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Abstract: This research article examines the impact of Bangladesh’s 1971 Liberation
War on society and individuals, as portrayed in Tahmima Anam’s novel A Golden
Age. The story explores the emotional, physical, psychological, and social effects of
war, particularly on women and society. The protagonist, Rehana Haque, narrates the
reality of common people, their sorrows, and the scars of war, revealing the harsh
reality of human nature. The novel depicts how literary works can reveal historical
events and their influence on human behavior. The findings reveal that war does more
than reconstruct history, geography, and political unrest; it also deeply transforms
individual identity, relationships, and the fabric of society.
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Introduction:

The Bangladesh Liberation War (1971) was a defining moment in South
Asian history, resulting in Bangladesh's independence. The conflict brought immense
suffering, violence, mass displacement, and countless lives lost. Tahmima Anam’s
novel A Golden Age (2007) tells the human story behind this war, focusing on one
family’s struggles. This paper explores how the novel portrays the war’s effects on
society and individuals, highlighting themes of survival, identity, and patriotism. The
1971 Liberation War was a brutal and transformative period, filled with death,
destruction, and upheaval. Amidst the chaos, ordinary people fought to survive,
protect their families, and endure the turmoil. Literature like A Golden Age helps us
see the personal side of war, particularly through characters like Rehana, a woman
navigating both personal hardships and political turmoil. This study examines how
the novel captures the war’s impact on individuals and society as a whole.
Literature Review:

Many researchers have analyzed how Bangladeshi literature portrays the
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1971 Liberation War. Writers such as Akhtaruzzaman Ilyas and Selina Hossain have
depicted the war's violence and its long-term consequences. However, Tahmima
Anam’s A Golden Age is unique because it focuses on personal stories rather than
broad historical events. Scholar Niaz Zaman (2012) points out that the novel makes
the war feel more real by showing its impact on everyday people. Other experts
(Bose, 2011; Kabir, 2010) suggest that such literature helps keep the memory of 1971
alive, teaching future generations about its importance. Several critics have examined
A Golden Age and its depiction of the war. They highlight how the novel gives voice
to ordinary citizens, particularly women, who are often ignored in official war
histories. Niaz Zaman (2009) notes that Anam’s novel is rare in presenting the
Liberation War from a woman’s perspective. Firdous Azim focuses on the
characters’ emotional struggles, showing how war affects people on a deeply
personal level. Scholars like Claire Chambers analyze how Anam blends history and
fiction, using family relationships to reflect larger political conflicts. In summary,
critics agree that A Golden Age offers a moving portrayal of war’s human cost,
revealing how it transforms individuals and society emotionally and socially.
Methodology:

This study uses a qualitative research method to analyze A Golden Age
through detailed textual examination. It explores major themes like war, family, and
motherhood by carefully studying the novel's content. Historical accounts of the
Bangladesh Liberation War are used to provide background, while existing literary
criticism helps strengthen the analysis.

Aims and Objectives:
1. Personal Impact: How the war affects characters like Rehana and her
children.
2. Women’s Roles: The changing responsibilities and struggles of women
during the conflict.
3. Social Transformation: The ways political violence reshapes society.
Findings and Discussion:

Tahmima Anam's A Golden Age reveals profound insights about how
Bangladesh's Liberation War transformed both personal lives and society. Through
the experiences of Rehana and her family, the novel shows war's far-reaching
consequences. The conflict leaves deep scars on people's hearts and minds. As a
mother, Rehana suffers constant anxiety—torn between pride in her children's
bravery and terror for their safety. Her emotional journey reflects the universal
struggles of wartime: paralyzing fear when Sohail and Maya join the resistance,
crushing guilt over difficult choices, and the isolating weight of responsibility. The
novel captures how war disturbs every thought, turning ordinary days into exercises
in survival.

1. Impact on Individuals:

The war profoundly changes the characters in A Golden Age. Rehana Haque,
once a politically uninvolved widow, becomes courageous and shelters freedom
fighters.
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‘It’s not safe for Hindus in the city, as you know.” The refugees had stayed a couple
of days, making their homes on the lawn, keeping vigil at night with hurricane lamps
and lengths of wood they had saved from their door-frames. (A Golden Age, p. 82)
This passage reveals the dangerous situation faced by Bangladesh's Hindu population
during the war. It suggests they were specifically targeted, most likely by Pakistani
forces or those opposing independence. The phrase "as you know" implies this
persecution was common knowledge, showing how constant fear had become routine
for religious minorities. The line exposes how religious divisions intensified during
the conflict, forcing many Hindu families to abandon their homes. Some sought
refuge in rural villages, while others made the difficult decision to flee to India for
safety.

The simple, matter-of-fact tone of the statement makes the reality even more
chilling; it shows how violence against Hindus had become normalized during this
dark period. Her children, Sohail and Maya, embody the passionate youth, risking
their lives for Bangladesh's freedom. The conflict forces difficult decisions, mixing
personal relationships with political duty.

Emotional and Psychological Impact:

Rehana's journey reveals the deep personal impact of war. As a mother, she
battles between protecting her children and supporting their dangerous fight for
freedom. Her change from a cautious, private woman to someone who actively helps
the war effort shows how conflict transforms people's minds and hearts. When
Rehana says,

“You know what is best. But there are disturbing reports. Burning villages. Targeting
Hindus.” “That’s just a rumor. The city is dangerous, but they won’t go that far
inland.” (A Golden Age, p. 83)

The novel shows how people react differently to growing threats. Some characters
recognize the danger immediately, while others refuse to believe the worst,
protecting themselves through denial. Many struggle with uncertainty as rumors
replace facts. The reference to Hindus being targeted mirrors actual historical events
during the war; Pakistani forces often singled out religious minorities. This created a
climate of fear where the story captures how war breeds confusion. When violence
begins, no one knows who to believe, making the terror even worse. For those already
at risk (like Hindu families), this uncertainty made survival even harder.

