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HEN Samar Ranjan Sen
entered the
- decorated drawing
room of Prefessor - Abdur
Razzak's Guishan home, the
soft December sun had already
set on the hortson.
Dressed in the simplest of
white pyjama-kurtas and »
sleevelesa sweater, 78-year
old S.R. Sen's tall, dignified
presence blended perfectly
with thé sophisticated envi-
ronment of the room.
The on the wall

esscntially Bengall
of the place, while

fined by decades of experience
in l:h:‘zdd- of economics, civil
administration, political

the one we've
We were before
the Russian Revolution of
1917, and now after two World
and the Chinese
Revolution, the Russian empire
has gone™, Dr. Sen began a
gentle jog through history by
saying.
It was December 22, 1991,

A few blocks away, the pre-
Bolshevik Russian tri r

pire still intact — the Chinese.
*If the dominant tulture in-

empire”, Sen said, presumably
alluring to the [act thal the
Indian union was based on
consent through the exercise
of democratic rights and
therefore could not be called
an empire.

China, though less hetero-
geneous than [pdia, is still not
a homogeneous nation. Tibet,
___ Sipkiang. hhmer Mongolia, even
Manchuria arc not part
dominani Han culture of main
China.

*Despite this existence of
different cultures and civilisa-
tions, China today is quite

united, much more so than
was the case with the Russian
empire, where the Kazakhs,
Georglans, Ukrainians, Uzbeks
etc. were clearly distinguish-
able from one another®, Sen
said while gently leafing

HEN | first visited the

Armenian church a

decade back. it was as
an illustrate to for a.weekend
national paper. while the story
was being dug out by an
expatriate. | had gone from my
house to the oldest church in
Dhaka, in a foreign mission
car, and returmed in the same
way, and falled to ‘notice the
environment of which 1 was
deeply consecious this time.

Trying to do the s -
self, and prodding I]mlmthmrj;-

there in a
“baby-taxi” | was almost intoxi-
cated with the smell of the

open

nece in to
chumi::pgt nﬂmm t
student till the age of twenty-
— in the Subcontinent,
Europe, USA and even Down
Under has always been pleas-
ant. But the Armenian
Church, which is a national

:

of their own Yor their

marriages, deaths and bap-
tisms.
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Gripped in the Challenge of Changes

Samar Ranjan Sen, Dhaka University's first ever Doctorate of Economics, is perhaps best known as one of the sub-continent's foremost
political and economic thinkers. He also had a glittering career in the Indian Civil Service and the Word Bank. A native of Dhaka and
only child of Ashalata Sen, founder of Gandaria Mahila Samity, Dr. S.R. Sen made a sentimental return to the land of his birth last month,
and spoke to The Daily Star at length about the momentous changes girpping the world and the South Asian region at the twilight of the
20th Century. .

through a magazine commem-
orating the 4 st anniversary of
the Gandaria Mahila Samity
founded by his mother, the
late Ashalata Sen.

The question is, which way

will China go? Sen would
rather look at the broader
emerging from the de-

s of the Soviet collapse, be-
fore pondering the future of
China.

Once the basic necesstties
of food and security havebeen
taken care ol, people always
look for something eclse —
freedom. Technological
change, coupled with the
growth of the middle class re-
sulted in rising expectations
with which the Soviet system
was unable to cope.

For the USSR, it not only
meant freedom of the people
from authoritarian rule, bul
also freedom of peripheral na-
tions from the dominating cul-
ture of Russia.

*Whether that change will
come to China or not is uncer-
tain. Perhaps the events ol
Tainanmen Square in the
summer of 1989 were indica-
tive of something. It was sup-
pressed last time, but whether
they'll be able to suppress |t
again or not, | don't know",
:Dr. Sen said, adding, “These
things are conlagious.
Sometimes they go away,
sometimes they don't. Where

they go, why they go, nobody

really knows".

wind of change that
began blowing from France in
1789 t over all of Europe
until it turned into the tornado
of the Russian Revolution. Yet,
within 70 years, the reaction
initiated in Poland In 1980 de-
voured the Soviet Unton itself
in just over a decade,

is change then inevitable in
China and other societies? Or
will things forever remain as
they are ? '

*That cannot be. Things
have to change with the times.
Those who kecp pace with the
times will survive and grow;
those who don't will slide
backwards®, came the matter-
of-fact reply.

