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Profile of a Filipino Presidential Candidate; How Immigration
has Helped Economic Growth in Southeast Asia; and a
Seminar in Greece on Races that Burma Probably Missed

ORE than two dec

ades ago, we were

enjoying an after-
dinner conversation at the
tastefully fumished Itving room
of a modest house at Quezon
City in the suburb of Manila.
Our hosts were a young, soft-
spoken and extremely good
looking couple, Mr and Mrs
Ramon Mitra. The small group
of [riends who had been
invited by the Mitras that night
included a noted painter,
Malang Santos. a couple of
writers and onc speech-writer
who worked for the same boss
as our host, Mayor of Manila, M
Villegas.

it was the first time that |
had actually. met a speech-
writer in person who, instead
of being somewhat secretive
about his profession, openly
talked about the challenge of
expressing wews which may
not necessarily be “your own,”
aboutl some resentment he felt
when there were arbitrary
changes in the dralt and, fi-
nally, about a littie sadness he
experienced when he could
not claim the authorship of a
speech that evoked a uine
applause from the audience,
with the leader bowing his
head in appreciation.

While the speech-writer
made it all. sound rather
amusing. | kept wondering, in
case journalism did not pro-
vide me with a decent income
— at that moment, the
pros secemed rather bleak
— | couid take up speech-wril-
ing for some politician friends
of mine in what was then East
Pakistan or on the other side
of the divided country. The
m'h-ltm was, although | did

some ideas, very limited
ones, on a few selected sub-
jects, | had no real command
over any language spoken or
written by any section of the
human race in my part of the
world. | had enormous difficul-
ties — | still have — In coping
with spellings in Bangla and |
had worse problems with the
use of the definite article, in
punctuation marks at
the right places and other
niceties of the Queen's
English. At times, | had even
oyed with the absurd idea of
writing a — or, befter
still, my Sylheti — In
Romanised script. Here, with
this idea, | was at least 25-30
years ahead of time. | have just
learnt that one cabinet minds-
ter did recently read his
speech in Bangla written in
Romanised script!

After all these years, |

would not remember if | dis-

cussed my problems with lan
guages with my Filipino
speech-writer friend
However, clearly sensing my
interest in his profession, he
did assure me when you have
mastered the technique of
writing speeches, it would not
take long before you start do-
ing them for yoursell. "Then,
you have no idea how far you
can go,” he said to me, almost
in a whisper, as il passing on a
secrel.

Well, our speech-writer
iriend was right. He was none
other than Blas Ople who, on
entering politics, ame the
Minister for Labour in the
Marcos administration, did a
good job in opening up the
Middle East and the Gulf re
gion for Filipino workers and,
somehow or other, politically
survived the fall of Ferdinand
Marcos. In one way or another,
he may still be active in the
country's national scene.
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During our wide-ranging
conversation, Ramon Mitra
spoke in well-measured sen-
tences, offering moderate
views on current controver-
sies, such as Indonesia's the
then confrontation against
Malaysia and President
Sukarno's bid to create a new
bloc of what the flamboyant
leader called the newly-emerg-
ing nations. [t was a typical
low-key performance of Mitra.

During the following two
decades and a hall, Mitra kept!
his low-profile, even when he
was pul under detention, for a
short period, by the Marcos
regime for his opposition to
the authoritarian government.
The fall of the Marcos dicta-
torship saw him run for the
Congress, win the contest with
case and take over as the
Speaker of the 198-member
House of Representatives
which, most Filipinos say, hin-
dered rather then helped the
reform process initiated by
President Aquino.

When we met last time in
1989, Mitra looked
every inch a presidential can-
didate and, with his greying
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Presidential
Philippines,

to national prominence, about
his inability to get the en-
dorsement of Corazon Aquino,

able number ol , eHpe-
clally in the t w
class. would claim

generation full-Medged
Filipinos. Among them, one
can count Cardinal Jaione Sin,
the head of the Catholic
Church; President Corazon
Aquino; and Locsins, the noted

busingss people as being of
Chi origin. And then you
ook at the lair skinned sharp
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which has gone in [avour ol
Gen Fidel Ramos, perhaps the
strongest contender and, fi-

itics of a volatile nation in the
Philippines. Well, it won't be

much of an asset in Bangladesh

either if Mitra was to run in an
election in this country.
However, I, for one, would
wish him good luck at the
polls. After all, an exclusive
interview with the President-of
the Philippines would be good,
indeed most welcome, for the

The Daily Star.
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ANY  of our readers
may feel a little

puzzled by the family
name of presidential candidate
Ramon Mitra. Did his
ancestors come from this part
of Asia, from Bengal in particu-
lar? | raised the question al
our very first dinner meeting
in Manila some 25 years ago,
nol forgetting to tell my host
that in , his last name
would mean “friend”. He
treated my observation with a
gracious smile, but admitted
that he was unaware of his
Indian connection.

