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The Myth of Three Million Killed:
A Stumbling Block in Pakistan-Bangladesh Rapprochement

By Brigadier Nasir Shafig, retired

Introduction

This matter in itself, is the biggest
stumbling block in full normalisation of
relations between Bangladesh and Pakistan.
Whereas both nations share so much in
common, and certainly look forward to a bright
future of close relations in multiple domains,
the festering wound stands out, indeed cries
for closure. Only then can both nations move
forward.

Bangladesh and Pakistan looking forward to warm relations
(Source: pakistantoday.com.pk)
Bangladesh has insisted on the
veracity of this figure, considering it the tragic
result of a deliberate genocidal campaign by
Pakistani forces against hapless Bengalis, in
1971. The state of Bangladesh has insisted
on a formal apology by Pakistan (despite
repeated expressions of regret at the highest
levels in Pakistan), for the violence seen in
erstwhile East Pakistan. For want of serious and
deliberate academic research in the aftermath
of 1971, Pakistan has remained silent on the
issue, and the search for the truth never really
commenced. Much literature written here
and abroad, therefore, is skewed in favour of a
narrative that is both hostile to Pakistan, as it is
one-sided.

As both countries approached the
fiftieth anniversary of that sad episode in 2021,
more attention was focused on the figure of
three million in Bangladesh and in Pakistan,
with India putting in concerted efforts to stoke
this issue and keep it alive, like malevolent
background music. This has given a fillip to
earnest research work, especially in Pakistan,
in the search for the truth. The presence of a
large number of surviving veterans, Biharis and
loyal Bengalis who faced genocidal fury, and
of other non-Bengali victims of violence, has

added richness and depth to this research work.
In light of the need to search for the truth, and

Guerilla fighters of the Mukti Bahini bayonet men who allegedly
collaborated with the Pakistani Army
(Source: aljazeera.com)

in an effort to attain closure with Bangladesh,
the issue of three million needs to be addressed,
even at the cost of repetition, till a common
understanding is attained in Bangladesh and
Pakistan.

The claim of three million Bengalis
killed during the East Pakistan crisis of 1971, or
the Bangladesh Liberation War, as Bangladesh
knows it, is one of the most contentious ones
of recent conflictual history. Before discussing
this figure's background and origin, let’s see
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what a myth is, and how James K. Feibleman,
the famous American philosopher, explains
it. According to him, “A myth is a religion in
which no one any longer believes™. When

it comes to Bangladesh and its creation, it
seems that the religion of mythology still
exists, and has a large number of followers. In
fact, it is usually claimed by a small section
of Bangladeshi writers—certainly not all of
them—that those who perished during the
1971 crisis were three million, and that they
were all Bengalis and Hindus.

World-renowned scholars, including
many impartial Bengali authors and Western
scholars, don’t agree with this perception,
which seriously lacks scholarly authenticity. The
origin of the 3 million figure can be traced back
to December 1971 when Pravda, the Soviet
newspaper in its editorial of 23 December 1971
titled Enemy Occupation, reported that deaths
in the war of 1971 were about 3 million. This
figure gained legitimacy after it was endorsed
by Sheikh Mujibur Rehman in his interview
with David Frost of
BBC, on 18 January
1972. There is another
view, according to
which Sheikh Mujib
made a mistake when
he said 3 million died.
What he really meant
was 3 lacs
(three hundred
thousand).

Sheikh Mujibur Rehman

(Source: arabnews.pk)

Mujib also formed an inquiry committee in late
January 1972, comprising representatives from
the armed forces, police, border security force
and civil administration, to validate the figure
of 3 million, which it could not do. In fact, the
total number found by them was 38,000, which
was rounded off to 50,000.

