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A Silence That Keeps Wounds Raw —
Bangladesh's 1971 Demand and South Asian
Reconciliation

& Hindustan Times 1 April 2026

HT Hindustan Times 3tags v

; INTERVIEW ANGLE

e "Bangladesh has renewed its demand for a formal Pakistani apology for the 1971 atrocities —
timed to the first Bangladesh-Pakistan foreign secretary talks in 15 years. Does such an
apology matter, and what does this episode reveal about the limits of South Asian diplomatic
normalisation?"

& WHY IN NEWS

Bangladesh renewed its demand for a formal Pakistani apology for the 1971 Liberation War atrocities — in
which Pakistani forces and their Razakar collaborators killed an estimated 300,000—3 million Bangladeshis and
committed widespread sexual violence — at the first Bangladesh-Pakistan foreign secretary-level talks in 15
years. Hindustan Times’s editorial argues the demand is fundamentally about recognition and dignity, not just

diplomatic protocol, and that South Asia’s unresolved historical wounds continue to constrain the region’s

political architecture.

THE 1971 CONTEXT — WHAT BANGLADESH IS ASKING ABOUT

The Scale of the Atrocity

The Bangladesh Liberation War (March 26 — December 16, 1971) remains one of the most contested mass

atrocities of the 20th century:

o Estimated deaths: 300,000 (Pakistan’s official estimate) to 3 million (Bangladesh’s estimate;

widely accepted by historians including Rounaq Jahan and Sarmila Bose)

e Refugees: ~10 million Bangladeshis fled to India during the war — creating the humanitarian crisis

that precipitated India’s military intervention
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e Sexual violence: An estimated 200,000—400,000 women were raped by Pakistani forces

(Brownmiller estimate; documented by Bangladeshi testimonies and ICC-standard analysis)

¢ Bangladesh’s Independence Day: December 16, 1971 — the day Pakistani Lt. Gen. A.A.K. Niazi
signed the instrument of surrender to the Indian-Bangladeshi joint command (Joint Allied Forces

under Lt. Gen. J.S. Aurora)

What Pakistan Has and Has Not Said

Pakistan’s position on 1971 has evolved through partial acknowledgements:

® 1974: Pakistan Prime Minister Z.A. Bhutto expressed “deep sorrow” during the Simla Accord follow-
up
® 2002: President Pervez Musharraf expressed “regret” over the suffering during a Dhaka visit —

stopping short of “apology”

® 2015: Pakistan’s then-PM Nawaz Sharif avoided using “genocide” or “apology” language during

Bangladesh visits

e No formal apology: Pakistan has never formally apologised or acknowledged the events as

genocide
Bangladesh’s demand is for:

O A formal parliamentary resolution acknowledging the atrocities
2] Use of the word “genocide” (not just “excesses” or “regrettable incidents”)

O A state apology by the head of government

THE HT EDITORIAL'S ARGUMENT — WHY APOLOGY MATTERS

Dignity Over Diplomacy

Hindustan Times frames this as a question of recognition — the acknowledgement that what happened was
wrong, was committed by identifiable perpetrators, and caused suffering to identifiable victims. This is distinct
from:

e Reparations: Financial compensation (Bangladesh has not formally demanded reparations)

e Legal accountability: International prosecution (the 1971 perpetrators are largely deceased)

o Trade normalisation: Bangladesh-Pakistan bilateral trade and connectivity talks are proceeding

on a separate track

The editorial draws a parallel with Germany-Poland reconciliation: West Germany’s Chancellor Willy Brandt
knelt spontaneously before the Warsaw Ghetto Memorial in 1970 — an unrequested, deeply personal gesture of

acknowledgement. This act is credited with unlocking the post-war reconciliation process between Germany
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and Poland more than any formal treaty.

The Razakar Problem — Internal Bangladesh Politics

The HT editorial notes a complicating domestic dimension: the Razakars (Bengali collaborators with Pakistani
forces during 1971) remained embedded in Bangladesh’s political, military, and civil service structures for
decades. Bangladesh’s International Crimes Tribunal (ICT), established 2009 under PM Sheikh Hasina,

prosecuted and executed several Razakar leaders — including Jamaat-e-Islami figures.

The current political context in Bangladesh (post-August 2024 political transition following Sheikh Hasina’s
departure) has created a more complex environment for 1971 memory politics domestically. Some political

forces that were historically associated with Pakistan-friendly positions have gained space.

The HT editorial’s concern: If Bangladesh’s political environment becomes more equivocal about 1971

recognition domestically, the demand for Pakistani acknowledgement becomes harder to sustain — making this

diplomatic moment both timely and fragile.