Al present, there are two
forces of change at work, Sen
said. One is to break things up
— empires, multi-national
states, even confederations.

At the same time, another
tendency is to unite, like the
move towards federation in
Western Europe; economic
integration among nations of
South-east Asia: regional coop-
eration among South Asian
states,

The world is witnessing a
momentous tug-of-war be-
tween these two trends, but,
for Dr. Sen, the outcome is dif-

. Acult to predict because so

many forces are al work.

In the 19th century, nation-
alism was virtually the only
factor that mattered. Today,
apart from the opposite pulls
of resurgent nationalism and
emerging federalism. other
political, military and
ideological forces are at play.
But most important is the
stupendous ' impact of
technological advance, which
is making every effort al
resisting social change virtually
futile.

The question that Man has
had to deal with over the ages
is how to handle the phe-
nomenon of change. One ten-
dency. Dr. Sen suggested, has
been to recoil from the advent
ol change and retreat within
onesell; the other trend has
been to lunge forward and em-
brace the unknown.

Sabir Mustafa

*For instance in India,
when the Muslimsa came and
were victorious, the Brahmins
with Lheir ideas of caste and
customs, retreated into a shell
ke a lortoise. As a resull
their progress was hampered
for a long time”, Sen said.

He condtinued: *Then when
the Mughal empire collapsed
under British atiack. the

Muslims went into a shell and
refused to accepl the English
language or Westlern education.

i

Lenin's statue being rermnoved...

*But then the Hindus took
up English education and as a
result between 1857 and
1900, a big gap opened up In
the advancemenlt of the
Muslims and Hindus.

“The dinosaurs d

because they could not ¢
with the times, but Man sur-
vived because he adapied.
That is the big lesson”.

Have stales and statesmen
of today learnt the jesson?
South Asia today [aces tremen-

for change,
relations

dous prospecis
both tn inter-siale
and among various forces al
work inside individual states.
One political vehicle for ad-
vancement in the region is the
South Asian Association for re-
ponal Cooperation (Saarc).
That road, however, (s
fraught with problems. There
are » Dr. Sen said, par-
the in smaller couniries
ltke Bangladesh, Nepal elc.
who are anxious o acceptl the
idea of Saarc. Bul at the same
time. there are those, particu-

larly in India and Pakistan who
are not terribly keen on the

“It will be very difficult to
rr-lu-h-n:-mbmu
of the intense rivalry between

indta and Pakistan. A great
deal of lomatic skill and

culture will be needed o make
Saarc work”, Sen, who repre-
sented India, Bangladesh and
Sri Lanka at the World Bank as
an Executive Director [rom
1972 to 1978, warned.

The root of the problems, it
secems, lies In the [act that

I
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Mosoovites rejoicing failed coup...

cacti of various types. poinset-
tias and the slender plam trees
near Mr. Martin's residence,
adjacent to the church were
the same. as a decade before,

e

The statue in the church-
yard.

There was the same mound of
money-plants, except that it
was covered '‘with many more
layers of dust. |

One saw cracking cement
over what had been a cream-
coloured church. The carvings
and the coloured effects were
gone or fading. Even the main
entrance, despite the fine ba-
sic woodwork of the hinges,
was a ghastly and raw-red and
garish green, and reminded
you of the rickshaw painters,

" Mr Martin had the embar-

rassed explanation that he
wanted a quick work done for
the recent Christmas festival.
At present, Mr Martin nar-
rated that there were exactly
five Armenian families living in
Dhaka. The other people who
come for the services are the

An An g-el from Armenia

A Look at the Armenian Church in Dhaka

ex-patriates and members of
the foreign embassies. when
they are informed and invited.

The church had been bilt
by the Armenian' merchants
who had come to Dhaka from
Armenia, Iran and Turkey. "We
were here long before the
Portugese and the Dutch. | in-
sist that you believe the
Moghul Emperor's second
wife. Zamina, was of Armenian

- origin. The British came to

by Fayza Haq

rule and not simply to trade.
We adjusted to them and you
see many of our names are
Anglicised. as you read on the
church tomb-heads.

After Christ began his
preaching in the Middle East.
the Armenians were the first
nation to accept the religion as
a state religion. "Our service s
different from the ones, such
as you find In Calcutta. It is in
English and not in Armenian

The church as it stands today.

]
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This is obviously because of the
British influence.”" Mr Martin
informed me.

