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The state of the republic
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In a situation where elected representatives of the paop?'a)sre denied opportunity to discuss in Parliament issues of
greatimportance, in a situation where members of Parliament cannot disagree with the policy of their own party and
cannot vote according to the dictates of their best judgment, in a situation where marriage of convenience catapults
to power a party which was opposed to the emergence of Bangladesh and many of whose leaders are guilty of crimes
against humanity, the tyranny of the majority needs to be opposed by all sentient citizens of the country.

KAZI ANWARUL MASUD

BOUT three weeks back

President George W. Bush

told the US Congress and
the world that "the state of the
union is strong, and together we
will make it stronger." His hope for
togetherness denotes inclusive-
ness, bipartisanship, and embraces
all Americans,

In Bangladesh, the state of the
republic is not strong and "rogeth-
ermess” is absent in our political
culture. Intolerance displayed by
the government in and out of

Parliament to opposing views,

disdain showed to the genuine
- difficulties faced by the people
crushed under the relentless
wheels of poverty, indifference
shown to the concerns expressed
by the international community
and to their insistent advice for
‘good governance, prosaic and
cosmic efforts at controlling law-
lessness through selective use of
illegality (crossfire) practiced by
the law enforcing authorities
which have failed 1o address satis-
factorily either the question of
legality of the measures under-
taken by the law enforcement
autharities or the basic question of
insecurity asphyxiating the nation
== these are some of the factors
pushing Bangladesh towards the
abyss.

Perhaps one of the most con-
strictive features defacing the
democratic character of the coun-

try is the tyranny of the majority.
James Madison warned in the
Federalist Papers "of the great
importance in a republic not only
to guard society apainst the
oppression ofitsrulersbutto guard
one part of the society against the
injustice of the other part.” Unless
a mechanism can be devised to
prevent fifty one percent of the
people from contolling one hun-
dred percent of the decisions, the
“tyranny of the majority” cannot be
prevented.

‘This was keenly felt by the fram-
ers of the American constitution in
the early days when the fragile
nation was being cobbled together,
when Madison would rather call
the American Federal Government
arepublic rather than a democracy
because the people did not vote
themselves but were governed by
the representatives they elected,
when Alexander Hamilton advised
accommodation of "interests or
opinions of interests” of the then
constituent thirteen independent
states.

Why else did the Founding
Fathers establish a bicameral
legislature -- Senate and House of
Representatives -- instead of a
simple majority rule by anunicam-
eral legislature? Why else does the
US constitution have an Electoral
College to elect the President
instead of the President being
elected by a simple majority of
popular votes? Why does the US
constitution give the President the

veto power over decisions made by
the majority of both houses of the
Congress? While understandably
the American constitution was the
product of a particular time and
amended as circumstances
changed over time, the essential
point made here is to remove the
falseimpression of the government
that a mandate for five years is
meant for infinity and even that
five years period can be abridged
should circumstances so dictate.

In a situation where elected
representatives of the people are
denied opportunity to discuss in
Parliament issues of great impor-
tance, in a situation where mem-
bers of Parliament cannot disagree
with the policy of their own party
and cannot vote according to the
dictates of their best judgment,ina
situation where marriage of conve-
nience catapults to power a party
which was opposed to the emer-
gence of Bangladesh and many of
whose leaders are guilty of crimes
against humanity, the tyranny of
the majority needs to be opposed
by all sentient citizens of the coun-
try.

Albeit in a different context, it is
not difficult to comprehend the
reluctance of Henry David Thoreau
to surrender fully his rights to the
elected representatives. Reserving
the right to dissent is mankind's
inheritance from civilization and
expression of dissent signifies that
elected members can be fallible
and should be shown the right way

should they falter on the path of
righteousness.

