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Marium Bibi, Noor Hossain’s mother lost her son 24 years ago. In an interview with a
local English daily, she had said: “It is hard for any mother to lose her son. But | have no
sorrows...l am proud of Noor” (New Age, Nov 10 2005). Just after five years, on the
23rd of November, 2010, right before the launch of the 105 minutes of documentary on
Noor Hossain, her son, Marium Bibi regretted in an interview with the same daily: “‘I
still don’t see anything for which my son died.”

How do we look at Noor today? Has Noor Hossain become an event, a photo opportunity
for our leaders to lay wreaths in the Shahid Noor Hossain Chattar at the Zero Point,
Gulistan or in Mirpur where he rests, perhaps in confusion and not so much in peace?

Noor Hossain of Narinda was 26 years old, who had not attended school beyond grade
eight, who had barely learnt to be a driver... when he took the bullet on the 10th of
November, 1987 while he was participating as a Jubo League activist in a procession of
15-party alliance led by Awami League against HM Ershad’s regime.

Not one nation is ever set free by one voice, one protest and one death. But history marks
the turning points in bold and in red and makes space for us to learn from. 10th
November, 1987 is one such turn in democracy that had a cathartic impact on the political
scenario, way back in 1987 and led to the ouster of the ruler-cum-dictator, H. M. Ershad
in 1990. It would be blasphemous to say or write that no other leader has practiced what
Ershad had preached. It would be equally misleading to declare that apart from Ershad,
rest of our history is imbibed with democratic ideals and aspirations; it would be a lie to
state that only Ershad stole billions whereas the rest of our leaders remain untarnished by
corruption scandals. Fortunately, for those of us who write, the keyboard has a mind of its
own and it does stop us from having lopsided views.
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But yes, Noor, who had nothing but freedom to gain
from ousting Ershad, ran through the streets fearlessly in 1987. Unfortunately ever since
that time, there have been more than one Noor Hossain spotted on the road, hunted down
for rebellion while screaming for democracy. But, yes...at least one Noor Hossain with
an uncompromising body marked in bold white letters, crying for ‘Gonotontro’ and
shunning ‘Shoirotontro’ has been duly honoured in the pages of our history. Noor
Hossain was one believer who was shot right at the zero point in Gulistan in the city of
Dhaka. Little did the Killers realise that there were cameras all around and those snap
shots of Gonotontro mukti paak on his back and Shairachar nipat jaak on his front would
officially stamp Noor Hossain as a martyr forever?

A few months back, at a celebration of The Daily Star, a local English daily at
Bangladesh China Friendship centre, the editor of the daily was chronologically
presenting the evolution of democracy of our times. When it came to the Ershadian era,
the continuous slides kept on playing one event after the other, reflecting how democracy
had been slaughtered during that particular period. On the first row of the audience sat
HM Ershad with an expression of an apparent sincere intent to freshly comprehend the
past. After the ceremony was over, a few of us left the venue in shame while he
proceeded to the dining hall to socialise. Some of us were astounded and asked each other
whether it was power that turned our leaders to grow extra layers of immunity through
which no hurt or blow could permeate? The correct answer, we concluded that evening
lay in the maddening obstinacy of power.

On the 6th of December 1990, HM Ershad was forced to step down. True, the anti-Ershad
movement could not have peaked without Shahid Noor Hossain’s slogan: ““Shoirachar
Nipat Jaak, Gonotontro Mukti Paak’ (Down with autocracy, let democracy be freed)
inscribed in white paint on Noor’s chest and back. Since then the Zero Point has become
‘Shaheed Noor Hossain Chattar’ while Noor Hossain rests in Mirpur where on the 10th
of November every year, we routinely place wreaths, wear black badges and deliver pro-
democracy speeches.

This is one auspicious day when both the BNP and the AL come together in one voice
and condemn the violators of democracy. Yet this is a day where we, as a race, suffer
from a collective dementia forgetting that the crisis of democracy did not start and end
with only Ershad. Assassinations, coup-d’états beginning from 1975 have been attempted
to legitimatise the military regimes to retain power while many so-called “liberal forms”
adopted during those times that also won censure of the mass.

