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One thing that must be underscored here is that these 'college students parties' were not in 
any way affiliated to the nationally organised students' parties: the Students' League, the 
Students' Union and the Students' Force. Needless to say, those parties also had their 
patrons and backers: the Students' League was virtually the student's wing of the Awami 
League, the Students' Union that of the left parties such as still banned Communist Party 
and the National Awami Party. The Students' Force was reportedly backed by the para-
political group Khelafat-e-Rabbani. Another student's party that became strong in Dhaka 
University during the post-1958 period was the pro-establishment National Students' 
Federation (NSF). 
 
Throughout the period from June to early October 1958, we were busy preparing for the 
college elections scheduled in November-December. As members of the DSF, we 
resolved to triumph over the Pioneers. We chose popular BA student, left-leaning and 
dark Shamsul Arefin as our vice-president, the highest union post designated for students. 
Mia Nuruzzaman with mischievous humour named him the Kala Maulana. Needless to 
say, he was not amused but smilingly tolerated the not-too-flattering designation. It may 
be mentioned that Arefin Bhai later led a small leftist party that joined the BNP-led 
seven-party alliance in the early 1990s. 
 
There were strong contenders for the post of the general secretary such as Shah Hossain 
Imam Buli, now of the Daily Star, and Kazi Anwarul Masud, later ambassador (retired). 
As an important member of the nomination board of the DSF, I had many disturbed 
evenings trying to find out who among the two should be our nominee. 
 
Neither I nor my colleagues in the high command of the Dhaka College Democratic 
Students' Front did know that our trouble would be over in the most unexpected way, 
sometime before the college elections, actually on the October 7, 1958 something 
unprecedented happened. For the first time in the history of pre-1971 united Pakistan, the 
martial law was promulgated. It was like a bolt from the blue for us and the common 



people who had no clue that how the 'politics of palace in tricks' worked in the far away 
West Pakistan. 
 
With the proclamation of martial law ended open politics both at the national and the 
student's level for quite some time. The prohibition of politics affected college parties 
such as ours and even college elections were stopped. One remembers a harassed and 
worried principal Mofassil Uddin Ahmed, who called an informal meeting with us, 
students leaders of both parties. He said he was helpless and there would be no students 
union's elections under the given circumstances. We all sadly agreed. If I remember 
correctly, a compromise was made and without elections, Shamsul Arifin became the 
vice-president and Buli and Masud the deputy secretaries general. 
 
It is relevant here to recapitulate briefly the political developments that took place 
immediately before the imposition of the martial law. 
'In pre-1971 Pakistan the political programme of the dissident Bengali elite came to focus 
on the issue of autonomy. It received mass support in the period following the February 
1952 state language movement, which demanded that Bengali be made one of the state 
languages of Pakistan. A number of Dhaka students lost their lives as a result of police 
firing on a procession. They became the first martyrs of Bengal for the cause of language, 
culture and autonomy. 
 
The tremendous feelings unleashed by the language movement made it possible for the 
Bengali opposition to forge the United Front, composed of the Awami League, the 
Krishak Sramik Party of Fazlul Huq (established 1953) and a number of minor parties, to 
fight the Muslim League in the provincial elections of 1954. The United Front platform 
contained 21 points and demanded, among other things, a full regional autonomy for East 
Bengal. It also called for the recognition of Bengali as a national language. It demanded 
that the headquarters of the navy be transferred to East Bengal and the region be made 
self-sufficient in terms of defence. 
 
The 21-point election programme gained instant popularity. The United Front captured 
300 out of 309 seats and a United Front ministry under the leadership of Fazlul Huq 
assumed office in East Bengal in April 1954. The Muslim League central government, 
however, was not happy with the developments in the province and it dismissed the East 
Bengal government on May 30, 1954. The provincial legislature was also dissolved and 
the governor's rule was proclaimed. Meanwhile, governor general Ghulam Mohammad, 
in a bid to retain his vice-regal powers, was searching for suitable allies. 
 
He counted on help from HS Suhrawardy, leader of the Awami League, and emboldened 
by the latter's support, dissolved the constituent assembly by an ordinance in October 
1954. It was stipulated that a new constituent assembly, styled the national assembly, 
would be elected by the provincial legislatures. The national assembly met on May 10, 
1955. It contained 40 members from each wing. From this date to the early part of 1958, 



a mutually acceptable working relationship existed between the ruling central 
government groups and the more dominant elements of the East Bengali political parties.
 
The formula of 'parity' in legislature representation was accepted unanimously on the 
condition that parity was established between the two regions in all other fields such as 
defence and administrative services. It was also decided to integrate West Pakistan into 
one administrative unit. 
 
Pakistan's first constitution was based on this agreement. It was adopted on February 29, 
1956. Under this constitution, Iskander Mirza, a former bureaucrat, became the president 
and Suhrawardy became the prime minister of Pakistan. Suhrawardy remained in office 
for 13 months. Outwardly, it seemed that the dissident East Bengali leaders had at last got 
a chance to participate in the governance of the country. Actually, it was an uneasy 
coalition of the representatives of the entrenched bureaucratic and military interests of 
West Pakistan and the East Bengali elite. Political intrigues by these latter forces led, 
regrettably, to instability and between 1954 and 1958, there were five central 
governments in Pakistan and three provincial governments in East Bengal. 
 
Nevertheless, on account of the participation, however limited, that the Bengali political 
leaders obtained in this period, East Bengal modified its strident demand for Bengali 
regionalism during this time and contributed to making this 'a most creative' period of 
'integrative institution-building'. 
The only major Bengali leader who did not agree to this moderation on the issue of 
Bengali autonomy was Maulana Bhasani. He disagreed with Suhrawardy's pro-Western 
foreign policy also. As a result, he had to leave the Awami League. In July 1957, he 
formed the National Awami Party with 'left-leaning' and 'progressive' dissidents of the 
Awami League. This party continued to demand more autonomy for East Bengal. 
 
Most of the Bengali political elite, however, pinned their hopes on the general elections 
to be held in 1958. Their hopes were frustrated. The army, under the leadership of the 
commander-in-chief, General Ayub Khan, joined hands with president Mirza in staging a 
coup in October 1958, professedly in 'patriotic and national' interests. President Mirza 
proclaimed martial law in the country on October 7, 1958. On October 27, he himself was 
ousted by General Ayub, who proceeded to build a unitarian, centralised, dictatorial 
system, with the support and sanction of the armed forces' (MR Shelley, Emergence of a 
New Nation in a Multi-Polar World: Bangladesh', APPL, Dhaka, 2006, Fourth Expanded 
Edition, pp 24-26.). 
 
April 1958: Historical tour of Northern India and the then West Pakistan 
As already mentioned, the direct intrusion of the military in the politics of Pakistan 
occurred in early October 1958. It was a great 'divide' in the history of Pakistan and the 
lives of its citizens. As young students we were no exception. The imposition of martial 
law transformed our socio-political environment and impacted in an adverse manner our 



psyche. Of that, more will follow later. 
 
There were other things that continued unaffected even after the promulgation of martial 
law. Among these were our keen interest in and concern with creative literary activities. 
The eagerness to record day-to-day events in elaborate daily journals was an irresistible 
urge with me. I suspect that quite a few among my friends and class fellows had the same 
habit. They did not reveal this side of their life to me. 
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