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Exploring the concept of morale, this 
piece will study the key 
features of the high morale 
with which the Pakistan 
Army fought against India 
in erstwhile East Pakistan, 
in 1971. This will exclusively 
focus on the 1971 war 
memoir East Pakistan to 
Bangladesh1 written by 
Brigadier Saadullah Khan, 
Hilal e Jurat (HJ). This 
article deconstructs the 
odious myth propagated by 
detractors, that the Pakistani 
Army had lost the will to 
fight, and it did not fight 
courageously in 1971 War 
in East Pakistan.

It is the morale of armies, as well as 
nations, more than anything else, which makes 
victories and their results decisive, writes 
Antoine Henri Jomini in Summary of the Art of 
War.2  Soldiers are the most valuable resource 
that armies possess. Wars lost by the Americans 
in Vietnam and Afghanistan indicate that 
without well-motivated and committed soldiers, 
the most well-equipped army with sophisticated 
weapon systems, fails to win wars. General 
Dwight D. Eisenhower writes in Crusade in 
Europe3, “Morale is the greatest single factor in 
successful war”. Likewise, General George C 
Marshall observed “You can have all the material 
in the world but without morale, it is largely 
ineffective”.4 Morale is defined in the Australian 

1	  Saadullah Khan, East Pakistan to Bangladesh, (Lahore, Punjab: UMT Press, 2021).
2	  Antoine Henri Jomini and O. F. Winship, Summary of the Art of War, (San Bernardino, CA, 2015).
3	  Dwight David Eisenhower, Crusade in Europe, (London: William Heinemann, 1948).
4	  Robert A. Fitton, Leadership: Quotations from the Military Tradition, (Westview, 1994).
5	  Australian Army, Leadership Theory and Practice, (Canberra: Australian Army, 1993).
6	  Saadullah Khan, East Pakistan to Bangladesh, (Lahore, Punjab: UMT Press, 2021).

Army Leadership in Theory and Practice5, as “a 
positive state of mind which gives a man a feeling 
of confidence and well-being that enables him 
to face hardship with courage, endurance and 
determination”. 

Features Determining the Morale of 
Pakistan Army Soldiers

 The Pakistan Army fought for motives 
that transcended earthly rewards. To defend 
the ideology, sovereignty and unity of Pakistan, 
they were ready to embrace martyrdom. 
Pakistani soldiers had deep 
religious beliefs, moral 
values, self-discipline, 
conf idence,  courage, 
tenacity, endurance and 
unity of purpose. The 
high morale of officers 
and non-commissioned 
officers was supported by their sense of duty and 
responsibility, and the knowledge that others 
relied on them and their decisions. Brigadier 
Saadullah quotes a Japanese saying, “Death is 
lighter than a feather and duty is heavier than 
a mountain”.6 He demonstrates a personal 
compulsion to save his men; “I felt a compulsion 
to personally get Bukhari’s company back. They 
had fought heroically for six days … They had 
been true to their salt. I just could not leave them 
by themselves to tackle that very tricky situation”. 
He finds the same quality in his men. He notes 
that during war Major Khurram remained 
glued to his receiver and mike, without caring 
for his personal safety, rather he would request 
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the brigadier to move back to the safety of the 
headquarters. He further comments, “Safety and 
security are relative terms. You feel safe where 
you perceive yourself or others to be safe. Life 
and death are facets of the same reality. They are 
both in the hands of Allah.” He writes that while 
making preparations for combat at Akhaura, the 
acting commanding officer Yasin ordered his 
soldiers to dig their weapon pits, and said, “This 
is our home if we live, and our grave if we are 
killed; prepare these weapon pits with the loving 
care they deserve”. Like Tariq Bin Ziad, they had 
burnt their boats. The men were outnumbered, 
tired, wounded, short of ammunition, fighting 
in a horrific environment of close combat, but 
their will to fight was undaunted, steady as rocks. 