Officially, Mitra hails from
Palawan, one of the country's
more backward and obscure is-
land provinces.

As in so many other
Southeast Asian couniries,
immigration from within the
region and outside has helped
the growth — economic, social
and cultural — of the
Philippines. No one makes any
secrel about it. After all, a siz-

fcatured Roces, Aranetas and
so many others and they would
not feel lost if you speak to
them in ish.

The small community of
Indian immigrants — all called
'‘Bombaiia” because many of
their ancestors boarded the
Manila-bound ships from the
port of Bombay — do not figure
very prominently in this sce-
narfoc of racial admixture,
There are Sikhs owning small
retail shops on side lanes off

).

the downtown Manila.
Somewhere In the suburb of

the there is some kind
of an enclave, a of long
narrow streets, ltve

perhaps a hundred or so dark-
skinned [amilies who are said
o be from parts of
South India. The theory is,
their ancestors landed in the
Philippines towards the end of

the Second World War as part
of a small British foree in the
US-led operation to liberate
the archipelago from the tot-
tering Japancse rule. Having
fai o become part of the
mainstream Filipino nation,
through inter-marriages and
economic interaction, the
community of these South
Indtans, unlike thetr resource-

ful counterparts in Stngapore
and Malaysia, are now almost a

dying breed. |t remains a sub-

ject a good research study.
TLE.

HAT makes me sad

and even angry is that

in s contrast to

the process of ethnic, religious

and cultural assimilation which
has shaped the destinies of
countries in Southeast Asia and
even in former Indo-China
states, Burma has pursued its
insular, narrow ethnic policy,
denying the varfous minorities,

the rights enjoyed by the
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A group of Hﬂhin,gy; refuge;l, victims of racial domination in Myanmar

Buddhist Burmans.
Thus, beautiful country has
been forced W do without the
kind of coniributien that
various ethnic groups have

made to the speciacular
economic rogress of
countries like Thailand,
Singapore, Indonesia and

countries have gone much
further” then just giving the

Minister of Malaysia ip
Mahathtr bin Mohammad

whose [ather migrated to the
federation from some-
where in India or Pakistan.

Years , there was a
UNESCO-sponsored seminar
held in Greeee, under the ini-
tiative of the then Minister for
Culture, Melina Mercouri, to
discuss racial assimilation in
various parts of the world. The
three deliberation pro-
duced one simple but heart-
warming conclusion : There
are no — repeal no — pure
races in the world.

Had the government of
Burma attended the seminar
and learnt from its discussion,
there might never have been
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People and Places

A Memory of Japan in the Sixties

T was a very cool evening

I in the last weck of April,
1963, that | landed at

the Haneda International Air-
ri. The visiit was sponsored
the Government ol Japan
and was to last for a

the postal savings habils of the
people in the rural arcas and
ta draw some lessons/ideas
which could be of some usc to
the then Pakistan Post Office.

' The ncxt morning. |1 re-
ported mysell at the Ministry
of P.T & T. My guide in the
Savings Bank, Mr Takeshitla
took me to mect the Vice-
Minister, who was aclually the
executive head. | was warmly
received by the Vice-Minister
and he requested me lo scc
him in casc of any difficulty or
‘a problem. Aller Lhis meeting
I also ried Lo the Embassy
of Pakistan and mct there LL
General Khaled Masud Sheikh
who was the Ambassador al
that time. On learning the very
purpose of my visit, the
Ambassador tﬂld{nt that | was

o learn a lot from the

people of Japan. He

period of
three monlhs. The objcclive
was 1o gel some idea regarding

mentioned (o me that in
Japan, prople were thrifty and
saved as much as thirly per-
cent of their income that went
for thé investiment and devel-
opment of the country for
which the nation was striving
hard.

In conlormity with the pur-
pose of my study, my slay was
arranged in llakonc along with
my interpreter provided by the
Minislry, and wc stayed in a
Japanese Inn (called Royokan).
This enabled me Lo have some
glimpse of the Japancsc way ol
life. | slept on a "tatami’ and
took my meals squatling on

the tatami floor and having my

meals on a low table, dressed
in a Japancsc slyle slecping
suil.