Totalitarianism, it has been
argued, is not an antithesis of
democracy but is one of its extreme
possibilities. Totalitarianism is
reflected through total identifica-
tion of political functions and
powers thatin a democratie system
are conceptually thought to be
different. Alexander Hamilton's
need for accommodation, referred
to earlier, is consonant with the
views of German philosopher
Jurgen Habermas.

He stresses that a state's raison
d'etre lies primarily *in the guaran-
tee of an inclusive process of opin-
jon-and-will formation in which
free and equal citizens reach an
understanding on which goals and
normslie inequalinterestofall,”

But when different state institu-
tions whose duty it is to check on
the excesses committed by others
are manipulated in such a way that
their distinct personalities are
merged with that of a powerful
executive, totalitarianism is born.

Never in the history of the world
has totalitarianism has been bene-
ficial to the people. From Louis
XIV's "L'etat c'est mol (I am the
state) to Hitler's Nazism 1o auto-
eratic rule by military dictators and
absolute monarchs, asymmetrical
socio-economic developments in
totalitarian regimes have denied
the great majority of the people
living in the lower strata of totali-
tarian societies the trickle down

effects of development which once
was believed to hold the essence of
development theory.

Short of violence, from both
external and internal sources, to
effect regime change, resort to
"coherent majoritarianism" has
been suggested which requires not
simply most votes thatsignal legiti-
mate outcome but the most votes
produced by best arguments. Such
a process would not enly avoid the
risk of "legitimacy deficit" of the
decisions made but would also
fulfill, in the words of American
philosopher John Dewey, "the
means by which a majority
becomes a majority: antecedent
debate, discussion and persua-
sion."

One could consider Dewey's
philosophy of accommaodative
behaviour as utopian given the
confrontational nature of politics
in Bangladesh where the govern-
ment's strong determination to
hang onto power (through election
engineering, if necessary) is far less
dedicated by the will to serve the
people and more by the desire to
use public office for private gains.
The daily catalogue of corruption
replete in our media perhaps
explains more than any thing else
why the authorities are so deter-
mined not to lose authority. The
observation made to the House of
Commons in the 18th century by
Edmund Burke that as wealth is
power, so all power must infallibly
draw wealth to itself, could be
equally true of Bangladesh today.

The combined opposition par-
ties have placed in the Parliament a
charter of reforms relating to the
caretaker government, election
commission, and the electoral
process, which, if accepted by the
government, are expected 1o give
the people the opportunity to
participate in a free and fair elec-

tion.

The opposition parties feel, as
do many Bangladeshis and for-
eigners alike, that all the state
apparatus having been either
politicized or being rigorously
controlled by the government
including the constitutional bod-
ies, participation in the nexr parlia-
mentary elections without the
reforms spelled out by the Leader
of the Opposition in Jatyo Sangsad
would beasinine,

One wonders whether the
unease repeatedly voiced by
President Bush that "problems
originating in a failed and oppres-
sive state (he was referring to pre-
Karzai Afghanistan) could bring
murder and destruction to our
country (because) dictatorships

shelter terrorists, and feed resent-
ment and radicalism (while)
democracies replace resentment
with hope and respect the rights of
their citizens and their neigh-
bours” can be answered by
writer/columnist Jonathan Rauch.

Rauch credits Ariel Sharon and
Junichiro Koizumi, both champi-
ons of the Right, with insurgency in
their own parties by giving political
space to the restive centrists, and in
Koizumi's case replacing dinosaurs
with new recruits in the Japanese
parliament.

Though Bangladesh is not
exactly comparable to either Japan
or [srael considering the level of
development and culture (two of
the four conditions suggested by
Francis Fukuyama as necessary for

democratic transformation), yet
Bangladesh does fit in with the two
other conditions, namely, neigh-
bourhood effect (Indian practice of
uninterrupted democraey for more
than half a century) and ideas (i.e.
insatiable craving for democracy
among Bangladeshis which inter-
mittent military dictatorships and
their camouflaged politics could
notwither away).