Mr Martin. who is in the
electrical business, spent a for-

tune on his own in making the

‘church more presentable and

has put in the basic renova-
tions. The Armenians from
Calcutta reportedly wish to
help the church in its renova-
tion work, but is said that the
Indian government will not
permit Lhe remittanec ol the
moncy.

Sometime back, during the
carly cighties, Mr Martin could
have obtained donatfons from
the government but did not
think 1t wise to do su. He
claims that Sheikh Hasina has
visflied the church and wishes
Begum Khaleda Zia would do
the same.

Why does vot the church
get funds frc o abroad?” Mr
Mariin has the ready reply:
There has been the earthquake
in Armenia, and US money s
required there. The refugees
too have to be rehabilitated.
There the Armenians involved
in the Lebanese conflicts in
the Middle Eagt. They too have
to be succoured by the US and
the European community.
Russia has its own problems
and although Armenia is not

' separate, it has nothing but

problems on fts lap. It is hardly
the time to ask USSR for aid
by ,us in Dhaka. We have to
make do with what we can
contrive ourselves in the city
on our own.

"We will continue to nego-
tiate with the Indian govern-
ment. That is perhaps our only
hope. We have been kowtowing
for two years and must con-
tinue to do so.”

The Armenians claim that
they own lands in Maulvi Bazar,
in the form of the land of the
graveyard of the Greeks and
the Armenians. The local peo-
ple had been asked to look af-
ter the land. Instead, it is

ani More ...

lamented by the Armenians,
that the parts of the land are
being sold off illegally.

There is house in the
neighbourhood. which the
Armenians claim as theirs. But
the Government has occupied
it. say the Armenians. although
they themselves are paying
taxes, and have the land regis-
tered in the name of the
Armenian Church. The local
Muslims now occupy the
house, and the Armenians are
not amused. .

A decade back. I had found
some sort of a | existing
in the :hurcwr:mlul.
According to Mr Martin, books
have been stolen and removed
not only during the Liberation,
but eight years ago too.

"We use pure gold and silver
in our services. This was pil-
f[ercd alongwith the brocade
¢lothes of the priests during
the Liberation confusion. The
place has been pillaged re-
peatedly. Even repairing the
bellry cost 10.000 takas, ac-
cording to Mr Martin. and he
was afraid everytime the work-
ers went up to work, while
there was the gust of wind.

There are "chowkidars.”
sweepers and gardeners — five
in number — to keep the
church and the adjoining
cemetery in shape. Yet is ap-
pcars disreputable. Inside the
church, the atmosphere {s de-
pressing. Everything is dusty.
There are three conventional
paintings of Jesus Christ at the
cross, “The Last Supper” and a
tapestry presentation of the
Prophet. Even the pulpit with
its falcon is covered with lay-
ers upon layers of suffocating
dust. The chandeliers, or
rather the collection of lights,
and fans, are far from sophisti-
cated. They are simply useful.
Any corner church in Eun
or even in cases in the cities of
the Subcontinent is kept in
much more splendour.-As you,
climb the winding wooden
ﬂnurﬂ staircase to the belfry,
you find of derelict parts
of the d‘luh:t.lf' i

Incidentally there are no
priests offictating at the

" necessary celebrations

.ﬂtﬁkmrnmlinr

church. Only when visiting
clergy four Calcutta come. do
as
Christmas or Easter are ob-
served.

You might find it a trifle
strange but the only part that |
enjoyed of my entire visit to
the church was the graveyard.
with the guardian angel. The
anchor she rested on. spoke of
the trade of the pevple and

their voyaging. perhaps. The
decoration in marble, al-

though, most of them have
been pilfered, are soothing to
the eye-with the lilies and the
loving inscriptions. !
Tracings can be made from
the carvings of some of the
graves. There are crosses to
mark many of the missing
headstone, which the
Armenian authoritieg say they
will replace with proper
tombstones when they have
time and the ensuing money.

The visit to the graveyard
tells of the affection that the
Armenians had for their family
and also reflects their undou-
bled prosperity years ago. after
all. the Pogose School had
been started by the Armenians.
They must have done various
other beneficiary deeds too, as
1 saw Mr Martin, himsell try-

_ing to get the admission of a

child in some school.

A place of worship and a
national monument deserves
attention, assistance, care and
promotion. Along with the
other places of historical im-
portance, the Armenian
Church has won its niche of
veneration and admiration.
When can flourish in
places like London and
Melbourne, why should we not
be more tolerant: help make
this place a worth while point
of tourism, and eventually re-
store its original beauty and
sanctity? .