Statistical Analysis

Let’s analyse this contested claim
from another angle, mainly through the
prism of authentic international records. The
casualty figures during major conflicts of the
world’s recent history, and corresponding
population statistics as recorded by various
world organisations, offer a sound basis for
the statistical analysis of the whole issue. Table
1 comprises data from eight major conflicts,
including the East Pakistan crisis of 1971,
fought during the last about 60 years. It explains
various conflicts along with their duration,
troops deployment at its peak, casualties
suffered, and then computes the annual
casualty average in the last column on the
right. Assuming that the propagated number of
casualties of the 1971 crisis i.e. 3 million over a
nine months duration is correct, the resultant
annual casualty figures of four million (table 1,
last row) in the case of Bangladesh, is hard to
believe. It surpasses all previous world casualty
records, including both world wars. This
suggests that actual casualties that took place
were not even remotely close to the figure of
three million.

1 James K. Feibleman, “Quotes,” accessed on November 24, 2023, https://www.goodreads.com/author/

quotes/4272085.James_K Feibleman.

30 | VolumeV




B The Myth of Three Million Killed

Table 1
Duration Annual
Contflict Troops deployment at its peak | Casualties casualty
(Years) 0
average (%)
1 | Vietnam? 12 500,000 in 1968 1,000,000 83,333
2 | Algeria’ 7.5 French forces: 500,000 100,000 13,333
3 | Cambodia* 8 270,000 in 1972-3 310,000 38,750
) Soviet Army: 115,000
-Afgh
4 ;‘;;’;ft ghan 14 Afghan Army: 65,000 2,000,000 142,857
Mujahideen: 200,000/250,000

Angolan Civil MPLA: 70,000

> War® 16 Cuban: 60,000 300,000 R
. Bosnian Army: 110,000

B 7 29, 109,
6 osnian War 3 Bosnian Serb Army: 80,000 329,000 09,666
7 Sri Lankan® 13 Army: 210,000 in 2008 100,000 11.538

Civil War LTTE: 30,000 in 2008 50,000 ’
8 | East Pakistan | 9 months Pakistan Army: 45,000 3,000,000 4,000,000

Population Analysis

Let’s assume once again, for the sake
of academic analysis only, that three million
people perished during the 1971 crisis, within a
short span of nine months (March to December
1971), and then compare it with changes in
population data of the rest of the conflict zones
(table 2), as recorded by the World Bank. When
these data values are converted into graphs

through computer assisted tools, it produces
very interesting results as shown in graphical
charts 1 to 4. It points out that, while there is a
visible dip in the population graphs of Bosnia,
Rwanda and Cambodia during their respective
conflict years, the same is not observed in the
case of the 1971 crisis. Contrary to the case

of these countries, and despite an expected
significant dip in the East Pakistan population
graph (as a result of presumed devastating

2 Spencer Tucker, The Encyclopedia of the Vietnam War: A Political, Social, and Military History (US: ABC-CLIO,

2011), xliii.

3 David Ottaway and Marina Ottaway, Algeria: The Politics of a Socialist Revolution (US: University of California

Press, 2022).

4  John Pike, “Cambodia Civil War, 1970s,” accessed August 25, 2023, https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/

war/cambodia2.htm.

5 Maxime Rischard, “Al-Qa’ida’s American Connection, Global-Politics.Co.Uk,” n.d., https://web.archive.org/
web/20111121131224/http://www.global-politics.co.uk/issue6/Stahl/, accessed on August 25, 2023.

6  Por Juan F Benemelis, “Las Guerras Secretas de Fidel Castro,” Cubamatinal, January 18, 2012, accessed on August
25, 2023, http://www.cubamatinal.com/Noticia.cfm?NoticialD=7964.

7  Sabrina P. Ramet, Central and Southeast European Politics since 1989 (UK: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 30.

8  “Armed Conflicts Database 2006, International Institute for Strategic Studies, May 11, 2006, accessed on August

25,2023.
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casualties), it indicates a straight, steady and the World Bank and other authentic sources,
upward curve. So, very interestingly, it does indicates with authority, that this claim—
exactly the opposite in case of Bangladesh, and devoid of empirical evidence—is grossly
belies the claim of three million killed. This exaggerated and far-fetched.

statistical analysis based on figures provided by

Table 2
Population Data by World Bank

Country Bangladesh’ Cambodia'!