3) Impact on Women:

Tahmima Anam's A Golden Age powerfully portrays how women were
deeply affected by the Liberation War, not just as victims but as active participants.
Rehana Haque's character breaks the stereotype of the passive, helpless woman. At
first, she is a traditional housewife focused only on her family. However, as the war
intensifies, she transforms into a courageous figure, sheltering wounded freedom
fighters, hiding weapons in her home, and making difficult sacrifices for the cause.
The novel also subtly addresses the darker side of war for women. While it does not

- B



SP Publications

International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES)

An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor: 8.175 (SJIF)
ISSN: 2581-8333|Volume 7, Issue 7 July, 2025

describe it directly, there are hints of the sexual violence many women endured
during the conflict. This reflects how war has a unique, often brutal impact on
women, beyond the battlefield. Through Rehana and other female characters, the
book shows that war does not just disrupt society; it forces women into new roles,
testing their strength and resilience in ways they never expected. Some become
protectors, others suffer silently, but none remain unchanged. The story highlights
both their struggles and their quiet heroism during this turbulent time.

4) Family and Relationships:

The Liberation War in A Golden Age creates complex changes in human
connections, simultaneously tearing people apart while forging unexpected bonds.
Rehana Haque's family embodies this painful paradox. On one hand, the shared
danger and purpose draw her closer to her children, Sohail and Maya, creating a new
depth of understanding between them. Their common cause against oppression
transforms their mother-child relationship into something more mature, built on
mutual respect rather than just parental authority. Yet this newfound closeness comes
at a terrible cost. As her children throw themselves into the resistance movement,
Rehana must endure the constant terror of losing them. Every moment of pride in
their bravery is shadowed by paralyzing fear. The novel captures this agonizing
duality through Rehana's internal struggles—her maternal instincts screaming to
protect her children while her patriotism compels her to support their dangerous
choices.

Rehana said, “Have faith, bhaiya, if you save the boy, he will be changed.
Changed by your generous act. When he sees you opening those gates, he will never
want to join that dirty rebellion again.” (A Golden Age, p. 211)

The war also fractures other relationships in the story. Neighbors become enemies
overnight as political loyalties override years of friendship. Some family members
are forced to choose between blood ties and ideological beliefs, leaving permanent
scars. Through these personal dramas, the novel shows how war doesn't just destroy
buildings and institutions; it reshapes the very foundations of human connection,
creating both unbreakable bonds and irreparable rifts in its wake.

5) Impact on Society:

Women like Rehana, who previously lived within strict domestic boundaries,
suddenly found themselves taking charge in unprecedented ways. They ran
households alone, protected vulnerable community members, and even participated
directly in resistance activities. While these new responsibilities gave women
unexpected independence, they also came with tremendous burdens and dangers. The
war exposed and challenged social inequalities in complex ways. Some wealthy
families used their resources to flee to safety, while others risked everything to
support the cause. The novel shows how economic status could mean either
protection or greater vulnerability, depending on one's choices. Rehana's own
experience reflects this; as a middle-class widow, she had certain privileges but still
faced immense hardship. Pre-war identities based on religion, ethnicity, or social
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status became both less and more important simultaneously. While Rehana's identity
as a Muslim widow mattered less in the face of national struggle, religious and
cultural differences were sometimes exploited to create divisions. The novel suggests
that in times of crisis, people are often forced to reconsider what aspects of their
identity truly matter.

Perhaps most powerfully, the story shows how shared suffering and
resistance created a powerful sense of national identity. Strangers became comrades,
and personal differences were temporarily set aside for the greater cause of liberation.
This unity, forged in adversity, would later become foundational to independent
Bangladesh's national consciousness. Through these social transformations, the
novel demonstrates that war doesn't just change political boundaries; it rewrites the
unwritten rules of how people live together, relate to one another, and understand
their place in society. The effects of these changes would shape Bangladeshi society
for generations to come. Despite the destruction, the novel ends on a note of hope.
The people suffer, but they survive. Rehana loses much but also gains a new sense
of purpose and pride in her country’s freedom. This shows the resilience of the human
spirit even in the darkest times.

Conclusion:

Tahmima Anam's A Golden Age provides a powerful, personal perspective
on the Bangladesh Liberation War. By following Rehana's emotional journey, the
novel reveals how conflict transforms individual lives—altering personal identities,
family dynamics, and social structures. More than just documenting historical events,
the story celebrates ordinary people's extraordinary resilience during extraordinary
times. This novel transcends the typical war narrative by focusing on universal
human experiences—a mother's love, the courage to survive, and the difficult choices
forced by circumstance. Through Rehana's transformation, we see how national
crises reshape both people and societies in permanent ways. The research
demonstrates that wars are not merely political conflicts but deeply personal
experiences that leave enduring scars.

Works like A Golden Age serve an important purpose: they preserve the
emotional truth of historical events that statistics and official records cannot capture.
Future studies could expand this understanding by examining how other Bangladeshi
writers have portrayed the 1971 conflict through different lenses. Ultimately, such
literature reminds us that behind every historical event are countless individual
stories of struggle, sacrifice, and survival.
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