The sooner our authorities
realize that no amount of repres-
sion can weaken the people's
desire forholdingofatruly freeand
fairelection whichhopefully would
usher in good governance, the
better it would be for Bangladesh
and the international community.

Kazi Anwarul Masud Is a former Secretary and
Ambassador.

Building brldges between faiths

Armstrong is what one reviewer describes as arguahly the most lucld wide- rangmg
and consistently interesting religion writer today.” She is certainly a profound thinker
and prolific writer on ¢omparatwe religion, perhaps the only philosopher living who
~-has addressed faith, hehef and orgamzed religion with an objectivity and balamﬂhaﬂ"
""is remarkable.

YASMEEN MURSHED

HE “cartoon” story is

filling column inches

around the world but [
think the two best pieces on the
subject are by Robert Fiske and
M.J. Akbar, both of whom have
summed up the opinions of most
educated, moderate people in
the world,

As the latter points out, the
Danish press showed a cavalier
disregard for the consequences
of their actions and the attitude
of the rest of the European press
is also cause for concern, but the
British have been remarkably
balanced in their coverage of the
news. The protestation of the
Europeans about the "freedom”
of their press is quite unconvinc-
ing because the fact is that there
are some restrictions on the
press in every country, notably
by the laws of libel, especially
when it is a question of protect-
ing the dignity of a human being
ar belief.

For example, in France it is
legally forbidden to say that the
Jewish Holocaust did not hap-
pen, as it is also in Germany and
Austria. Thus it is obvious that
the European press has been
selective in its *freedom” --
applying restrictions to certain
subjects but not to others. The
Danish government has been
seriously remiss in not applying
their very comprehensive libel
laws to the situation early on so
that the matter could have been
resolved judiciously.

To express anger through
protests and demonstrations is a
natural human reaction to what
one considers an insult o a
person, abject or belief that one
holds in the greatest of esteem.
For example the Catholic world
reacted sharply to the film, "The
Last Temptation of Christ,"
which showed Jesus in explicit
sexual situations. In Paris, cine-
mas were set on fire and people
killed and injured.

In India last week, after pro-
tests in Delhi, the eminent artist,
MEF Husain had to apologize and
withdraw a painting from an
exhibition because it depicted
“Bharat Mata" as a naked young
woman. In the case of the car-
toon, the depiction was clearly
meant to arouse anti-Islamic
sentiments, because neither the
Prophet nor indeed the Qu'ran
condone terrorism, militancy
and mindless violence, no mat-
ter what the so-called funda-
mentalists such as Osama bin
Laden elaim.

Anyone who knows anything

at all about the Holy Prophet
knows that it was his outstand-
ing humaneness and compas-
sion that was his most signifi-
cant quality.

It is sad that Europeans still
remain largely insensitive to the
emotion that Muslims have for
their faith and their beliefs,
simply judging us by the outward
appearance of beard and "hijab"
and recently by the increasing
tendency to label all terrorism as
Islamie.

It is this dangerous lack of
knowledge and understanding
that leads to what Robert Fiske
describes as "the childishness of
civilizations" not a "clash of
civilizations between secular
Western democracies and
Islamic societies.” The cartoon
affair makes it clear that the gulf
continues to widen and it
behooves educated persons to
make [slam and what it really
preaches more widely known
and taught.

Apart from the works of writ-
ers from the Muslim world -- and
there are many -- there are well
known Western authors who
have written knowledgably and
objectively about Islam such as
Marie Anne Schimmel and
Arthur Guillame who tried to
present a view that would be
acceptable to Western scholars.
A recent series of books on Islam
and the other monotheistic
faiths has been written by the
British writer, Karen Armstrong.

Armstrong is what one
reviewer describes as "arguably
the most lucid, wide-ranging
and consistently interesting
religion writer today.” She is
certainly a profound thinker and
prolific writer on comparative
religion, perhaps the only phi-
losopher living who has
addressed faith, belief and orga-
nized religion with an objectivity
and balance that is remarkable.

