Pakistani seats.

In the provincial election held 10 days later, the Awami League dominated the East

Pakistan constituencies. Yet, military dictator Yahya Khan and the PPP chairman Zulfikar Ali

Bhutto wanted a party from West Pakistan to head the federal government. Yahya Khan

appointed Bengali politician Nurul Amin as prime minister, asking him to negotiate a

compromise between the PPP and Awami League. However, due to significant unrest in East

Pakistan, this appointment proved ineffective.

Geography

The physical geography of Bangladesh is varied across the

territory and has two distinct, characteristic features.

Bangladesh Plain

Roughly 80% of Bangladesh’s landmass is fertile lowland.

Although altitudes vary across the plain, most elevations are

less than 10 metres below sea-level – with the exception of its

northern front, which reaches altitudes of 150 metres. These

low elevations and surrounding water bodies enable

concomitant flooding, especially during the monsoon season.

Chittagong Hills, Low Hills of Sylhet, and Highlands

The only exceptions to Bangladesh’s low terrain are the

various hilly terrains. Located in the southeast, northeast, and
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spanning from the north to the northwest, these elevated areas reach anywhere from

600-900 metres above sea-level. The Chittagong Hills are the only significant hill system

in the country and border the mountain ranges in Myanmar and India. The hill system

rises steeply to narrow ridgelines and is home to fertile farmland. West of these hills is a

narrow, wet coastal plain located between the cities of Chittagong in the north and Cox's

Bazar in the south.

Water Bodies

Bangladesh borders India on the Northern, Eastern, and Western fronts. On its

Southern front, a highly irregular deltaic coastline, fissured by Bangladesh’s many rivers,

flows into the Bay of Bengal. The territorial waters of Bangladesh extend 12 nautical

miles past this point. The rivers, about 700 in number, generally flow south and make up

the livelihood of the Bangladeshi people.

Awami League

The Awami League is a Bengali nationalist political party in Bangladesh. The party was

founded in 1949, and it was a major force in the Bengali nationalist movement. The Awami

League was also a major party in the Bangladesh Liberation War because it was the party that

led the Bengali nationalist movement, and it was the party that declared Bangladesh's

independence from Pakistan.

The election of 1971 was an election held in East Pakistan on December 7, 1970. The

election was held to elect members of the National Assembly of Pakistan. The Awami League

won a majority of the seats in the National Assembly, and Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the leader of

the Awami League, staked claim to become the Prime Minister of Pakistan, which was rejected

by Yahya Khan

.
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Current Situation

The Declaration of Independence – 26 March 1971

The Bangladesh Declaration of Independence signed in Dhaka, the capital, on the 26th

of March, 1971. The main factor behind this was that the people of Bangladesh were not given

the same rights and privileges as the people of West Pakistan, and treated as second-class

citizens. This was because of the difference in ethnicity and religion between the two regions.

Reactions

The Indian reaction to the Bangladesh Declaration of Independence was mostly positive.

India had always been a supporter of Bangladesh's independence, and had been providing

financial and military support to the Bangladesh Liberation War since its start. The Pakistani

reaction was negative, as Pakistan saw Bangladesh's independence as a loss of territory. The

United States' reaction was mixed, as the United States had been supporting Pakistan during the

Cold War. The Soviet Union's reaction was also mixed, as the Soviet Union had been supporting

India during the Cold War.

The start of the war – 27 March 1971

The war started on March 27, 1971 when the Pakistani Army, ordered by then President Yahya

khan, began its invasion of Bangladesh. Pakistan opposed Bangladeshi independence because

Bangladesh was formerly a part of Pakistan, and Pakistan saw Bangladesh's independence as

a loss of territory. Bangladesh immediately began to mobilise its army.

They fought a few major battles. Some are highlighted below

Operation Searchlight – 25 March 1971

Operation Searchlight was a military operation conducted by the Pakistani Army in East

Pakistan on 25 March 1971. The purpose of the operation was to crack down on the Bengali

nationalist movement, and to suppress the Bengali people's demand for independence. The

operation resulted in the deaths of thousands of people, and the displacement of many others.
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Sheikh Mujib had been arrested and moved to Pakistan, and the other leaders of the Awami

league escaped from Dhaka five days later.

The Battles of Chittagong Hill Tracts – March/April 1971

The Battles of Chittagong Hill Tracts were a series of battles fought between the Bangladeshi

Army and the Pakistani Army in the Chittagong Hill Tracts region. The Battles of Chittagong Hill

Tracts were fought between March and April of 1971. The Bangladeshi Army was led by

General M. A. G. Osmani, and the Pakistani Army was led by General Tikka Khan. The

short-term consequences of the Battles of Chittagong Hill Tracts were the capture of a large

number of Pakistani soldiers, and the destruction of Pakistani military equipment. Some

long-term consequences were the cementing of Bangladeshi control over the Chittagong Hill

Tracts region, and the weakening of the Pakistani Army. The Bangladeshi Army was able to

drive the Pakistani Army out of the region.

The United States provided financial and military support to the Pakistani Army while the Soviet

Union supported the Indian army, which supported the Bangladeshi Army. India provided around

3,000 troops and 1,000 pieces of military equipment, including guns, ammunition and food, to

the Bangladeshi Army.