Recollecting the combat at Akhaura, 
Brigadier Saadullah writes that the Indians 
repeatedly tried to assault their position “but 

all attempts foundered at the resolution of our 
men. They were steadfast.” On the other hand, 
the Indians were demoralised as is evidenced 
by the two enemy wireless intercepts got by 
D Company, and quoted in his book in these 
words, “The first [Indian] sounded low morale: 
I can take them back but I can’t put heart into 
them. The speaker seemed to be a company 
commander”. The second [Indian], who was 
probably a battalion commander, seemed weary 
and angry: “I am being treated like this, ordered 
to go back and forth, we go forward to retrieve 
the casualties, and suffer more casualties.” He 
further writes that to lift their morale, Indian 
soldiers would drink heavily before an assault. 
Brigadier Saadullah recollects his deep sense of 
satisfaction in the face of looming death, “Near 
the Temple was the Tufail Shaheed Memorial 
Dispensary. He used to be our Chief Instructor 

27 Brigade area of operation (commanded by Brig Saadullah Khan)                                           (Copyright © AIMH, 2021)
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at the Infantry School, Quetta. ‘We may be soon 
together, sir’, I said softly. The thought was very 
comforting”.7 

When the time for assault came, Brigadier 
Saadullah found himself “overwhelmed with 
sentiments. An overpowering emotion had taken 
over. My entire being vibrated as if completely 
intoxicated. Tears welled up in my eyes as I 
beckoned our men, Jo Rasul Allah صلى الله عليه وسلم ke paon 
ki khak ko bosa dena chahta hai, aa jaye (come 
along, those who yearn to kiss the dust at Rasul 
Allah’s صلى الله عليه وسلم feet). Seven or eight men sprang to 
their feet, and a similar number followed suit…
Yaqub, who had been wounded twice, was also 
beginning to get up…” Going through a street, 
they sighted a mosque that “sent through us, a 
wave of exhilaration. Tere wuss de rehn dware, 
(may your exalted house flourish forever), 
someone exclaimed with raised up arms… The 
mosque as a symbol of Islam, had never before 
meant so much to me. We were in ecstasy. At 
that moment we could have done anything. The 
temporal life seemed so insignificant and trivial. 
In fact, we did not even think about it. Shouting 
Nara-i-Takbeer, Nara-i-Risalat and Nara-i-
Haideri, we continued through.” 

Esprit de corps reflects the collective 
morale of soldiers, their commitment to “the 
accomplishment of the mission . . . fosters faith, 
loyalty, pride, confidence, unity and even a feeling 
of invincibility–a feeling of oneness”. Brigadier 
Saadullah observes, “there was unison in our 
sentiment”. They were “tired but cheerful … 
The social cement of esprit de corps was strong”. 
Under the relentless fire of the Indians, the man 
in the foxhole next to Brigadier Saadullah was 
fatally wounded. “All he said was, Saab, Khuda 
Hafiz! menon te lag gai ae (Sir, Khuda Hafiz! I 
have been hit). As I fired with the G-3 rifle, he 
handed me ammunition. He had no weapon 

7	  Ibid.
8	 A bird known as Ababeel in Urdu. It relates to an account in the Holy Quran (Surah Al-Fil 105:1-5).
9	 Saadullah Khan, East Pakistan to Bangladesh, (Lahore, Punjab: UMT Press, 2021).
10	 Major General F. M. Richardson, In Fighting Spirit (1978).

himself. Later on, it transpired [that he had] 
given me his rifle, had followed without any 
weapon, and was giving me the filled magazines 
for which he had to expose himself more than I 
did.”

Martins8 versus Elephants 

The Pakistan Army fought bravely in 
the most adverse conditions. It was a hard war; 
inadequate regular troops, scant, almost no 
engineering support, ammunition was in short 
supply, as was artillery and heavy machine gun 
ammunition. We had no anti-aircraft guns.  
“The situation was bad but my troops were 
very determined. Especially the junior leaders 
were skillful and veterans of many small combat 
actions. Artillery shelling was routine and the 
troops learnt to live with it. Our peril was great 
but so was our resolution”.9 Brigadier Saadullah 
writes that “lesser men would have caved in 
much earlier. Out of my two regular battalions, 
every fifth man was a casualty i.e., killed or 
wounded”. The Pakistan Army fighting in East 
Pakistan was literally shorn of all the physical 
factors that, according to Major General F. M. 
Richardson10, boost morale, e.g., provision of 
good food, rest, good health and amenities like 
laundry, books. In stark contrast to this, when 
Brigadier Saadullah felt thirsty on the battlefield, 

GC Saadullah Khan receiving Sword of Honour                       
(Source: hilal.gov.pk)
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he was offered water by an old soldier in his 
helmet, that had been scooped up from a pond, 
because fresh water was not available. It could 
cause dysentery or cholera. There was no time 
to take rest. The fighting was continuous, the 
grind of war was relentlessly non-stop. Brigadier 
Saadullah writes that he had not slept, nor eaten 
anything for three days, and when after 4 days 
the soldiers were ordered to stop shelling, they 
slept instantly in whichever position they were, 
without complaining of their torn boots.

