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of Arab democracies

Mm;n Hmm

'l" Ia one of President Bush's
fﬁ\muﬁte applause lines.

| eedomisn't America's gift
to th world,” he repeats in
o *aﬁar speech. "It is God's
nd."And I, George W.
am merely the delivery
1 follaw-on line is only
implied, but you can't miss it))
sident has indeed been
making deliveries -- planting

'tu ?’ -ﬁudnm at least rhetori-

J,ihm}nn, even in politi-
g e Egypt, we are told,
{5 blooming like so
gallilies of the field.
‘what if what is actually
ing out there isn't lilies at
| something more like
d? What if we're seeing
beginnings of secular,
[gmocracies in the Arab
tich Bush and his advis-
spoken of so hopefully,
hic- duminnled govern-

; this seems to be hap-
. Fundamentalist
@Jn-upmuling up all aver
b world. Yet the Bush
istration -- employing the
areative skills that it used to
recast its reasons for the Iraq war
several times over - is still telling
the American people that what
mqmuamg islilles.

Amcﬁcau policymakers got
many things wrong when they
denidl:d to invade Irag. Most of
these €rrors have been amply
l;hxaph_ed gver: the manipulated
intelligence on WMD and
Saddam's ties to terror; the deci-
sion to lay down a smothering,
paternalistic accupation despite
having insufficient troops to
secure the country; the reckless
conflation of Al Qaeda with the
Iraqi insurgency, so that US
troops came to treat ordinary
Iragis with harsh techniques
Intended for a handful of hard-
core Quedu leaderss ahove all, the
pretense that Bush's "war of
choice in Iraq had anything at all
to do, at the beginning, with
America’s wiar of necessity
againstAl Qaeda., .

But one major mistake has
mostly escaped scrutiny: the
Bush administration's misread-
ing of the power of [slam in the
Arab mindset, and of Islam's
central importance in Arab soci-
ety, Theadministration is still in a
state of denial about this. Con-

sider the election results in Iraq.
Right up until the parliamentary
elections in mid-December, US
officials were waxing hopeful that
Iyad Allawi, the secular Shiite
exile and former CIA operative
they installed as interim prime
minister, would be returned to
power. Ahmad Chalabi, the once
and again Pentagon favourite --
the man who once sold the
administration on dreams of a
secular, Israel-friendly Arab
model state -- made a triumphal
sweep through Washington last
fall before the election. Vice
President Dick Cheney and
Defense Secretary Donald
Rumsfeld, thinking Chalabi
might be on the verge of @ major
comeback, agreed to meet with
him despite accusations that he
and his associates revealed US
secrets to Iran.

Instead, the outcome stunned
the administration. According to
European foreign-policy chief
Javier Solana, fully 78 percent of
Iragis voted for religious-party
candidates, The secularists were
marginalized. Allawi garnered a
mere 25 seats out of 275 in the
new Iraqi Parliament, and
Chalabi's party was completely
shut out. The new I[ragi prime
minister may well be someone
the Americans can work with, Hke
current Prime Minister Ibrahim
Jaafari or Adel Abdel Mehdi. But
both these men will beat the beck
and call of Shiite clerical leaders
Abdul Aziz al-Hakim and Grand
Ayatollah Ali Sistani, whose slates
dominate half of Parliament and
who have theirown agendas,

This follows a pattern of denial
goingback to the beginning of the
US occupation. A year before the
US invasion, a Pentagon Source
who spoke on condition of ano-
nymity told me that Central Com-
mand ordered Army intelligence
to work up a file on Sistani, the
most powerful eleric in Irag.
Central Command wasn't sure
exictly who he was, but they
knew he was important. Yet when
Sistani rose to become the domi-
nant voice for the majority Shias
after the invasion, the Bush
administration sought to

< brusquely shove hime aside, and @

the Army's intel dossier was
apparently forgotten.

Sistani, a fast learner once
described to me as “frighteningly
intelligent” by his political ally,
Mowaffaq al-Rubaie, pleaded for
early elections and a quick hand-
over. He suggested, reasonably,
that the Americans make use of
the widely distributed United
Nations food cards for voter
registration. According to Rubaie,
who is currently the Iraqi