Year Pop Year Pop Year Pop Year Pop

1965 58,500,159 1990 7,319,962 1975 | 6,727,922 | 1990 | 4,494,310
1966 60,265,259 1991 7,485,681 1976 | 6,307,122 | 1991 | 4,502,386
1967 62,104,488 1992 7,657,208 1977 | 6,040,197 | 1992 | 4,275,730
1968 63,995,652 1993 7,904,740 1978 | 5,961,193 | 1993 | 3,942,981
Years of 1969 65,866,908 1994 | 6,732,665 1979 | 6,051,808 | 1994 | 3,762,330
Conflict 1970 67,541,860 1995 | 5,686,897 1980 | 6,198,959 | 1995 | 3,750,527
1971 68,376,204 1996 | 6,715,510 1981 6,364,472 | 1996 | 3,907,751
1972 69,346,705 1997 | 7,666,732 1982 | 6,619,699 | 1997 | 4,047,748
1973 71,144,818 1998 | 7,914,645 1983 | 6,881,962 = 1998 | 4,115,059
1974 72,947,807 1999 | 8,009,587 1984 | 7,133,899 = 1999 @ 4,153,014
1975 74,700,345 | 2000 | 8,109,989 1985 7,376,090 = 2000 | 4,179,350

Population of East Pakistan / Bangladesh"’ Population of Rwanda'*
T5.00 8.5
;:Emm .‘—____,.-—- B
85,00 15
60.00 7
55,00 85
50,00 8
45.00 55
40.00 5
1965 1965 1067 1968 1960 1970 1071 1672 1973 1674 1675 1990 1991 1902 1963 1904 1985 1006 1007 1908 1900 2000

9 Bangladesh: “World Development Indicators | DataBank,” World Bank, accessed on November 8, 2023, https://
databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=SPPOP.TOTL&country=#advancedDownloadOptions.

10 Rwanda: “World Development Indicators | DataBank,” World Bank, accessed on November 8, 2023, https://
databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=SPPOP.TOTL&country=#advancedDownloadOptions.

11 Cambodia: “World Development Indicators | DataBank,” World Bank, accessed on November 8, 2023, https://
databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=SPPOP.TOTL&country=#advancedDownloadOptions.

12 Bosnia: “World Development Indicators | DataBank,” World Bank, accessed on November 8, 2023, https://
databank.worldbank.org/reports.aspx?source=2&series=SPPOP.TOTL&country=#advancedDownloadOptions.

13 “Population estimates and projections | Data Bank. (2022),” World Bank, retrieved May 7, 2022, from https://
databank.worldbank.org/source/population-estimates-and-projections.

14 “Population estimates and projections | Data Bank. (2022),” World Bank, retrieved May 7, 2022, from https://
databank.worldbank.org/source/population-estimates-and-projections.
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World Scholarly Opinion

Other than statistical and population

analysis, are the opinions of renowned scholars
and a few other sources.

Syyid A Karim, Bangladesh’s first foreign
secretary, openly
declared that “the
figure of 3 million
mentioned by
Mujib to David
Frost in January
1972, was a gross
»17

overstatement”"’.
Coming from the

Syyid A Karim
(Source: lisauk.org)

country’s foreign secretary, it carries weight
and authenticity.

15

16

17
18

19

The Peace Research Institute in Norway,
along with Uppsala University of Sweden in
1972, estimated the casualties to be almost
58,000. This research institute, founded by
Johan Galtung in 1959, is highly regarded
as an independent and impartial research
institute in the field of peace and conflict
studies. It presented these figures after
thorough research based on authentic data,
eyewitness accounts and media reports.'®

Dr Abdul Mu’'min Chowdhury, an ethnic
Bengali academic
and scholar,

has carried out
intensive research
and authored a
book, Behind the

_ : W Vyth of Three

Dr Abdul Mu'min Chowdhury ~ Million, specifically
(Source: lisauk.org) focusing on
the authenticity of these figures. He has
presented various facts and incidents to
show that the figure of three million is
unfounded. Two incidents narrated in his
book are quite interesting. Firstly, he talks
about Abdul Gaffar Choudhury, a well-
known newspaper columnist and close
associate of Sheikh Mujib, who questioned
the authenticity of the three million figure
in May 1973, saying; “We are now saying,
three million Bengalis have been martyred.
Without any survey, we are telling, three
million Bengalis have died”". He also
mentions a debate in the Bangladesh

national assembly on 15 June 1993, where

“Population estimates and projections | Data Bank. (2022),” World Bank, retrieved May 7, 2022, from https://
databank.worldbank.org/source/population-estimates-and-projections.