Today, while we remember Noor Hossain as a symbol of freedom from the paranoia of
authoritarianism, today while we identify freedom with his photograph that led to mass
upsurge in 1990, let us not forget that in spite of the two alliances coming together on this
one undisputed issue, HM Ershad still happens to be a comfortable ally of the ruling party
and needless to say, will remain as one in the chesshoard of any of our future elections.

While we the common people must also realise that our political parties will always
resort to their ill-meaning political practice to gratify their own interests, our political
parties and leaders too, must also reconcile with the fact that the mass sees through the
corrupted lenses of balanced deception and that at the end, there maybe many more Noor
Hossains within us who would be happily laying down their lives for the sake of
democracy in our land.

This is a time to recall our poet, Shamsur Rahman’s first book of poetry, “Prothom Gaan
Ditiyo Mrittur Agey” (Tr. First Song Before the Second Death) in 1960 which spoke of
the political turbulence; this is a time to pay tribute to his poem ““Asader Shirt” which
was written with respect to the mass uprising of 1969 led by Maulana Bhasani; this is a
time to recognise that his poems published in “Bondi Shibir Theke” (Tr. From
Confinement in Enemy Territory) written during the war in 1971 and published in 1972
cried for freedom. During the movement against Ershad, Shamsur Rahman published his
book ““Buk Tar Bangladesher Hridoy” dedicating it to the great sacrifice of Noor
Hossain. Today, | cannot but quote a few lines from that book:

O Freedom, raise your head like Titan,
give a sky shattering shout,

tear off the chain around

your wrists.

Roar, Freedom, roar mightily”’!
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(Roar, O Freedom: translated by Kabir Chowdhury)

As commoners, we should not ever be surprised to see HM Ershad in Shahid Noor
Hossain Chattar laying wreaths in the future. Jatiya Party may just spring up with an
agenda of reforms and regrets. We as a nation must remember that we love to hate and
hate to love the same things at different times, as per our convenience. With time, the
faces of our heroes and villains change. Our leaders and followers switch masks to suit
their own times. In these political games of self-serving greed to secure safe balances in
the parliament for one and staying out of the prison for the other, we, the people must
remember that Shahid Noor Hossain Dibosh will only give our leaders opportunities to
mark wrath and misrule of the others while calmly forgetting their own.

That is what is specifically wrong with our history. We use too many erasures and
attempt re-typing our own version. Little do we realise that our todays will also be a part
of other tomorrows where many of us may go down the alley as traitors, violators, and
aggressors. We, the people also need to fearlessly tell our leaders that mere election and
parliament appearances don’t free the mass; in many cases, they only empower lust,
initiate alienation and ultimately lead to ousters.

Rubana Hug, Managing Director, Mohammadi Group.

—
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10 Responses to “ Noor Hossain: Resting or turning in his grave? ”

Kiwi panneau on November 21, 2011 at 5:35 pm

Thanks.

Reply

Ehsanul Haque (Moti) on November 13, 2011 at 6:18 pm

It is strange as to how it works, but it appears that hardly any revolution or changes were
brought about through peaceful means without having to shed blood. Surely Noor
Hossain’s sacrifice has not gone in vain. God only knows how many more sacrifices we
need to achieve true democracy.

The tragedy is only the affected family knows the pangs of losing their near and dear
ones and suffer in silence.

Reply

Mozammel on November 12, 2011 at 3:08 pm

Rubana is right to narrate the event of Noor Hossain.

Now if | go deep into the episode would you like to agree?

Noor Hossain was a poor young boy of a widow mother of a basti in old Dhaka.

He was a worker of a political party.

He wanted to get the chances to attain something in life.

He was provoked to it by leaders putting a bolus of “Ershad is a bad guy, he is leading the
country to decay, he is stealing the treasury and shifting the money abroad. If he stays we
cannot come to power and help the people like you. So we need him to go as early as
possible”

And this bolus was taken up by this unfortunate young man without knowing there are
many others in the beach to hunt the fish.

They wanted a dead body (fish) for the agitation to end the Ershad age because they
could not get the chances to get commission. So they did what ended the life of this
unfortunate young man.
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Ali on November 12, 2011 at 1:41 pm

Many thanks for drawing the just picture of emotions and historical significance of
millions who think and reflect on ‘happenings’. Our leaders do not bother to take into
account what people say or think. Only ‘popular’ votes can bring them back and about
which already so much ‘work’ is going on! Nation building, accountability and
transparency can take a back-seat for now.