Yet such is the paranoia of US policymakers about Islam
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hat, since the Khomeini revolution in 1979, they still see

sCOUNTERPOINT

rythmg s coming up ... not exactly roses in Bush's garden

every Islamic party as an incipient Iranian-style mullah state, or as a budding terrorist group that will give succour to
Al Qaeda. What these policymakers miss is this: what happened in Iran hasn't occurred anywhere else. Iran underwent
a unique revolution, one in which mullah control was written into the radical new constitution (much to the
frustration of many in its younger generation today)

national-security adviser, the
savvy Sistani went about pressing
his demands with a studied disin-
genuousness, knowing that
Shiites made up 60 percent of the
population. "He said., 'l read this
textbook of democracy, in the
world, and the first thing I read is
about elections, and so I'm ask-
ing for elections. | didn't go to the
Qur'an, there is nothing written
inthe Qur'an aboutelections’.”
Butfor the Americans, empow-
ering Sistani was just too Scary.
Born in Iran, he was seen as a
medieval relic who perhaps har-
boured dreams of emulating the
practices of his mullah pals next
door. And Chalabi and his intel-
lectual sponsor, the great sage

Bernard Lewis, had told us that
people like Sistani were yester-
day's men, that secularism was
the way forward.

Now, more than 2,200 Ameri-
can deaths and countless [raqgi
casualties later, what we have in
Iraq iIs essentially Sistani's
democracy. That may not be, after
all, so terrible in the end.
Stinkweed isn't as pleasant as
lilies, but it's not terribly toxic
either -- not nearly as bad as, say,
terrorist bombs. Still, the Bush
administration's willful denial
about the [slamist flavour of Arab
politics has prevented us from
seeing opportunities that have
since passed by. In [raq, that
might have meant a faster hand-

over that turned the country over
to the same Shiite majority par-
ties that now control it anyway. It
alse might have meant dealing
with a less troubling, or at least
less Islamicized, Sunni minority
(which began the oceupation
largely secular but is no longer
after years of infusion by foreign
jihadis). Now, after two years of
being put off by the Americans,
then murdered en masse by
Sunni insurgents, the Shiites are
no longer in much of 2 moad to
share power.

Yet such is the paranoia of US
policymakers about [slam that,
since the Khomeini revolution in
1979, they still see every Islamic
party as an Incipient Iranian-

style mullah state, orasa budding
terrorist group that will give
succour to Al Qaeda. What these
policymakers miss is this: what
happened in Iran hasn't occurred
anywhere else. [ran underwent a
unigue revolution, one in.whic
mullah control was written into
the radical new constitution
{much o the frustration of many
in its younger generation today).
In truth, a consistent minority of
people in most Islamic countries
want to see genuine theocracy.
Hard-line Islamist parties gener-
ally get 15 percent of the vote or
less.

And Siseani has proved to be in
every respect reasonable and
moderate. During a trip I made to

»

Iraq two years ago, when all this
wias just getting in motion,
Rubaie complained thar the
Americans didn't understand
how far Shia have traveled ideo-
logically in their direction. "The
traditional Shia political position
was that of Hizbullah," he told
me. "Now the Shia have made a
paradigm shift toward the posi-
tion of the US" But the occupa-
tion authorities, he said, "did not
understand.”

Other Islamists, like Hakim,
have heen willing to accommo-
date the Americans, if not quite
cozy up to them. (Hakim has
already made one trip to Wash-
ington, and may well make
another in coming weeks.) "No-
body knows the failure of the
Iranian system better than the
Iraqis," says Reza Aslan, author if
the newbook "No God But God."

The obvious question arises:
how could a US president who
has made his own religious faith
so much a part of his political
philosophy -- even in America's
supposedly secular system --
miss the fact that Arabs might
want to do the same thing in their
own politics? Bush was, quite
simply, misled, Aslan says. "For
the past [ew years or so, Western
governments have heen essen-
tially blackmailed by our allies in
the region, by [Egyptian Presi-
dent Hosni] Mubarak and King
Abdullah [of Jordan), into believ-
ing that autocratic anti-
democratic policies are neces-
sary; if it weren't for them there
would be theocracy in the
region."

Another reason was the pre-
eminence in Washington of the
“"Lewis Doctrine," as The Wall
Street Journal once called it.
Bernard Lewis, the dominant
scholar of Islam of recent

< decades, succeeded in persuad-

ing his Bush administration allies
of the need to forcibly implant, in
the Arab world, a secularized
democracy. Lewis saw Islam as
essentially anti-modern and anti-
democratic, the Arab equivalent
of the medieval mindset in
Europe thathad tobev mqulshec[
‘by the Reformation. © | & -

‘1 Rival sehobirs argue thut Lewis

and other conservative thinkers
underestimated the role that
Islam plays in Arab self-identity -~
the sense of protective justice
that the religion imparts to ordi-
nary peaple, especially in tradi-
tional Arab autocracies. For
centuries, there was comparative
stability and prosperity in the
Islamic world because Islam was
playing its traditional role of
constraining tyranny, argues
Richard Bulliet, a Columbia

P e
y
.

