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My primary concern in the work that I'm doing is to explain the constitutional deadlock of ’71; this is the three-month period if you will, in the immediate aftermath of the of the 1970 general election. But for today's discussion what I want to do is to really focus on what I refer to as a ‘structural antecedents’ of this deadlock trying, really to understand the Yahya period or the Yahya interregnum as a whole rather than just focusing on this. 

What really strikes me when I go through the secondary literature on this is the fact that it still continues to be shrouded in a kind of ambivalence about general Yahya Khan himself. There's this persistence of ambiguity if you will, not just in Pakistan, in Pakistan the debate is as you know a lot more polarized because of its hybrid state projects, but also when I speak to scholars and intellectuals in Bangladesh there seems kind of a strange dichotomy between Yahya Khan who was ultimately responsible for the decision to use military force against East Bengal and also for the conduct of the army’s operation in ’71. So, there's that and there's a growing awareness about that, but there's also this Yahya Khan who made good on his promise to hold the country's first general election, and somebody who candidly announced soon after the elections that Sheikh Mujib would be the future Prime Minister of Pakistan. So, there's a sense almost that had the political initiative stayed with Yahya, he was on the verge of a transferring power but that his efforts were derailed by a cabal of fox in the junta if you will, in collusion with power-hungry Bhutto. So, for me, interestingly, I think for all the growing awareness and recognition of the army's role in perpetrating a genocide in east Bengal I think there's precious little by way of actually analyzing the Yahya regime’s logic particularly in holding elections. 

As I think most of you would know, the discourse that exists on this subject is for the most part really insular. It's partisan, it's hyper nationalistic. There are exceptions of course, but the debate is primarily chiefly it's sort of mired in questions of political agency. So, there's this picture about a triangulated sort of contest between these big personalities, without oftentimes an explicit acknowledgement of the asymmetries of power within that context, and the really interesting feature about this literature is that there's a very narrow and localized resolution of political events, so it seems to be divorced from global currents at the time. That's true for the disposal of public discourse on Pakistan today as well. So, we speak about the hybrid state but we oftentimes don't make any connections to what's going on around us you know around the globe and we not really made an effort to sort of understand political trajectories of the so-called third world after decolonization right and if you were to delve into that you'd realize that Pakistan's case is not peculiar case it really does fit into the global currents of the time. So, those are two interesting things about this literature and particularly I mean there's this tendency to explain the crisis of the political breakdown of March ‘71 in the language of conspiracy and I think that all of us scholars are working on South Asia would agree that there's a conspiracy really to be unearthed under every rock and shrub in this part of the world. I'll speak for Pakistan in particular, so when I am looking at this literature and I can tell you it was not a happy endeavor at all to do this, to undertake this during the pandemic, and I'd say totally advise against it but really I mean as I was going through this source, after source, after source, I realized that you know I was not entirely persuaded about the primacy of this conspiracy framework as an explanation for this crisis and I found that explanation to be really a huge historical oversimplification to my mind. Just using conspiracy theories as a broad form of history telling seems to be a little too convenient, almost lazy. 

The reason why I think it's important to reopen what may seem like a closed chapter to many is the fact that the Yahya interregnum as a whole has not come under the kind of scrutiny that it deserves especially given the very far-reaching consequences of the regime's decision to hold elections. The fundamental question that I want to then put is: what motivated this regime to hold these elections after more than a decade of direct military rule? I think what makes this inquiry even more intriguing is the fact that when we situate these elections within the universe Cold War era dictatorships, you'll find that it was rather uncommon at the time for authoritarian systems to hold not just party-based elections but multi-party elections. So, you'll recall that Ayub’s elections were indirect, but they were party based only in the most loose sense and then Zia’s elections 1980s were nonparty elections. 

That makes this question even more intriguing now I think it helps that a lot new evidence has come to light since the early 2000s on this question and we have now declassified U.S. intelligence archives in South Asia we have a number of recent and insightful memoirs and autobiographies particularly those by Kamal Hussain and Rehman Sobhan. Then of course we have the Hamoodur Rehman Commission Report to the extent that it's been declassified. 

Keeping all of these in view, I argue for basically pivoting from our narrow and conventional understanding of the 1971 deadlock as a product of you know the standalone choices of these grand political personalities and instead I think it's really important in light of this new evidence particularly to bring a structural lens to bear upon this question and to understand not just the Yahya regime in general, but this really important question about the elections. So, to that end, I think what I'll do, because you know I can't really go into the granular details of the deadlock itself, but what I want to do is to really briefly outline some big arguments about what I think are the essential features of the structural lens or the structural environment within which the deadlock arose so I make three big arguments, and I'm happy to take questions in the Q&A, but you know here I'll really be able to say these things at a very generic level. 