Tajuddin-Gandhi meeting – 4 April 1971

Tajuddin Ahmad, the general secretary of the Awami League, met with Indira Gandhi, the Prime

Minister of India, in Delhi, where Tajuddin established his role as prime minister. India and

Bangladesh agreed to a few key resolutions: Tajuddin’s government could operate in India, India

would allow refugees from Bangladesh and give support to the Bangladesh liberation war in

whatever way it could. Following the meeting, Tajuddin flew around in a Dakota plane trying to

find other cabinet members taking refuge (see sculpture to the right).
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The establishment of the Provisional Government of Bangladesh – 17 April 1971

The Provisional Government of Bangladesh was the government of Bangladesh that

existed during the Bangladesh Liberation War in 1971. The war was fought against the Pakistani

military by the Bengali military, paramilitary and civilians, who formed the government, headed

by Tajuddin Ahmad. The government was formed on 17 April 1971 in Meherpur, Kushtia,

Bangladesh and announced its declaration of independence from Pakistan on 10 April 1971.

“We the elected representatives of the people of Bangladesh…thereby confirm the declaration

of independence already made by Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman.

Major Parties Involved and Their Views

The Provisional Government of Bangladesh

Bangladesh started off as the province of east Pakistan (one of five) with the partition of India in

1947. It was separated from the rest of Pakistan by 1800km of India. They declared their

independence on 26 March, but the government was only established on the 10 April.

Bangladesh was led by Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, but was arrested and sent to West Pakistan.

(giving the following statement: “my last request and order to you all is to fight for independence

till death. Ask your brothers of Police, EPR, Bengal Regiment and Ansar to fight with you. No

compromise, the victory is ours. Execute the last foe from our holy motherland.” Tajuddin

Ahmad, who formed the Bangladesh government in exile with Indira Gandhi, led the Provisional

Government of Bangladesh

Pakistan

Pakistan was a US ally against the Soviet Union for many reasons: it openly sought an

anti-communist image, was a signatory to both SEATO and NATO and, because Pakistan was a

Muslim-majority nation, and the Soviet Union was an atheist state. They aligned with China

because China despised secessions (eg. Taiwan). Then President Khan has a close friendship

with Richard Nixon.

India
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"The Bengalis are fighting for their independence and we should give them all the help we can."

- Indira Gandhi, Indian Prime Minister (Indira Gandhi's speech to the Indian Parliament on

March 28, 1971.) In her speech to the Indian Parliament on March 28, 1971, Indira Gandhi

condemned the Pakistani Army's actions in East Pakistan, and she announced that India would

be providing military support to the Bangladeshi people. India was openly non-aligned but

sought Soviet arms support. By the declaration of independence, India was taking about 50,000

refugees from Bangladesh a day.

United States of America

Pakistan was allied with the United States, a signatory to both CENTO and SEATO, then

President Eisenhower wanted to use Pakistan to “ward off” communism in South Asia. Between

1954 and 1965, according to the diplomat, the US shipped between $1.5 billion and $2 billion of

arms to Pakistan. Pakistan served many other diplomatic purposes, such as a back channel for

US-China communication. During the Indo-Pakistani War, President Nixon simultaneously urged

Yahya Khan to restrain Pakistani forces while fearing that an Indian invasion of West Pakistan

may lead to the subcontinent allying with the Soviet Union. As such, the United States covertly

encouraged the shipment of arms and military equipment to Pakistan, reimbursing neighbouring

countries for their aid.

There was some internal opposition to support of Pakistan. For example, Archer K. Blood, the

U.S. consul general, condemned, in telegrams during 1971, West Pakistan’s war crimes –

costing him his own career.

The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

The USSR’s initial reaction to Operation Searchlight dashed hopes of South Asian stability, a

foreign policy objective of Brezhnev in the region. The Soviet Prime Minister sent a message to

Yayha which read “Continuation of repressive measures and bloodshed in East Pakistan will

undoubtedly make the solution of the problem difficult”, note the Soviet criticism of Pakistan’s

repressive policies. The USSR’s official policy was that this was an “internal affair”

However, privately, the Soviet Union had expressed strong support for the independence of

Bangladesh, partly because of the geopolitical situation in the region – the United States had
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strongly allied itself with Pakistan. They were also developing warm relations with India; India

had sought USSR military support, exchanging military attachments.

.

Possible Solutions

1. A political agreement between the Awami League and Pakistani Military, which may

entail the integration of Bengalis into Pakistani civil service and military, greater

government spending and investment in East Pakistan, and Sheikh Mujibur Rahman’s

coming to power. However, with the onset of operation searchlight and the establishment

of the Bangladeshi Provisional Government, a return to the pre-war status quo appears

unlikely.

2. Foreign Military Intervention: The ageing Pakistani military and fledgling Bangladeshi

force lack the resources to resist foreign militaries. Foreign intervention, on behalf of

either Pakistan or the Provisional Government, will therefore impact the war

considerably. With the Mukti Bahini resistance force being trained by India, foreign

intervention has already shaped the course of the conflict.
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