Un[versity:\rubisl,

When many !ragjl felt them-
selves subject to an Gutocratic US
occupation -- It's difficult for
Americans to stumiuh this, but
they are seen as autocrats -- they
simply resorted to [slam, expect-
ing it to play its traditional pro-
tective role. "Lewis gave a kind of
scholarly gloss te what the
administration wanted to hear”
about secular democracy, says
Bulliet. After 8/11, Bulliet and
other Arabists with kinder, more
nuanced views of Islam were
branded soft on terrorism and
hounded into silence (even today,
a Web site called Campus Watch
monitors their every statement
for evidence of squishiness on
Islamand on anti-Semitism).

Now Bush and his advisers
have been quietly grappling with
the idea that their principal inter-
locutors across the Arab world
may soon be very religious men
{sort of like them). Not just in Iraq
either as Wednesday's historic
Palestinion election has shown.
When asked, US officials insist
they will have no dealings with
Hamas, because It IS & terrorist
group. In private, however, the
president has been gingerly
laying out what one senior Euro-
pean official deseribed last year
as Bush's "theory of redemp-
tion."”

As Bush put it in rema:ks last
spring, even tlerrorists can be
weaned from violence by the
need to satisfy their constituen-
cies. "Maybe some will run for
office and say, 'Vote for me; El_nuk
forward to blowing up Ameriga’,"
Bush said. "But .., [ think people
who generally run for office say,
'Vote for me; I'm looking forward
to fixing your potholes or making
sure you've got bread on the
table’."

Author Aslan -- whose book
argues that Islam has always
made room for demacracy, going
back to the days of the Prophet --
sees an "excellent political exper-
iment” in all this, Hamas has
removed sentences calling for the
destruction of Israel from s
campaign literatiize; he §pys, and
it has performed becter than the
corrupt Fatah in delivering ser-
vices to peaple, "For years we've
been talking about how demo-
cratic participation is the only
way to moderate extremist ideol-
ogies," he says, "Here is the per-
fecr chance to see that in play.”
But first the Bush administration
must admit that everything may
notbecominguplilies,

© 2006 Newsweek, Inc. Reprnted by

arrangement.

Is a fair election posmble under thls CEC?

Qe

m m
It is still not clear as to why the govern]mant is afraid of facing the people with
reforming caretaker government or electoral laws. Are we to believe that the present
government may like to go for anything, right or wrong, to win the election to retain
power. Already the Election Commission is at a standstill because of CEC's failure to
understand clearly his actual role as the chief of the commission. What will happen to
the new recruits from the J(D?

ABMS ZAHUR

UR limping democracy

under an inefficient, cor-

rupt government will soon
be under the stress of a national
election. The new Chiel Election
Commission appears to be work-
ing under the Prime Minister's
Office and not independently.
During the short period of stay in
affice it appears that he does not
believe in working like an Election
Commissioner. He has made it
abundantly elear that he cannot
take any action not acceptable to
the PMO. Though he is oath bound
to be neutral for holding free and
fuir election, gradual politicisation
of the Election, Commission has
created enough doubt in the public
minds about his capability for
holding & free and fair national
election.

The Election Commission is
virtually passing through deadlack
since August2005 because ofwarof
nerves between the Chief Election
Comqiﬂfnner and the other two

con loners on the [ssue of
preparation of voter list. The CEC's
dccfaiouAgnoring the recommen-

dations af other commissioners to
: ng voier list on the
fprevious voter list, appears

;ecedzmed in the histary
- . Preparation of

After the HC verdict against
prepamtion of fresh voter list, the
avaidanee ofthe CEC to hold meet-
ing of the commission appears to
be adopting some trick to free
himselffrom pressure from outside

the commission. The option that
appears to be open for him s efther
to act independently with advice
from the commissioners who have
the equal status with him or to
resign from the post of CEC. After
all, resignation of the CEC is noth-
ing unprecedented. Only very
active cooperation from his more
experienced colleagues can make
it possible for him to hold the 2007
election. This does not, however,
appear to be a possibility and as
such it seems there may not be any
free and fair election under him,
even with the reécent addition of
two new commissioners to give the
CECamajority.

As we see there is no possibility
for a smooth, meaningful, and
effective election in the present
palitical situation. The four-party
allinnce and the Awami League, as
it appears, cannot come o an
understanding because BMP can-
not leave JI. Though Jatiya Party of
Ershad was considered at one stage
as sume sort of a balancing factor
however, this does notappear ta be
any more feasible because of divi-
sion in the party. Unless Ershad
with 19 court cases hanging on him
decides to resign from the chair-
manship of the party, |P cannot
play any effective role in Bangla-
desh polities.

