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HE remarkable political
I unity for ending the di-
ctatorship of General
Ershad in December 1990 and
the disunity during and after
the general election in
February 1991 in Bangladesh
have surprised many an
outside observer. But to any
one familiar with the
geography and history of the
country, it was not so very un-
e ted.
xp"l"e}t:: region now called
Bangladesh (old Banga and
Barendra), like the Pakasloon
and Baluch of the west,
is on the borderland ol the
Indian sub-continent. It has

been much more cxposed lo-

foreign contacts, foreign racial
mixture and foreign idcas than
the heartland of the sub-conti-
nent.

With the hilly and jungle
terrain in the east and north,
the tyrbulent sea and swampy
forest in the south, the very
big and erosion-prone rivers in

* the centre and west, it is sub-

t to severe natural hazards

e floods and cyclones. Al the
same time, the soil is mostly
fertile and water is plentiful.
Crop production has tradition-
ally been relatively easy. This
has resulted in rather [ast
growth of population.

: Hm.l'dg'l;l life and pressure
of population have made the
people of Bangladesh much
more individualistic, emo-
tional, willing to migrate and
face hardship, more rough of
speech but warm in heart,
more aggressive but hos-

itable, more quick-tecmpcred

Eut casily mollified and morc
ready to revolt against author-
ity and yet appreciative ol gen-
erous gestures than somec of
their neighbours. A large num-
ber of leaders of thought and
action, rebels and militants
and fighters for nationalism as
well as sectarfanism have come
from this region.

Traditionally, the people of
Bangladesh have been at-
tracted by what the old Pandits
used to call Bam Marga (lcft
path) in the broadcr sensc of
the term. Dut there were also
periodical reactions to Lhe
right especially when some
demagogue succeed In exciting
their emotions. But even then
they reacted violently mainly
as a crowd and their perspnal
‘behaviour war usually remark-
ably [riendly even to an oppo-
nent. Tantra against Veda,
casticless Buddhism and
Vaishnavism against casterid-
den Brahminism, egalitarian
Islam against hierarchical
Hindutam, Sufllsm againsi rcli
glous inlwlcrance, militantism
against forcign hegcmony,
strong allachment to Lhelr
own language against the Im-
position of the language of an

alien ruler and democracy ”

against dictalorship le g [rom
Gopal of ciyghth century Lo
modern timos) mark the his-
tory of DBangladesh. Recont
rebels in Bangladesh have
many predecessors [rom the
carliest imes. Their lactional
ism also has deep roots In the
basic character of the peopk:,
which s closer o the cmo-
tional, logical-end secking
Latin type than the phlcg-
matic, compromise seccking
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The antl--Ershad revolutlon that took place in December 1990 should not be seen in isolatlon It has
many precedents ...in the anti-Pakistan revolution of 1971, the pro -Bengali language agitation

of the fifties, the anti-India (but pro-United Bengal) movement of the forties the anti- British
militantism of the thirties.....
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The anti-Ershad revolution
that took place in Bangladesh
in December 1990 should not,
therefore, be seen in isolation.
It has many precedents in the
anti-Pakistan revolution of
1971, the pro-Bengali language
agitation of the fifties, the anli-
India (but pro-united Bengal)
movement of the forties, Lhe
anti-British militantism of the
thirtics, the anti-Bengal paru-
tion movemwat of 1905, the
wars of Isa Khan, Pratapaditya
and other Bhulyans against the
Mughals, the Bengali Muslim
rulers’ [fights against the
Sultanate of Delhi and the
Bengali Buddhist kings' wars
against the Emperors ol

Yet this borderland has also
felt throughout history a*close
aflinity to the rest of the sub-
conlincnt. Witness Lhe
Sanskritisation as well as
Islamisation of large masscs of
its pcople, the spread of
Buddhism, Vaishnavism and
Sufism and the influence of
political parties like the All-
India Congress and the All-
india Musliim League.