“Population estimates and projections | Data Bank. (2022)” World Bank, retrieved May 7, 2022, from https://
databank.worldbank.org/source/population-estimates-and-projections.

Junaid Ahmad, Creation of Bangladesh: Myths Exploded (Karachi: AJA Publishers, 2016).

“An Unceasing Propaganda and the Myth of Three Million,” accessed November 25, 2023, https://www.hilal.gov.pk/

eng-article/detail/ NTExMA==html.

Dr M. Abdul Mu'min Chowdhury, Behind the Myth of Three Million (London: Al Hilal publisher, 1996).
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Colonel Akbar Hussain, a former decorated
Mukti Juddha and cabinet minister, while
making a pointed
attack on the
Awami League for
its propensity to
falsify history, said
that the Awami
League had created
the myth of three
million killed,
whereas in reality
it was closer to a tenth of that figure.® These
conclusions, coming from reputed Bengalis,
are worth considering, to gauge the veracity
of these figures.

v
Colonel Akbar Hussain
(Source: thedailystar.net)

William Drummond, a professor of
journalism and renowned journalist of

his time, of the
University of
California Berkley,
worked for the Los
Angeles Times. He
served as bureau

chief at New Delhi
_ and Jerusalem, and
William Drummond Washington DC
(Source: linkedin.com)
correspondent.

He also worked as White House Fellow and
Associate Press Secretary with US Presidents
Gerald R Ford and Jimmy Carter. Having
researched the subject well, and through his
enormous exposure and expertise, he wrote
a report in the Guardian on 11 June 1972.
The report says, “Based on numerous trips
around Bangladesh beginning in December
(1971) and based on an extensive discussion
with many people at the village level as well

20
21

22

23
24

Chowdhury, Behind the Myth of Three Million.

as in the government, the figure of 3 million
deaths is an exaggeration so gross as to

be absurd....no more than 25,000 people
died™".

Ingvar Oja, Swedish journalist reported

on March 1, 1973, through his article in
Dagens Nyheter (the largest daily newspaper
of Stockholm) that the allegation regarding
the killing of 3 million people is highly
exaggerated.”

Peter Gill of the Daily Telegraph was
another renowned journalist of his time
who worked

as a foreign
correspondent in
South Asia and the
Middle East. He
wrote in the Daily
Telegraph, London,
on 16 April 1973;
“The Pakistan
soldiery in the East
during 1971 was suppressing a rebellion,
and not in occupation of a foreign country.
Sheikh Mujib’s wild figure of three million
Bengalis killed during those 10 terrible
months is at least 20 times too high if not 50
or 60. And what of all the killings that the
Bengalis did whenever they had a chance?”*

Peter Gill
(Source: telegraph.co.uk)

Sarmila Bose, a noted Indian Hindu
Bengali writer and research associate at
Oxford University, writes in her book

Dead Reckoning, “......the number ‘three
million’ appears to be nothing more than a
gigantic rumour”* She further writes, “it
appears possible to estimate with reasonable

confidence that at least 50,000-100,000

Views shared by William Drummond in Los Angeles Times of June 1972. Afrasiab, 1971 Fact and Fiction, Views
and Perceptions in Pakistan, India and Bangladesh, March 2021 edition.
The Financial Express, Dhaka dated 13 December 2010 (vlex.in/vid/232323267) accessed on 11th June, 2016.

Ahmad, Creation of Bangladesh.