Her great strength is that she
has herself undergone great
doubt and uncertainty about her
spiritual beliefs and faith. This
led her to study the great reli-
gions of the world in depth and
her research into comparative
religion has given her a wide
perspective and acknowledged
scholarship in the field.

After the Salman Rushdie
affair which incited a British
backlash against Muslims in
1989 she wrote the biography of
the Prophet, "Muhammad: A
Western Attempt to Understand
Islam” in 1992 which first
brought her into the field of
Western writing on Islam. It was
the second biography that I read
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-~ after Martin Lings' book -- that
was written by a well known
Western writer of our genera-
tion. It seemed to me to be even-
handed and unprejudiced, albeit
from a non-Muslim's point of
view. The book was well received
in the West and reviewers
praised it as "respectful without
being reverential, knowledge-
able without being pedantic,
and, above all, readable.”

It is certainly a useful book
which gives an introduction to
the period and culture in which
Islam was born and an account
of the major events in the life of
the Holy Prophet, ending with a
brief overview of the state of
Islam after the death of the
Prophet. There have been sev-
eral editions of the book since
then and Armstrong has revised
the last chapter to bring it up to
date with world events.- However
she has made assumptions and
attributions to the Prophet and
his followers which are not well
authenticated by Muslim
sources, therefare there are in
general some reservations about
the book by Muslims.

Obviously Armstrong's point
of view is that of a non-believer
but one who admits to being
drawn to Islam after she grew
disenchanted with her own early
belief in Catholicism. She had
spent her formative years as a
Catholic nun, finally leaving her
English convent in disillusion-
ment without having discovered
the spiritual strength that she
was seeking. She underwent all
kinds of ups and downs, feelings
of disorientation and a loss of
connection to the real world,
“feeling separated from the rest
of humanity as if behind a sheet
of glass." It was after much soul
searching and reflection that she
gained a measure of understand-
ing of her own spiritual needs
and now describes herself as a
"monotheistic freelancer.”

She has described this search
for spiritual enlightenment in
"The Spiral Staircase: My Climb
Out Of Darkness” (Knopf, 2005)
which is a gripping memoir of
personal and mental conflict
and growth within faith, She has
also written numerous other
books which have explained her
ideas about Islam, Judaism, and
Christianity. She sees a clear
connection between the great
monotheistic faiths and is com-
mitted to her role as "a bridge
builder who promotes under-
standing among the three
faiths.”

Three of her books, "A History
of God" (Ballantine, 1993), "leru-

salem: One City, Three Faiths"
(Knopf, 1996), and "The Battle
for God" (Knopf, 2000) show
what unites the faiths. Each,
Armstrong writes, has developed
the image of one Supreme Being
who was first revealed to the
prophet Abraham. All have his-
toric links to Jerusalem. And
more recently, each has built up
a rigid conservative strain as a
reaction against the modern
world.

Armstrong is currently teach-
ing Christianity at a Jewish col-
lege for rabbis in London and
will hopefully influence them 1o
be less exclusionary of the other
monotheistic faiths. She is rec-
ognized as a powerful advocate
for understanding and coopera-
tion among the three great reli-
gions of the world and has been
given various awards by Islamic
organizations, She has become a
sought after speaker on televi-
sion and at conferences,

However Armstrong gets her
share of criticism from those
who like to be divisive rather
than inclusive when it comes to
relationships among countries
and regions. For example her
book "lerusalem: One City, Three
Faiths" was criticized as being
anti-Jewish and the very per-
sonal aceount of her life as a nun
“Through the Narrow Gate,” that
revealed the restrictive life of the
convent, led to a strong Catholic
reaction.

At present it seems that after
all the emotional and spiritual
travails of her life she has finally
found, in a life of teaching, writ-
ing and public speaking, her
fulfilling place and purpose. But,
she says, "I tremble for our
world, where, in the smallest
ways, we find it impossible ... to
find room for 'the other' in our
mind."