It is also worth noting that
unlike in the Pakistan region,
Islam spread in the Bangladesh
region not by the conversion ol
Ilindus through thc power ol
the sword but mainly by the
voluntary conversion of
Buddhists through the preach-
ings of Muslim missjonarics
who came by seca at a critical
time when the dccadent
[Juddists were fighting a rear
guard struggle against the
resurgent Hinduism of the vic-
torfous Sen kings. The dc-
fcated Buddhists found the
cgalilarian message of Islam
more accepilablec than the
casle-ridden sysicm of the
llindus. Ba c¢shi national-
ism has much dccper rools
than is commonly thought.

It is. however, intcresting
lo nole, in the modern context
that although Bangladcsh
fought against the domination
of both Delhi and Islamabad, it
took Lhe lead In establishing
the SAARC and In pcrsuadin
both reluctant India an
"akistan to join it

These are sonwe of the basic
[wcts which need 1o be kept In
view by all thosc who are in-
terested in the future devel-
opment of the sub-conlinent
on peaccful and co-opcrative
lines. The undcrlying cross-
currcnis of the centrifugal and
centripetal forces in the sub-
continent and the impact on
them of wvarious inllucncces
from outside, whether of
irade, industry, rcligion or
ideology, need o be carclully
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Any
Procrustean modcl, so conve-
nicnl or a for a dicta-
lor, a
will be misleading; counter-
productive and short-lived. It
nceds to be apprecialed that
many districts, rcligious de-
nominations, racial and dialect
groups in DBangladesh have
larger numbcers of people than
more than hall the member
countrics of the UN, It is only
through mecaningful autonomy
for diffcrent ters of govern-
ment from the village and
town mohalla upwards in a de-
centralised system that the
pcople can be given a satisfac-
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attempt to impose a

general or a bureaucracy,

— =

tory scnsc ol participation in
governance in a country with
such a large population as
Bangladesh.

The rcplacement of the
hterarchical command system,
inhcrent in a diclatorship or
Alro-Asfan typc presidential
system (withoul tion of

powers), by a decentralised co-

opcralive systtvm as in a true
democracy may not, however,
be casy in DBangladesh. Many
people there in the army, civil
scrvice, politics and business

still look back with some wist-

fulness to the regime that Ayub
Khian had scl up in Pakistan.
Its apparcnt simplicity and
ordcrlincss arc contrasted
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with the rather complex and
less orderly processes of
democrucy. The problems of a
Westminisler system of gov-
crnment which East Pakistan
faced between 1947 and 1958
and Bangladesh itscll faced be-
tween 1972 and 1974 (partly
duc to the individualist and
cmolional character of the
pcople), make some important
pecople In authorily averse to
its rvintroduction in the coun-
lry. Bul there are some others
who feel that the Afro-Asian
type presidential @ system,
which is the basic feature of
the presenl constitution of
Bangladesh, is very prone to
lupsc into civil or military dic-

Processionists rejoicing fall of Ershad

——

tatorship as was the experi-
ence in 1975 and 1982,

It should not be forgotten
that the sentor officers of the
Bangladesh army have inher-
ited the (raditions of the
Pakistan army, of which they
were part up to 1971. It is
their support which made
possible and sustained the au-
thoritarian regimu of both
Ziaur Rahman and H.M.
Ershad. While Ziaur Rahman
(otherwise a capable and per-

honest man) ruthlessly
eliminated army officers who
opposed his regime and paid
the price for this by being as-
sassinated, Ershad ([a clever
but less honest man) bought up
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many of his opponents and ex-
perimented with various ma-

nipulations.

It needs to be em
that Ershad fell not only be-
cause of a popular upsurge
against his regime. He had
successfully suppressed several
such upsurges during the last
nine years so long as he en-
joyed loyal support from the
army. He fell because by
December 1990 there was a
generation gap within the
army itself and the younger of-
ficers (who did not have the
Ayub Khan tradition of their
seniors) had a closer rapport
with their own generation of
student leaders who spear-
headed the revolt against
General Ershad belonging to
the older generation. It was
only when Ershad learnt that
the young army officers were
likely to go against him that he
decided to surrender power
and risk a general election. He
had, of course, also a fond
hope that he would be able to
get back some public support
by his resignation and prepare
the ground for a future politi-
cal career.