Peter Gill, “Pakistan Holds Together,” Daily Telegraph London, 16 April 1973.
Sarmila Bose, Dead Rockoning: Memories of the 1971 Bangladesh War (London: C.Hurst & Co., London, 2011), 177.
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DEAD RECKOMING
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SARMILA BOSE .2

Sarmila Bose & her book  (Source: youlinmagazine.com)

people perished in the conflict in East
Pakistan/Bangladesh in 1971, including
combatants and non-combatants, Bengalis
and non-Bengalis, Hindus and Muslims,
Indian and Pakistanis. Casualty figures
crossing one hundred thousand are within
the realm of the possible, but beyond

that one enters a world of meaningless
speculation””

Mohammad Tajamul Hussain, a noted
Bangladeshi journalist, writes in his book
Bangladesh, Victims of Black Propaganda,
Intrigue and Indian Hegemony; “As such,
the figure of 3 million killed in 1971 and
200,000 women alleged to have been
violated seem fictitious, baseless and far
removed from the truth”

David Bergman is a well-respected
journalist who has worked extensively in
Bangladesh. He
got into a serious
problem when he
wrote an article
questioning the
genuineness of the
number of three
million. He was
summoned by
the Bangladesh
International Crimes Tribunal, found to

David Bergman
(Source: tribune.com.pk)

25
26

27

28

Bose, Dead Rockoning, 181.

L

be in contempt of court on 2 December
2014, and fined the equivalent of $ 65. He
wrote the following in the New York Times;
“The fine is modest, about $ 65, but the
message from Bangladesh’s International
Crimes Tribunal is ominous: anyone who
challenges—however legitimately, however
respectfully—the official number of three
million people killed during the 1971
Bangladesh war for independence, is guilty
of contempt of court””

Serajur Rehman, the former deputy head
of BBC Bangla Program in the UK, in

a letter to The
Guardian dated 24
May 2011 narrates,
“On 8" January
1972, I was the

first Bangladeshi
to meet
independence
Serajur Rehman :
(Source: bdreports24.com) leader Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman

after his release from Pakistan. During the
day, I and others gave him the full picture
of the war. I explained that no accurate
figure of the casualties was available but
our estimate, based on information from
various sources, was that up to ‘three
lakh’ (300,000) died in the conflict. To my
surprise and horror, he told David Frost
later that ‘three million of my people’
were killed by the Pakistanis. Whether

he mistranslated ‘lakh’ as ‘million’ or his
confused state of mind was responsible,

I don't know, but many Bangladeshis

still believe a figure of three million is
unrealistic and incredible’?®

Mohammad Tajammul Hussain, Bangladesh Victim of Black Propaganda Intrigue and Indian Hegemony (London:

The Al-Hilal Publishers Ltd., 1996), 69.

“Muzzling speech in Bangladesh,” The New York Times, December 23, 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/24/

opinion/muzzling-speech-in-bangladesh.html?_r=0.

Serajur Rehman, “Mujib’s confusion on Bangladeshi deaths,” The Guardian, May 24, 2011, https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2011/may/24/mujib-confusion-on-bangladeshi-deaths.
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o Richard Sisson and Leo E. Rose, the Conclusion
authors of the book War and Secession:
Pakistan, India, and the Creation of
Bangladesh, write in their book; “It is still

The half-century-old propagation of the
figure of three million killed, which has been
contested by almost every reputable scholar
of the world, seems to be a case of political
compulsion within Bangladeshi politics. It is

impossible to get anything like reliable
estimates as how many of these were

liberation fighters killed in combat, how a noticeable phenomenon that whenever the
many were Bihari incumbent party comes into power, the figure
. ~ Muslimsand proliferates, especially during and closer to
WAR i SELESIION supporters of electioneering. While it may be fair for them
PAKISTAN, Pakistan killed by to get political mileage out of it, certainly

Bengali Muslims, it adds nothing to historical truth. This

INDIA, and how many approach is shifting the chances of regional

AND THE CREATION OF were killed by peace in general, and Pakistan-Bangladesh

BANGLADESH Pakistani, Indian rapprochement in particular, from difficult to
nd Mukti Bahini bleak. This is putting stumbling blocks in the
fire and bombing path of truth and reconciliation, much desired

by the people of both countries, and the world

Book: War and Secession dur ing hostilities”* too.

(Source: goodreads.com)
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