The "case of the cartoon”
validates this remark clearly and
makes me hope that the works of
authors such as Karen
Armstrong find a wider reader-
ship all around the world.

Yasmeen Murshad s a full-ime backworm and a
part-ime aducationist . She is alsa the founder of
Scholastica School.

Fortress Dhaka
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What has emerged on the landscape of lour Dhaka city is an urban space where
increasingly large sections are managed by private companies, as distinctive from
those controlled by public authorities. Examples of these fragmented and privatised
spaces are gated neighbourhoods, large apartment complexes, big shopping malls and

oundaries.

| la u}ge corporate headquarters, under heavy Lf_nvate surveillance and separated from the
) lic realm by controlled access and clear

SARDAR MASUD KARIM

key to understanding a
city's performance in
providing a decent civiclife

to its citizens is to explore its rela-
tionship between the public and
private domain, This relationship
is manifested physically in spatial
organisation of a city's public and
private space and is constantly
evolving through changing social
and economic processes.

In the present context of
globalisation associated with free
market economy, cities all over the
world are undergoing rapid trans-
formation through reorganisation
of their social and spatial geogra-
phy. Our Dhaka city is no excep-
tion. Dhaka's rapid growth to a
mega city, however, has been a
costly exercise, as it has been paral-
lel with a growing social divide, a
vast migrated population from
rural areas with no access to
employment, shelter, basic civic
amenities are undermining the
quality of life for large groups of the
population in the city depriving
themany formof decent civiclife.

These symptoms have led to
coneerns for the fragmentation of
the social world, where a vast
majority of society are excluded
from the "mainstream." This
underclass "other” areincreasingly
being marginalised in all aspects of
sacial, political, economic and
cultural domain of the city. This
exclusion is increasingly mani-
fested spatially on the urban land-
scape of Dhaka as their access to
urban space is getting restricted
through large scale privatisation of
urban space through land and
property markets.

This exclusion is painful for the
excluded and harmful for saciety as
a whole. While some societal rules
about exclusion are benign -- the
right of strangers to enter a per-
son's home at will is unacceptable
inalmost all cultures -- exclusion of
groups of city residents from access
to allthat the city hasto offer on the
basis of social status, income,
religion or race is painful to mem-
bers of the group and damaging to
the society atlarge, as evidenced by
the increasing crime and conflictin
cities around the world.

Inrecent times we are observing
that in our Dhaka city real estate
developers are contributing to
socio-spatial segregation by priva-
tising urban space. The changing
nature of development companies
and the entry of the finance indus-
try into built environment produc-
tion and management have partly
led to what is widely known as the
privatisation of urban space.

Largescale developers and finan-
ciers expect their commodities to
be safe for investment and mainte-
nance, hence their inclination to
reduce as much as possible all the
levels of uncertainty which could
threaten their interests. This trend
is parallel with the increasing fear
of crime, rising competition from
similar developments, and the
rising expectations of the consum-
ery, all encouraging the develop-
ment of totally managed built
environments,

What has emerged on the land-
scape ofour Dhaka city is an urban
space where increasingly large
sections are managed by privare
companies, as distinctive from
those controlled by public authori-
ties, Examples of these fragmented
and privatised spaces are gated
neighbourhoods, large apartment
complexes, big shopping malls and
large corporate headquarters,
under heavy private surveillance
and separated from the public
realm by controlled access and
clear boundaries, This total man-
agement of parts of the city is in
part an attempt (o control crime.
"Crime" acts as a counter-claim to
space and as such is itself an
exclusionary force keeping many
groups vulnerable and marginal-
ised.