Bangladesh has one advan-
tage over India (and also
Pakistan and Sri Lanka) in hav-
ing a more homogeneous
population, although there is
considerable regional and class

- conflict, But the people being
individualistic and emotional
presents some problems. Both
in regard to the electoral and
constitutional systems, there is
the same kind n!' dissatisfac-
lion as obtains in India. Bul be-
cause of its peculiarities.
Bangladesh would have to
evolve {ts own remediecs. It
may, however, learn useful
lessons by studying also the
experience of other countries
instead of going by its own po-
litical cross-curfrents alone.

As regards the electoral sys-
tem, the problems which have
been faced and the possible
remedies which are currently
being debated in India may,
therefore. be of some topical
interest for Bangladesh.
Measures for strengthening
the autonomy and authority of
the Election Commission, em-
powering it to enforce a mini-
mum democracy and account-
ability within the registered
political parties, curbing the
number of ‘non-serfous’ candi-
dates, imposing effective phys-
fcal limits to unnecessary and
undesirable use of money
power and manpower for elec-
tion purposes and perhaps in-
troducing an interdependent
joint electorate system for dis-
couraging extremist sectarian
approaches in clectioneering

may be as rauch needed in
Banghd:sh as in India
As regards the sysiem of
government, the election re-
sults are such that no basic
change of the présent
Constituion may be feasible in
Bangladesh unless the two
r parties, the BNP and
agree 1o be more flexible
than in the recent past and
explore in a co-operative spirit
whether in the long-term in-
terest of the country (as dis-
tinct from the short-term in-
terest of the government)
there is a le new alterna-
tive which deserves carnest
consideration. The NBP would
do well to discuss ﬂu:hthg
other major . with an
open mind, wt:lrt:!:mdmm
of the present Constitution are
needed to ensure that the
energency powers cannot be
used at discretion by the
president aloae to convert the
government directly or indi-
rectly into some sort of dicta-
torship once again in future.
The Awami should also
discuss similarly with the BNP
what kind of u.bpw '
undue factionalism, n
and instability of nment,
need to be p in " the
1972 Constitution, if it is to be
revived. Both should agree to
look beyond the Pakistani and
Westminster systems to sOme
other sysiems, e g Sweden
(far Ombusdsman), West
Germany (for constructive no-
mnﬂdcnc: motiort), USA (for
scparation of legislative, execu-
tive ard judicial powers) and
Switzerland (for co-operative
government co-existing with
confrontation in legislature in

a multi-party democracy.

A time has come, aller
more than four decades of
painful trial and error, for
Bangladesh 'and also some
other countries of this region)
to consider very seriously
whether to go on trying inflex-
ibly and again and again only
the two familiar but counter-
sroductive allernatives, viz,
the presidential system
(without separation of powers)
and the parliamentary aystem
(without the basic codes of
conduct) or to evolve a third
alternative. After the revolution
of December 1990 which has
swepl away many debris of the
pasl, Bangladesh has today a
golden opportunity to do this
not only for its own benefit but
also for sctting an example for
the other countries of South
Asia who are also groping for a
more satisfactory system.

Of course, until the present
Constitution is amended, and
in the absence of a national
coalition, government In
Bangladesh will have to oper-
ate on the usual confronta-
tional lines and continue to
face the same kind of prob-
lems that it faced in the past.
But the political parties which

worked together in making
the revolution of December

1990 successful may serfously
consider forging once

NoOW a CONSENnsus in
a new Constitution for

- the country which may ensure

a more co-operative and less
confrontational system of go¥-
emment in future.
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In many parts of the world
today Gemini is a househoid
name, read almost daily and
admired for tts insight into
international aflairs.

in @ it remains
tiny and lean. But it fills hun-
dreds of columns of ev-
ery week all over the world

and it boasts a bigger string of
correspondents than the

largest newspapers. Gemini
news-features with their strik-

, Gemini was borm Im
Wheatsheal House, Carmeiite
Street., off London's Fleet
Street, on January 1 1967. It

of three journalists
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On a Gestetner offset ma-
chine they produced a service
of about a dozen news
a week that were rather differ-
ent from what had gone before.
They were [rom correspon-
dents overseas who were not
British, but nationals of the
countries they were writing
about. '

The first piece Gemini put
out was an interview with
Indira Gandhi by Kuldip Nayer,
who was later to become one
of India's most famous and
ists and was, a year or two agp,
for a short time Indian High
Commssioner in London.
Another report in the first
baich was about the -
knockers of Guyana by a
Guyanese editor called Carl
Blackman.