The [irst thing that would
strike any visilor from South
Asia was the most couricous
behaviour ol the Japanese peo-

le. This culture of politencss
g.u a background of centuries.
This is amply rcflected in the
Japancse (ca ccrcmony, the
flower arrangements, the
Japancsc gardens and Lheir
love for beauty, solitude and
symmelry. In fact all these are

by Shahabuddin Mahtab

refllected in their day to day
living. Their clecanliness and
ncatness can be gauged from
Lhe [act, Lthal when entering a
place they leave their own
shocs outside and wear com-
fortable sandals which are pro-
vided by the host.

In matlers of management,
the people have many qualditics
which make them highly <fMi-
cient. They have a single track
mind and put Lheir whole-
hcarlted cfforts to a specilic
and particular work at hand. In
our system ol management, we
do not ofllen specialisc and
sharpen our workmanship bult
ltke a grasshopper, we want to
know many aspects of a work
which arc not relevant to us,
Mr. Takcshita was in the
Savings Bank unit and exccllied
in this own arca of work and
did not bother Lo know abowt
moncy orders, mails, registra-
tion ctc. ete. To a visitor like
me, it first appeared that the
work in thc oflice was highly
compartmenlalised, but in the
[inal analysis {1 is thc end

product thal matters, and here
the workmanship and the
quality of work wis superb.

Whilc at the Ministry, | vis-
iled the wvarious branches of
the office, but did not sce
many files with the concerned
oflicer. On cnquiry onc ol the
Pireciors lold me that all dect-
sions were normally taken at
lhe nearest point ol operation.
All the decisions could there-
fore be made Lhrough 'slim
files'.

My eollcaguc [rom Lahore
Saced Qureshi and myscll had
a lol ol inquisitivencss about
the ‘geisha’. With the helplul
cooperation of Mr. Miyamoto,
Lthe Director, an opportunity
was allorded to us while at
Osaka. It was already latc on a
summcr day, when we visited a
geisha house. The house that
we visiled was extremely neat
and simple, and as we went
inside, we found it lully air-
conditioned. There we met

two Japanecse ladies in Lheir
mid-thirtics who welcomed us.
We had conversalion with the

.

ladies, who were well versed
in English and besides Lhis,
they had wide knowledge of
the contemporary aflairs.

The evening dinner that
was scrved to us was artistic in
every way, Good food can only
be enjoyed in a pleasant com-
pany. We all enjoyed our five-
hour long dinner and there-
after were entertained by a
musical cvening (Samasin).

The Ministry also arranged
for our visit to some of the im-

portant cities like Kyoto, Nara,
Nagoya, Atami and the lake
districts. Nearly three decades

have sscd, since | was in
Japan, but 1 will always
remember the fousness,

humility and industriousness ol
a greal nation. As an economic
superpower, Japan is a world
leader. This could only be at-
tained by a people who could
make great sacrifices to
achicve their goal and objec-
tve.
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Remembrance

ERHAPS the memories
of one's childhood are
the sweetest and the

noons or after dinner hours
when he would spend with us
teling stories of "Hatem Tai,~
the favourite Bengali folkiales.
he would play
cards, ludo or carrom with me
and my brother, Nadeem.

He would take us for momn-
ing walks and narrate his ex-
periences with nature when he
grew up in his village home,
while sometimes in the after-
noon we would get surprises
by going to the market or
parks. The evening was re-
served for our loving Amma.
Yes, he was a perfect father
and a husband.

in the army, he was known
as the "blue-eyed boy” despite
his open love for Bengall and
the Bengali people, Senlors
possibly respected him for be-
ing straight-forward and pos-
sibly that s why he always held
prize positions.

A genius In mathematics
with .an incredible photogenic
memory. He had no dearth of
friends, who enjoyed hia good
humour and warmness. Some,
Still remember him with re
spect today.

My happy life came to an
end on the |7th April, 1971,
the day | lost my "dear papa,”
as we used to call him.

After March 25 military
crackdown, it was the first day
he wanted to get out of his
room for the morning air. He
was depressed of not being
able to join the Mukti Joddhas
as we were trapped and hid-
ing. Not a light in the house or
curtains moved.

Papa also had dreams [or
his third child my mother was
carrying at that time and went

fte sentimental hugging us
ﬁ:lt day. Perhaps because he
knew that the end was near.

Papa was In his room and
Amma and mysell were Laki
breakfast, when we heard lou
. gun-shots outside and thump-
ing of boots on our front door.
Nadeem and one of our bearers
opened the door and In came
several Pakistani soldiers car-
rying automatic weapons.

They started yelling
"Gaddar Kaha Hai” (Where is
the traitor} along with Papa's
name. They went to his room
and permitted him to change.

Papa, always smart and cle-
gantly dressed, changed into
his favourite present from
Amma — a white checked shirt
and grey trouser.

Mysell and Amma remained
mum by fear and shock.