The universal and inevitable
consequence of this crusade to
secure our Dhaka city is the
destruction of accessible public
space. The contemporary oppro-

‘brium attached to the term "street

person” is in itself a harrowing
index of the devaluation of public
spaces, To reduce contact with
untouchables, so-called "urban
redevelopment” has converted
once vital pedestrian streets into
traffic sewers and transformed our
public parks into temporary recep-
tacles for the criminals and social
underworld. Our Dhaka city, as
many critics have recognised, is
being systematically turned inside
out -- or, rather, outside in. The
hermetically sealed spaces of the
new mega-structures and super-
malls are concentrated in the
centre, street frontage is denuded,
publicactivity is sorted into strictly
functional compartments, and
circulation is internalised in corri-
dors under the gaze of private
palice.

Dhaka is gradually becoming, a
vast and continuos system of signs
that we read and obey mostly on a
subconscious level. Today's
upscale, pseudo-public spaces are
full of invisible signs warning off
the underclass "other.” Although
our architects are usually oblivious
to how the built environment

contributes to segregation, pariah
groups -- whether poor migrant
families from rural areas, street
childrenwe call tokais, or homeless
slum dwellers -- read the meaning
immediately.

This epochal coalescence has
far-reaching consequences for the
social relations of the built envi-
ronment. We are getting used to
living in a fortress city brutally
divided between fortified cells of
affluent society and places of terror
where the police battle the
criminalised poor. The old liberal
paradigm of social control,
attempting to balance repression
with reform, has long been super-
seded by a rhetoric of social war-
fare that calculates the interests of
the urban poor and the middle
classes asazero-sumgame,

In cities like Dhaka, on the bad
edge of post-modernity, one
observes an unprecedented ten-
dency to merge urban develop-
ment, architecture and the police
apparatus into a single, compre-
hensive security effort.

The readers may find my abave
observation is one of desperation
and despair, offering no obvious
way out of the current impasse. I
have tried to capture the serious-
ness of the issue and highlight the
factors and forces behind the scene
which are contributing to the
process of socio-spatial exclusion
inourDhakacity.

Not all can be understood,
appearances as well as essences
persistently deceive, and what is
real cannot always be captured
even in extraordinary language.
However, an effort to understand
what is going wrong within the
existing system is one step towards
thesolutionofthe problem.

There is hope, nonetheless, if we
really want to get out of the current
impasse, The problem we are
facing is not unique to our Dhaka

city as evidenced by similar prob-
lems faced by the cities around the
world both in developing and
developed world. There are vast
research going on by foremost
academics and researchers in
Urban Studies who are concerned
with this problem. And their find-
ings are being employed by the
governments, palicy-makers as
well as professionals to tackle this
problem with success in some of
the well-known eities around the
world.

Their research suggests two
potentially promising approaches
to break the trap of socio-spatial
exclusion in a city --
decommodifying space so that the
private real estate market plays a
less decisive role in where different
groups are located within the city
and deliberate eity planning to de-
spatialise social exclusion,
Building inclusionary housing
units for low and moderate-
income households in neighbour-
hoods they could otherwise not
afford is an example of the first
strategy. Mixed-use zoning to
promote social diversity is an
exampleof the second.

We know from experience that
any human society is likely to have
some form of exclusionary process
in its constitution. Nevertheless, it
is true that the form of these
exclusionary processes changes
over time. A keen awareness and
reflexive revisiting of the processes
of differentiation is therefore a
constantly necessary task for the
government as well as profession-
alsworking in the field. Atthe same
time what is necessary and urgent
is to institute and promote
inclusionary processes, to strike a
balance between exclusion and
integration, to provide the possibil-
ity of integration and to break the
trap of socio-spatial exclusion. We
have seen that space is a major
component part of social exclu-
sion. Revisiting spatial barriers and
promoting accessibility and more
spatial freedom can therefore be
the way spatial planning can con-
tribute to promoting social integra-
tionin our Dhakaeity.

Sardar Masud Karim, an architect and urban

planner, us currently working for the Department of
Planning(DoP), NSW govemment, Australia.