Gemin! was born within the
framework of the

British and American press —
almost wholly reports writlen
by western jnurnnliat. for
western readers.

Well into the ..'awtnuu;
in place like Sarawak
:‘L-nh were publishing syn-
dicated ftems from the London
Sun and Daily Express about
events in Trure and

GCemini was about the de-
colonisation of news, and it
soon became t that its
timing was every

of what ull
recently been the British

its launch
e o
phics. style was
v.::ed by CWff Hopkinson,
uction editor of
Observer, then as-

1l

Washingion. It was distinctive

and its main features have

been retained to this day.
Gemini became famous for

its graphics long before the
computer age made them so
fashionable with the western
. It was a pioneer in the

id and in the years between
seven Gemini artfsts have
moved on — been poached,
says Ingram, is the more ap-
propriate term — to British
n-thnll newspapers or agen-
Signs of the influence of

cles.
the Gemini graphics style are
evident in all over the
world

Soon launch it became

countries outside as well as
within the Commonwealth.
That it has long done, and to-
day Gemini is to be found all
over the Middle East,
, and now

For much of the Seventics
Gemini became a part of the
Guardian Oroup, operating oul
of the Manchester Evening

dependent again and was set
up on a more international ba-
ais.

News Concern International
Foundation was formed with
governors from nine countries.

They include the Nigerian au-
thor Chinua An.chebt former
Commonwealth Secretary-Ge-
neral Arneld Smith of Canada,
Guardian Publications Ltd, and
Trinidad-born London new-
scaster Trevor McDonald, who
is now the chairman of the
board.

Cemini News Service (s
owned by the Foundation,
whose deed entrenches its ed-
ftorial independence.

Derek Ingram, who started
his journalistic career with the

Sketch In 1942, moved
to the Dafly Express and then
served for 17 years in a variety

of executive positions on the
Daily Mail, st edits Cemind.
During his 25 years al

Oemini he has spent an aver-
age of three months a year
m mostly in Africa and

Asia, reporting and promoting
Oemini from the Honiara to
Bangalore and from Gaborone

to Bangkok.

In recent years Gemini has
become Increasi involved
in helping to b n the hori-
gons of overseas journalists.
Over the last few years 15
Canadian journalists have
joined the Gemini office on
fellowships and attachments
while others have come [rom
Alrica and Asta .

With » funding, it
I’I.‘ﬂ.lll.lrrmlIllll in de-

a day in the
life of...
GEMINI
NEWS
SERVICE
Journalists, being mostly based
in urban areas, get little
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chance to find out what is

especially in countries with
poor communications systems.

The exercise has now been
carried out in 14 countries and
has produced :_nu:h offbeat
copy. As part ol this exercise
Gemini produced a rural re-

porting manual.

Gemini now plans to put
more accent on environmental
reporting and will produce a
similar manual on that subject.
It has o fsed seminars for
Asian African journalists in
Kuala Lumpur, Harare and
Accra on rural and environ:
mental reporting.

Gemini General Manger
Bethel Njoku says Gemini has
been unique in its efforts to
bridge the media gap between
the developing and industri-
alised worlds.

' He adds : "It has made an
international impact out of all
proportion to its size and de-
spite the continued over-
whelming predominance ol
the big agencies. And it has
won respect for its integrity
over a quarter of a century. We
are proud of our achievement
as we plan for our next quarter
cehtury”.

* AM ACCOUNT TO MAKE OUT
ing on in the cnunlr}rni e, Bethel Njoku
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