It is not enough to scorn

come
to Bangladesh for shelter. So

did many of us from Indla and
elsewhere, not so long ago.
The Armenfan community
could be ensured more

cordiality by the local €.
And we too could buﬂsm
what might ensue. "A thing of

beauty is joy forever® — sure
one cannot refute this point.

some indians feel all the other
Saarc countries will -up
against New Delhi:
a number of people in Pakistan
think that India will use Saarc
to corner Islamabad. This
kind of suspicion and fear, Dr.
Sen feeis. will have to be got
rid of if Saarc is 10 succeed.
Now, what are the chances?
“Think about Europe®, Dr.
Sen instrucied his avid lis-
tener, “All those countries
have a history of fighting one
another. Bul now they are
coming tegether in the
European Community. Why?
Because in the age of modern
transport, tele-communica-
tions, overall advancement of

technology. 1t is not possible to

slay separate”
One of the majpr problems

always [aced by European
states in their relations was
the question of territory. The
history of Eyrope is a history

never-ending batties over
which piece of land or stretch
ol water belonged o whom.

However, ﬂrﬂc? drawing
up the Treaty Rome In
1960 o set up the EC, and
then with the signing of the
Helsinki Declaration of 1978
by 35 countries, they accepied
one anether's boundaries as
existed after the Potsdam
Conference among Britain, the
US, the USSK and France in
1945,

*For better or for worse

they agreed o maintain the
status quo and accepl existing
lines of actual control.
There'll be no more over
territory®, Dr. Sen said,
“Instead they are going for lo-
tal- freedom of movement of
people, goods, capital technol-
ody cic. across borders. As a
result, the existence of bound-
arics beocomes less visible, and
it begins to matier less who
has which bit of disputed
land”. :
Thal acceplance of the sta-
lus quo, according to Sen, is
the way forward for South Asia
loo. Whether it is good or bad,
whalever the historical reason-
ings on this side or that, the
current lines of actual control
need o accepled i progress s
tlo be made on the subconti-
nent. Adjustments and im-
provements could then be
made by increasing trade,
movement of people, cultural

. interaction etc.

India, the only country with
borders with all the other
states of the region except
Afghanistan, has disputes of
one sort or another with most
neighbours. For instance, New
Delhi’'s dispute with Beijing
over Aksai Chin in the north-
west, over the MacMahon Line
and the N -East Frontier
Area (NEFA) are still far from
resolved.

The recent visit of Chinese
premier LI Peng to India sig-
nalled a willingness on both
partics to accept the status
quo, Sen thinks, because the
ideal thing would be to discard
war as a means of solving prob-
lems now and try to adjust in
the future.

"The same applies to
Pakistan. India has a dispute
over Kashmir: There are good
arguments on both sides, his-
torical reasonings on both
sides, wily lawyers and diplo-
mats lo both their cases.
So the problem won't be

solved by arguing debating or

fighting. It is something peo-
ple have to think over, about

how it can be solved®, Sen
commented rather tactfully.
Within states, however,
there is another big cause of
tension which needs to be
thought over carefully. Within
cach nationality, Sen said,
there are sub-nationalisms,

classes, castes, communities |

etc. Their interests are not
the same; infact, they have
quite distinct and often con-
flicting interests, Now, how

do you adjust that? :
The traditional way has
been, of course, to use to

impose the rule of one section
over the rest. Another, less

|

practised, way is to share — |

50-50 or 60-40 or whatever.
Adjustment of conflicting in-
terests through give-and-take.

In the old days, the sword’
was the favoured method of
maintaining the rulers’ power
over the rest. Today, there is
the power of the vote.
"Whoever hias 51 per cent
of the vote now tries to impose
his will over the other 49 per
cent as well. By the sword or
the vote, adjustment is made
by exercising 100 per cent
power,” Dr. Sen, who was one
of three men chosen by late
Indian premier Indira Gandhi
in 1983 to study and recom-
mend ways to improve rela-
tions between the centre and
the states of india , said.

That policy works for a
who are being ordered will
start to revolt, because arbi-
trary use of power, whether
backed by the sword or the
vote, breeds militancy.

*‘When somebody ¢an't get
what he thinks is his due

(Continued on page 9)
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