My first argument is that the Yahya regime’s decision to hold back first general election in 1970 was not an act it was not a voluntary act of a benevolent dictator, which seems to be at least the implicit assumption in the literature, this notion that you know he seemed to be a professional soldier who had no political ambition of his own. On the contrary, I argued that the regime was under considerable pressure to democratize and this was not just a pressure coming from spheres of sort of elite politics or sort of international politics but it really was a bottom up pressure emanating from what we not always that I'm clear your movement and this movement as you know became the trigger, if not the immediate cause, for the regime change in 1969 and as such it also stands out as one of the most successful radical movements around the globe in the late ‘60s. I know that you know there's a lot of despondency among scholars of this movement about the fact that it ultimately came to be hijacked by various authoritarian politics in the 70s and beyond but I think what is seldom acknowledged and really needs to be emphasized is the instrumental role that this movement played in drastically, and very drastically shifting the military’s strategies and methods for maintaining political control and dominance which then opened up avenues of political activity in a way that that became really unprecedented for Pakistan. So, if you follow closely the unfolding of this internal decision making process within the regime you can see that that it was piece meal, it was highly guarded, it was strategically crafted in response to public pressure for a democratic transition and especially in response to the regimes most immediate concern which was the Awami League’s 6-Points movement. At this time it was it was really broadly a political movement based on the 6-Points and then slowly and steadily it picks up the momentum and mushrooms into a larger set of nationalist movement across class and nationalist Bengali movement, but this really was the regime's nemesis and I think that the regime is going through a serious sort of the process of internal rethinking about how they are to appease, and at the same time co-opt the army. So, from there follows the sort of election design and it's interesting that in most accounts you know they sort of gloss over the twelve months within which this strategizing happens. So, it didn't just happen overnight it didn't just happen in a few months’ time, it actually happened over a period of entire year and there were a number of options in the menu for the regime. It finally went in for multi-party elections on the basis of the principle of ‘one man one vote’ and of course also undoing the One Unit in the West that Professor Sadia Toor has spoken about. So, one could say that the regime saw the wisdom, if you want to give the regime any credit, if it should be given any credit at all, is in recognizing new pathways to its own self-preservation, which is to say I think they're recognized that there was a need now to channel, or corral if you will, the movement into a formal process of constitution making and I have to say that till such time that the elections you know the regime's plan seemed to have the desired effect. 

This leads me into my second big argument, which is that because of the uncertainties involved in holding these elections the regime was careful to build into its electoral framework various mechanisms of political insurance that would underwrite the military's power, in other words, even as the Yahya regime’s declared goal was to transfer power, the elections were strategically designed to subvert this very process of democratic transition. Here I'd like to borrow from Eqbal Ahmad, who uses the term “legitimizing principle”, and  I think this applies very aptly here which is to say that what the regime was essentially is doing was just to use a new legitimizing principle, paradoxically of popular consent, but to ensure its economic and political supremacy and it did so cheaply through the legal framework order but there were other there are other ways that they also employed and the LFO in particular gave Yahya a veto over the constitution making so that the constituent assembly that would come about as an outcome of the of this process would not be solved ultimately. Of course, we know with the benefit of hindsight this kind of political engineering is never quite proof, it's susceptible to what's all sorts of risks from the perspective of the regime, we've seen that in Pakistan again and again, but I think it's really important to also acknowledge this of this engineering in the period of the 1970 general election, that acknowledgement is huge, because what it does is it problematizes this widely held assumption that that there is regimes resistance to the transfer of power was a post-election change of heart. 

It really was a mechanism for political insurance, it always was, and it always remained so the military then obviously had to adapt to Awami League landslide victory in order to ensure the authoritarian status quo. Finally, my last argument, and I will wrap up within the next three or four minutes, argue that the cause for the political breakdown of March ‘71 was essentially nothing else except for the fact that there was a direct threat to the institutional and economic interests of the military and the anticipated loss of power in the emerging political structure. This crucial point has simply not been emphasized enough I wouldn't say, that you know I'm bringing up an original argument, but certainly I mean other people who have actually alluded to this are Hamza Alvi and Ayesha Jalal, I think Tariq Ali to some extent, but really I mean it's something that really needs to be foregrounded and I think more recently Srinath Raghavan and his work has acknowledged this. I think it's really important that the Awami League’s six-point, or rather proposed six points constitution, threatened not only to shrink the center and put an end to its control over resources in the East, which is self-evident, but also to substantially diminish the material privileges of the military within which the political hegemony of the institution was embedded and I can go into more detail in the Q&A but the only thing that I would like to say here was that the you will see this problem for the military regime, amongst other things, was the two subject center, the shrunken center which only had in in this proposed constitution defense and foreign affairs, also in a way in which the East Pakistan's contribution to the centers share of revenue would be severely diminished. In other words, because East Bengal only had a 10% representation within the armed forces the Awami League essentially argued that it's share for defense at the center should be a correspondingly reduced right. So, that was a huge blow to the military regime. So, I described the Awami League’s constitution and there are other features within it, it's not just the six points, there are there are other features underline the six points which become really important here which have not really been spoken about, but I describe the constitution as a “military-constraining constitution”,  it's not just an autonomy-based constitution, it's a military constraining constitution, one that took for various reasons within its context of 1970-71, a hardline position in whittling down the economic foundations of the military's power. I’d just like to end on this note here that I think that two of the fantastic sources, that I've also already mentioned, are autobiographies by Kamal Hussain and Rehman Sobhan that gives you, both of them actually, fantastic insights into how this this political negotiation sort of unfolded, they give you interesting clues about what the underlying problems really were and interestingly those weren't necessarily the problems that were explicitly articulated within either the proposed six points from institution or even within the discussions that the regime had with the Awami League. As Kamal Hussain says in his memoir, he says the Awami League really was in no mood after its landslide victory in the election to make concessions to the regime. 

That hardline position also sort of emerged from its own sort of specific context in terms the nationalist movement picking up in East Bengal, becoming more cohesive, becoming more militant and that obviously has a huge impact on the kind of position that the Awami League eventually takes on the six points constitution. This is not a fixed formula, the six points was never a fixed or static formula, there were always ways in which it could have been folded in a more, sort of you could say, regime preserving kind of way. Then there was a hardline position that wanted to constrain military power and that really becomes the stumbling block in these negotiations Which is why in March 71 you essentially just see negotiations building up as far as the Awami League is concerned but the regime actually overtly preparing for a military crackdown, so it seems like the negotiations so-called have broken down much earlier than the start of the operation itself. 