Nadeem was running up the

Papa Gave his
Cause of a 'Shonar Bangla'

Life for the

BE i
Shaheed Lt. Col. Mohammad
Abdul Qadir

stairs as he was taken away in a
blue jeep escortéd by a junior
officer [a captain may be] and
waved for the last time —
“good bye.

My heart sank and a strange
emptiness came over me,
which is still there as we mark
2| years of his arrest today.

Later, the same soldier
came back searching for his
pistol, which was by that time
was with the Mukti Bahinis
They lined us up and threat-
ened to shoot us. "Kill us,” my
Amma said.

Then the officer said "we
will take your son.” when we
cried out pleading neo.
Strangely, maybe Amma and
mysell were from the
holy Quran, the officer ordered
his men oul and sald "we do
not harm pregnant women.”

Nadeem asked "uncle when
will you bring back Papa? He
sald "Fikir math karo, shamko
e ayege.” [Don't worry, we will
bring him back in the
evening).

From then on we fled from
house to house and finally
saved by a dear friend we

called Chacha, late Ruhul
Ameen [General Manager of

BCCI, Dhaka). He took us to his
house, looked after us for a
month and arranged the safe
birth of our youngest brother,
Naweed

Naweed s as old as
Ban h and he is an exact
replica of Papa. We are very
proud of him.

After independence we
found out (Papa's) under-
ground work for the cause of
Bangladesh by way of getting
information, supplying explo-
sives and man so that his
dreams of "Shonar Bangla.®
where everyone would have
enough to eat, a shelter and
peace, & BECAME A REALITY.

What we did not know was
that his Shenar Bangla was
more important to him than
his family or his own life. But,
we know that he lived for be-
liefs and died for his beliefs.
Like him, millions of people
have given their lives for the
same dream. '

TODAY, on the 17th I pray
to Allah and hope that the
dreams of my Papa and thou-
sands others who gave their
lives for our better "tomorrow
comes true, so that they can
rest in peace and we can all
enjoy the "TRUE SHONAR
BANGLA."

Dear Safa,
There is some truth In

your letter, | am careful and some-

times give guarded advise even against my better
But please remember one thing, spéaking the tru

ment.
in frank,

brutal terms is sometimes counter productive. | have to be
culturally sensitive. But I do appreciate your letier. Please be

more specific if possible, I shall try to correct myself.

Please continue this column because | and many of my

friends have greatly benefitted from it. I ag

ree with the

| who wrote last week that you should write series of

women

articles on common issues in marriage. [ think it will be ap-
preciated by most of your readers.

Dear Sara,

Thanks for your encouraging
back as there is no other way

Sara, Maghbazar

words, | do need such feed-
I‘urm:tnkmvil"lm#tu:ﬁ

across to my readers. About those articles, well 1 will thi

about it. | promise.

Dear Mita,
MY husband and [ are

ha
turning into unpleasant fights

ving

over

trial business. He says it is fllegal while | see it @ a means for

people to exercise their democratic

speech. In the past we have often differed
but this is the most serious one.
do when he provokes me and hurts

react very strongly and say things [ don’t mean to. Please ad-

vise.

Dear Rehana,

Having different opinions on personal, family and political

issues is common

and natural even among the most loving

couples. It s something positive and adds excitement to the
relationship. But as with everything else, this difference

should stay within certain limits. If you have respect for each

other's views then there should not be a problem. If you differ
on some very basic and core values then it is best to avoid

those subjects.

[ went
quarrel with wife while

through your answer regarding my letter (about a

a letter]. Unfortunately I am

not satisfled with your answer. I had clearly mentioned that
it is the content of letter which creates trouble between us
but not the person whom we write as you had wrongly

guessed. Moreover,

you were cruel to comment "I would not

worry too much about it" because I did not ask for your reac-
tion to my problem. All | want is your ever convincing and
prudent advice on such trivial matters as this.

Dear Apis,

Please for
tention at
among yourselves regard

Apis, D U Dhaka.

me if | appeared cruel, that was not my in-
I suggest, you both have a frank discussion
ing this problem. Explain to your

partner that it is not worth Aghting or creating tension over
such trial matters. You are newly married. You have many
wondesful and exciting ways to spend your time. So don't
waste it on arguments over writing letters.

WRITE TO MITA

Run by a trained and e

counsellor, assisted by

Dhaka- 1000,
e

xperienced Family and Marriage
a professional team of doctor,
psychologist and lawyer, this column will answer ques-
tions relating to family. marriage, health, family laws,
and social and interpersonal relationships.

Please address letters to Mita, The Daily Star. GPO Box
3257 or to 28/1, Toynbee Circular Road, Motijheel,

'\

J

R R S e