We are not sureas to the capabil-
ity of Bikalpadhara to emerge as a
strong force against BNE None of
the smaller parties appear to be
performing better than their past
record. Dueto growing influence of
political mastans, some experi-
enced and capable leaders may not
beable to obtain party nomination
in both BNP and AL. This may
happen particularly in BNP
because of its compulsion for

leaving 70-80 seats (o |1. Some of
these disgruntled leaders may
contest independently. It would
not be surprising if a considerable
number of them are elected
because oftheir past records.

Not only in holding election.
Bangladesh is also facing the dan-
ger of becoming a failed state.
Neither political nor social nor
economic situation indicate any
encouraging sign for the common
people. Statistical analysis showing
growth may be useful for raising
credit rating. It does not convince
us that raising the level of invest-
ment has benefited the poor peo-
pleaswas expected.

There is no indication showing
improvement in the level of cor-
ruption or law and order situation.
ACC is still non-functional. Extra
judicial killings can never root out
violence. [n fact the government is
still showing hesitation in control-
ling Islamic militancy. Good plan
can hardly be executed success-
fully with highly politicised, cor-
rupt, and inefficient adminiStra-
tion. Common people are suffering
from serlous insecurity because of
Islami militants, high price of
consumergoods.

The image of Bangladesh has

already been tarmnished abroad
because of corrupt administration,
confrontational politics between
major political paries, Rilure of
the government to control milis
tancy and insecurity of minority
ecommunities. Despite loud claim,
the government has filed to play
appropriate role in the WT0O, main-
tain or improve relations with US,
or EU countries or India or Japan or
South Korea, or even with OIC
eountries.

Inmaking public statements, we

often see use of strong (sometimes
harsh even) expression by some of
our ministers, This is either
because of weaknessin drafting the
statements or sheer lack of ade-
quate depth of knowledge to deal
with foreign governments. We may
not have enough leaders (political
ar otherwise) to handle foreign
diplomats from advanced coun-
tries or donor agencies, we must
refrain from using harsh or unkind
words about denor agencies or
developed nations or neighbotirs.

Time has come for us to concen-
trate on improving our diplomatic
parlance. We must not forget about
our need for support from friendly
states and donor agencies to tackle
our various economic and social
problems effectively and rapidly.
We should never ignore the fact
that we shall have to go a long way
to become even a mid-level
indome countries because of good
number ofhurdles.

It would be wrong to try to win
the election through vote rigging.
This would be just like jumping
from frying pan to fire. As we see,
BNP has the capacity to win elec-
tion without any support from any
other political party if it can main-
minitsimage asa moderate [slamic
party, By seeking support from J1 it
may even lose some votes because
JI's image has already been dam-
aged due to IMB's nefarious activi-
ties, Close association with JT will
definitely create an impression
thiat BNP also supports militancy
though BNP has a considerable
number of freedom fighters in its
fold.

It is true that BNP has not been
able to fulfil some major commit-
ments during the last election. This
does not mean that they are totally
without success. Had they been
more prudent about nomination of
their candidates and members of
the eabiner, had there been no
tendency to copy some misdeeds
of the previous government, had
there been more cooperation from
the opposition, had there been no
mischief by the Islami militants,
BNP could, perhaps, have done
better.

No successful election is possi-

ble without successful political
negotiation. Showing strong arro-
gance or threat will not lead us
anywhere, It is still not clear as to
why the government [ afraid of
facing the people with reforming
caretaker government or electoral
laws. Are we to believe that the
present government may like to go
for anything, right or wrong, to win
the election to retain power.
Already the Election Commission
is at a standstill because of CEC's
failure to understand elearly his
actual role as the chiefof the com-
mission. What will happen to the
newrecruits from the JGD?T

Killing of two judges by mem-
bers of a militant group in broad
daylight has made the life of public
servants insecure. How many
officers can he given palice protec-
tion against suicide bombers. In
such a situation, is it advisable for
the government to increase the
possibility for further deterioration
of law and order situation before
election.

In the past we have seen that the
strong dictators like Ayub Khan or
HM Ershad ultimately bowed
down before the wish of the people,
only about ten years back Khaleda
Zia herself showed respect to the
wish of the people, Though Hmp-
ing, we are still maintaining demo-
cratic government. We do not
expect from BNP any act that will
destroy democracy. On the other
hund, we hope that sooner ar later
the Awami League will realise their
role to protect Bangindesh against
Islami fundamentalists, in
enabling the democratic forces to
revive their strength to fight for
secularism and retain our exis-
tenceds afree nation,

We wish that the new CEC would
realise the true situation and
decide quickly and correctly as to
how to accomplish the task of
conducting a free and fair election
in the present situation. However,
we cannot be optimistic under this
commission.