THE INDIA DIMENSION

India’s Role in 1971 — and Its Diplomatic Legacy

India’s military intervention in December 1971 was decisive — the Indian Army, Navy, and Air Force
coordinated one of the most successful conventional military operations in post-independence history,

achieving the liberation of Bangladesh in 13 days of formal warfare.
Key figures:

e Field Marshal S.H.F.J. Manekshaw (Sam Manekshaw): Chief of Army Staff who prepared the
military operation over 6 months; advised PM Indira Gandhi to delay intervention until winter

conditions
e Lt. Gen. J.S. Aurora: Commander of the Eastern Command; received the Pakistani surrender

® Admiral S.M. Nanda: Led the Indian Navy’s Operation Trident — first combat use of anti-ship

missiles in the Indian subcontinent

e PM Indira Gandhi: Political decision-maker who managed international pressure (including US

Seventh Fleet deployment in the Bay of Bengal)

India’s current stake in Bangladesh-Pakistan normalisation: India watches Bangladesh-Pakistan
rapprochement carefully. Any Pakistan-Bangladesh normalisation that does not involve acknowledgement of
Pakistan’s role in 1971 — including Pakistani use of Bangladeshi territory for anti-India activities — has

implications for India’s eastern security architecture.

A Silence That Keeps Wounds Raw — Bangladesh's 1971 Demand and South Asian Reconciliation 4/8


https://ujiyari.com/vocab/rapprochement/
https://ujiyari.com/

\\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

THE BROADER PATTERN — SOUTH ASIAN HISTORICAL RECONCILIATION

The HT editorial situates this in a regional pattern of unresolved historical grievances:

DYAD UNRESOLVED ISSUE STATUS
Bangladesh-Pakistan 1971 genocide apology Partial acknowledgement only
India-Pakistan Kashmir, partition trauma No reconciliation framework
India-Bangladesh Teesta water sharing, Rohingya transit ~ Ongoing negotiation

Sri Lanka-Tamil Diaspora  Civil war accountability LLRC process incomplete

The editorial argues that South Asia is exceptional globally in having almost no successful historical
reconciliation model — unlike post-WWII Europe or post-apartheid South Africa. This absence keeps historical

wounds raw and prevents the trust-building necessary for deeper regional integration (SAARC, BIMSTEC).

UPSC RELEVANCE

1971 Liberation War; Instrument of Surrender (December 16, 1971); Lt. Gen. A.A.K. Niazi; Lt. Gen. J.S.
Aurora; Sam Manekshaw; Operation Trident; Bangladesh ICT; Razakars; Simla Agreement (1972).

MAINS GS-2 (IR):

“Unresolved historical memory as a barrier to South Asian regional integration — analyse with reference

to Bangladesh-Pakistan relations and the 1971 Liberation War.”

MAINS GS-1 (HISTORY):

“India’s role in the 1971 Bangladesh Liberation War — assess the political, military, and humanitarian

dimensions.”

INTERVIEW:

“Germany apologised for the Holocaust and rebuilt European relations. Can Pakistan apologise for 1971

without destabilising its domestic politics? What should India’s position be?”
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FACTS CORNER — KNOWLEDGEPEDIA

I 1971 LIBERATION WAR — KEY FACTS:

War duration: March 26 — December 16, 1971 (9 months internal conflict; 13 days formal India-
Pakistan war)

Pakistan’s surrender: December 16, 1971 — Lt. Gen. Niazi surrendered to Lt. Gen. J.S. Aurora (Joint
Allied Forces)

Estimated deaths: 300,000 (Pakistan estimate) to 3 million (Bangladesh estimate)
Refugees to India: ~10 million

India’s military intervention: December 3—16, 1971 (formal war); triggered by Pakistani pre-emptive
strikes on Indian airfields

I KEY MILITARY LEADERS — INDIA:
Sam Manekshaw (Field Marshal): Chief of Army Staff; planned the campaign; advised delay to winter
Lt. Gen. J.S. Aurora: Eastern Command; received surrender
Admiral S.M. Nanda: Naval Chief; Operation Trident (anti-ship missile first use in subcontinent)
Air Marshal P.C. Lal: Air Chief Marshal; air superiority over East Pakistan

I DIPLOMATIC CONTEXT:

Simla Agreement (July 1972): India-Pakistan bilateral resolution framework; India returned ~90,000
Pakistani POWs

Bangladesh-Pakistan normalisation: First foreign secretary talks in 15 years (April 2026)

Bangladesh’s ICT (International Crimes Tribunal): Established 2009; prosecuted Razakar
collaborators

I COMPARATIVE RECONCILIATION:
Willy Brandt’s Warsaw kneeling (1970): Turning point for German-Polish reconciliation

South Africa’s TRC (Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 1995-2002): Archbishop Desmond Tutu;
restorative justice model

SAARC: South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation; 8 members; headquarters Kathmandu;
largely dysfunctional due to India-Pakistan tensions

I OTHER RELEVANT FACTS:
Bangladesh Independence Day: March 26 (proclamation); Victory Day: December 16
India recognised Bangladesh: December 6, 1971 — two days before formal surrender

US pressure in 1971: Nixon-Kissinger tilt towards Pakistan; USS Enterprise deployed to Bay of Bengal
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(failed deterrence against India)

Bangladesh’s Razakars: Bengali collaborators with Pakistani forces; Jamaat-e-Islami leadership
prosecuted by ICT

Sources: Hindustan Times , InsightsIAS , Ministry of External Affairs
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