Refusal to Give In

 On one occasion, Indian troops 
surrounded a post and crept closer to the 
position. They demanded surrender. “Isolated. 
Low in ammunition and no hope of succour. No 
communication with the outside world; no fire 
support. Yet Havildar Gulab Khan got up with 
his sten gun lowered. The enemy overjoyed; all 
of them surged forward to take their weapons. 
Gulab raised his sten and mowed down the first 
group... Gulab Khan fell fighting in his bunker, 
Defiant in death as in life. He had soured victory 
for the enemy”.11 

Leading From the Front

 Pakistani army officers always lead 
from the front; The casualty rate of officers and 
soldiers in the Pakistan army is 1: 12 as compared 
to the 1:100 casualty rate in the world. Brigadier 
Saad writes that on one occasion, when there 

11	 Saadullah Khan, East Pakistan to Bangladesh, (Lahore, Punjab: UMT Press, 2021), 80.

was a lack of supply officers, and ammunition 
was needed urgently, the services officers 
“volunteered to bring out ammunition from the 
steamers. They knew the risk. They hazarded the 
risk of artillery and tank fire. At night, one officer 
with a party of his own servicemen would board 
a steamer, locate and identify the ammunition, 
and bring it out of the steamer. The second party 
would carry the ammunition a little distance 
away from the river bank. The third party would 
dismantle the ammunition boxes to reduce the 
weight…This ritual was carried out every night 
by different volunteer officers … The resilience 
of our soldiers had remained unimpaired.”

Obedience

 Despite knowing that they were 
defending the undefendable, the orders of the 
command were resolutely obeyed. Brigadier 
Saadullah ordered his men, “whatever be our 
position and here we shall stay! ... [the response] 
was no complaint, not even his eyes showed any. 
Zulfi gave me a salute and a fathomless look of 
complete resignation ... he knew he was going 
back to a hopeless situation.” Brigadier Saadullah 
sees through an exchange of fire, a thoroughly 
overloaded jeep approaching the bridge; “Major 
Bukhari was in it lying wounded. I walked over 
to Bukhari. ‘Have I done my job, sir?’ he asked 
weakly, with half open eyes. ‘You have done 
more than that son. God be with you.’ To me, 

Brigadier Saadullah commanding parade on 23rd March 
(Source: Author )

Brig Saadullah Khan, HJ (centre) flanked by his staff captain,  
Maj Munir (left) and his brigade major, Maj Gen Sarfraz, SJ 

(Source: Major Munir)



Pakistani Soldiers in East Pakistan 1971–Grit and Guts

Number 2/2021   |   45 

he had become dearer than a son. Zulfi was 
also in the same jeep. [He had fallen] Shaheed, 
but not Captain Imtiaz who, with his platoon 
headquarters men had tried to retake the tanks, 
and was lying somewhere in the centre platoon 
with the other shaheeds of his platoon. He used 
to say, ‘she has not given birth to a son who 
would go through my position while I am alive’. 
He had been true to his word … we had asked 
those gallant sons of Pakistan to hold those 
lone, isolated posts. They obeyed, unhesitantly 
and uncomplainingly”.12 It was like a filial bond 
between the commander and the troops. Seeing 
a soldier carrying two weapons and a shaheed,  
Brigadier Saadullah writes, “I patted the cheek of  
the shaheed.  It is amazing how much you come 
to love your men in battle”.

12	 Ibid, 118.

Tenacity of Purpose: Pakistan Army 
was willing to fight till the last. While they  
were planning defence and counter attack, all 
of a sudden there was news of surrender. The 
response to the orders to surrender, was shock. 
We were all shocked. There was a flurry of 
agitated conversation. Nonsense, it is wrong, It 
is a fake message, were the instant reactions… 
it was probably a ruse set forth by the enemy. 
It was unbelievable as their will to fight was 
unwavering, and their morale was high. 
Brigadier Saad writes, “We were stunned. …We 
had lost the War without losing in battle”. 
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‘‘History had no lessons or rules to offer the student, it 
could only broaden his understanding and strengthen his 
critical judgment.’’

(Carl von Clausewitz)