ABMS Zahurls a retirad Joint Secratary,
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Are we lost and confused?
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Is something missing in our thought prucesL? If so, what is it? Is it self-consciousness?
Is it soul-searching? Or is it a lack of understanding of something else? Does the
missing thing provide the key to self-fulfilment? Perhaps we are missing soinething
that we don't know or are unaware of. It may be because we are too busy in our daily
lives or don't bother to think about what is missing.

ABDUL QUADER writes from Canberra

Are we lost? Are we confused?
Nowadays we are not sure about
our place in soclety because we
have so many roles to play. We are
multi-tasked and need to attend to
s0 many things, profound and
trivial. We are living in an uncer-
tain world where things are mov-
ing too fast, making it s extremely
difficult for us to pause, ponder,
and reflect.

The sense of security has disap-
peared to a large extent with the
loss of certainty and comfort we
felt in the past. People in the past
knew that things would not
change too quickly, which pro-
vided them with a sense of assur-
ance and security as far as conse-
quences of human actions were
concerned.

Are too many choices good for
us? Is o much competition
beneficial to the society? Is unbri-
dled desire for material well-being
always good for human beings?
Has the definition of "good" and
"bad" changed? Has the "unac-
ceptable” in the past now become
easily "acceptable” in maodern
times? All these are very difficult
questions indeed and can be
addressed within the framework
of a theosophical discipline as
well,

The "Immoral” is often treated
or perceived as "moral" and the
soclety is Indifferent to this
dilemma. Expediency often
becomes more important than a
setof moral prineiples. "The more,
the merrier" may not always lead a
person to an abode of peace and
bliss. But who will make the value
judgement?

It is now easy to be lost within
the countless and confusing
choices that modern times offer
us. The more the choices, the more
caonfused we become because we
cannot decide what to take, what
to retain and what to discard. We
face distractions everywhere and
are susceptible to losing coneen-
tration that we need in order to
achieve inner peace and happi-
ness. Sounds philosophical?

Are we becoming more and
more restless? [s it because we
have a conflict between the con-
scious and the sub-conscious
states of our mind? Or is it because
we have a g of wir between the
"good" and the "bad" within us?
We often do what we really don't
want to do. The constant conflict
between the conscious and sub-
conscious states of our mind can
‘hold us back from attaining the
harmony weneed to achieveinner
peace in ourmind.

The never-ending conflict
embedded in our mind perhaps
stands in the way of our moving
towards the desired path of equi-
librium -- a state where our
thoughts, feelings and actions are
all in accord with each other. But
we are often unable to control our
own thoughts, feelings and
actions given the fast changing
surroundings in which we now
live.

The smaller the world, the
smaller the space we have. We
have made the world smaller --
thanks to the faster transport as
well as the development, wider
diffusion and ever-increasing use
of information and communica-
tions technology. Now we have a
lesser sense of inner space with

the world becoming smaller and
smalleras time unfolds in front of
us. The so-called “information
explosion” has led us to a path of
distractions causing a lack of focus
on things which are perhaps more
importanttolife.

Is the smaller world with all the
knowledge at our fingertips
always good for us? Does not the
"unknown" provide us with a
sense of suspense and awe, which
could be more satisfying? Who
knows!

Is something missing in our
thought process? If so, whatisit? Is
it sell-consciousness? Is it soul-
searching? Or is it a lack of under-
standing of something else? Does
the missing thing provide the key
to self-fulfilment? Perhaps we are
missing something that we don't
know or are unaware of. It may be
because we are (oo busy in our
daily lives or don't bother to think
aboutwhat is missing, We just drift
with the currentof time.

Change in life is inevitable,
good: or bad. This pra!uppnles
conscious actions of mankind to
influence the chang for rh.e
better, Just living lis triviali
someone is living is more Eﬁpbr—
tant if looked at wweugh:oﬂhe
purpose oflife,

How do we fulfil 1 tlm imise of
life? What promise? We don't
remember we made mmmkc

toanybody. Dowe?

"Look and you wﬁ}!ﬁml it -
what is unsought will go unde-
tected,” said the Greek philoso-
pher Sophocles. But ignorance is
bliss. So why not live in the world
ofbliss!

Abdul Quader s o freelance conltrbutor fo The
Daily Star.