Poor Noor Hossain is only one life shining bright to meet such a “historical’ fate. Yet
there is no purification of souls and a real step towards bringing back some sense into our
political life.

It is absolutely true the nation is held hostage.

Bangladesh Spring is brewing. Noor Hossain, you are still alive in the hearts of millions!

Reply

Rahman on November 11, 2011 at 6:46 pm
Many thanks Ms. Rubana Hugq for yet another strong article advocating for democracy.

We need to wake up to the fact that Noor Hossain’s dream will remain unfulfilled until
and unless we oblige our leaders to practice democracy in its real meaning. What has
been happening in Bangladesh since 1975, when two notorious military dictators Zia and
Ershad subjugated Bangladesh under jungle rule, is not pure democracy but a semblance
of democracy still heavily influenced by the military. Look what our leaders are doing
even today! One is crying for army deployment in local government elections; the other
is changing cabinet decision on transport network of Dhaka city just because air force is
objecting to the route decided by the civilian experts, for no plausible reason. We do not
even talk about moving the cantonment out of Dhaka city — one of the main reasons of
traffic nightmare in the capital city of Bangladesh, which could have been the case many
years ago in any civilised and democratic society.

We still live under the shadow of military — a situation anachronistic to the basic
principles of democracy. Our politicians could be corrupt (military rulers are much more
corrupt), but democracy is still the best governance option available to humankind.
Practice makes things perfect. We are relatively new in practicing democracy. It will take
some time for us to come out of military influence and the corrupt political practices
primarily introduced by the military dictators in our country’s governance, but | am
optimistic that one day we will have real democracy — an accountable system of
governance for politicians and bureaucrats alike. The heartbreaking politics of
convenience we see now in our beloved country, | am confident, would take the back seat
— hopefully within our lifetime.

We must not fall in the trap that just because democracy is not working well in
Bangladesh and the politicians are corrupt, we should abandon democracy altogether.
One of your readers seems to be suggesting such a course of action. | could not quite
understand though what exactly he meant by saying “Democracy till now has been the
perfect alcohol, but its days might be numbered. Change is imminent on a global scale.”
The changes we see at the global level are in favour of democracy and against tyranny —
not the other way round. Good days are ahead of us. Keep faith in democracy.

Thanks once again. Keep writing.

Reply

Syed Imtiaz Ali on November 11, 2011 at 4:44 pm

We NEED a Bangladesh SPRING very badly! Because we have become hostage to a
few.

Couldn’t be more candid and fact-laden. Well chronicled. Thanks.

Reply

Jalal on November 13, 2011 at 11:14 pm

| feel we need a “Bangla Spring” too. If Tunisia could do it without bloodshed why
can’t we? The social media like Facebook and twitter are great tools to achieve
such goals.

Reply
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sujaul on November 11, 2011 at 2:25 am

Perfect, Rubana.

The free market economy in both rich and poor countries only seem to be capable of
producing a specific breed of politicians who are merely greedy stooges of a completely
unaccountable despotic civil military bureaucracy and their cronies. Democracy till now
has been the perfect alcohol, but its days might be numbered. Change is imminent on a
global scale.

Reply

Azizur Rahman on November 11, 2011 at 2:04 am

Thanks for this write-up. Only a few days back | was thinking about this image of Noor
Hossain that we had in next day’s newspaper. Basiclly nothing has changed in substance
since 1971. The politicians think they are held in high-altar and are invincible sorrounded
by militia, wealth and cronism. It takes people with courage and conviction to stand up
against oppression, tyranny (not just in physical form). But, it is people like Noor
Hossain and the unemployed youth in Algeria who set himself to fire can light a small
flame that can turn into a bonfire. Sadly the courage and sacrifice of these fearless few
are quickly forgotten and opportunists come in to take claim for changes. Thomas Zinn
said that we don’t have a problem of ‘civil disobedience’ — but one of “civil obedience’
where the majority of us are willing to suffer tyranny, oppression, indignity and
economic slavery. The only hope is that in every society, from time immeorial, we have a
fearless few like Noor Hossain lead the way by lighting a small flame.

Reply

Golam Arshad on November 11, 2011 at 12:10 am
Rubana: Touching tale of a bleeding Democracy. Keep up the good work!!
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