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Filling a Historiographi

HIS is a major acade-
mic exercise on the
part of scholars versed
n in the

torical oot which has been
looked at in these volumes in
depth. Scholars of all disci-
plines have collaborated to
produce this m-gnumtgul
which has been prepa by

specialists not only from
liangladesh but also from India,
Eu and America and, such
a collaboration has made this
book - particularly attractive.
Surely, the publication of the
book with such m-ﬂ
production from is
a matter of great pride and
prestige for us all.

Unlike the Dhaka

University's History of Bengal
(2 vols.) the Asiatic ;

History of Bangladesh (3 vol

has been arranged
into political, economic, social

and cultural sections. The first
volume is devoted to political
history, the second to eco-
nomic history and the third
volume Is concentrated on so-
cial and cultural history. The
sccond and third volums have
added new colours to our his-
loriography in the sense that
such treatment has never been
given by our scholars previ-
ously. Even the Cambridge
History of India is wrilicn in
all-in-one form.

The styles of governance
under the nawabs and the
colonial rulers have been dis-
cussed in the first volume.
Despotism was at work both
under the nawabs and the
British, but with a difference.
Under the nawabs the country
was according lo the
Quran, Sunna and Sasiras, and
hence the cultural hcritage ol
the people was well prescrved
and promoted. But under the
colonial regime there was a
sharp break in the continuily
of our hcritage. From the
British we have inherited a
professicnal burcaucracy and a.
professional army and a west-
ern type of justice and judicial
administration. Bul all thesc
had not improved the human
rights and relations and the
people continued to remain

"Vacuum
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poor, caste bound, rural bascd
and traditional. Only onc posi-
tive aspect of the British rule
was the annthilation of aristoc-
racy and' introduction of
democralic institutions though
with limited success.

in the second volume we
find general economic condi-
tions of the under the
nawabi, British and Pakistani
rule. In this volume we sce
how the people were getting
economically and socially seg-
mented differentiated into
rich and poor, urban and rural,
professional and non-profes-
sional, landed and landless,
employzrs and employees and
so on. The degrees ol depriva-
tions and differentiations,’
poverty and prosperity,
famines and scarcities, land-
lord-tenant relations, etc have
been ‘dealt with by every
scholar so authoritatively and
objectively that any alert
reader can find great value in
every section of this volume.

The third volumes is all the
more interesting because of its
thematic novelty and mastery
of presentation. What scems (o
be wery inleresting is that
Bengali Society and Bengali
culture had received their
lifeblood from so many sources
and under so many rcgimes of
varying polities and cultures.
Until the end of the nine-
teenth century the socicty was
segmented in habits, rites and
rituals, customs and manncrs,
pcerages and podigrees. [3oth
the rural and urban socictics
were all anchored in the tradi-

tional value systemis and along-
side this traditional society
was Lhe English educaled ba-
boos who appearcd as a kind of
scparate breed hall European
and hall ericntal. Out of this
chaolic stale had cmerged the
20th century licngal society
with their distinctive identity.
Aristocratic obedicence gave
way o mobocracy, and moboc-
racy to communal strife. These
distorted dcvelopments have
been very lucidly and authori-
tatively discussed in various
scctions of this volume.
To-day's generation must be
surpriscd  to hcar that “until
Partition Arabie, Persian and
Urdu were
Bangladesh much more exten-
sively than in any part of the
subcontinent other than Oudh.
Numcrous [3cngali Muslim
writers wrote [3engall in Arabie
script in the 18th and 19th
centuries. Bangladesh  had
produced greal many Urdu po-
cis. . and lileralcurs whose
works becamce popular in the
Urdu spcaking north India.
Abdul Gafur Nassakh (1839-
1894) (Nassakh was his poetic
name) of Faridpur was known
as a great pout all over north-
ern India. Urdu poet and
writer Hakim |labibur Rahman
el Dhaka is a well known name
even today. In pre-partition
days every major school and
college had courscs on Urdu
and Urdu was the language of
the so-called aristocratic fami-
lics of Bengal. The lloly Quran
and Sunnahs were interpreted
in Urdu. The city notables of

practiced in -

Dhaka and Muishidabad used
w speak in Urdu. Ap it
mun so happen Urdu
would have :ntrr as a -c'
ond language in Lhis country
the Pakistanis did not make
the stupid atiempt to make
the language bypassing Dangla,
and i they did not make the
language a subject of politics. It
is suggested to every reader
that he /she should have a seri-
ous look at the section on
‘Cultivation of Arabic, Persian
and Urdu. It was not only
Arabic, Perscian and Urdu that
were widely practiced in this
country during Nawabi and
British period, Sanskrit lan-
was also laught very ex-
tensively at all levels of educa-
tion. Even Pall was widely read
it means that during the
British period people had
shown no or lazincss
in stying different alien lan-
guages including Enghsh,
Urdu. and Arabic and that had
a defintte favourable im on
the progress of Bangla lan-
guage and literature.
Historically the Bengalts had
shown great genfus in master-
ing other people’s languages.
Such a tradition could have
been a greal national asset o-
day if we could maintain it af-
ter independence. Today we
have been successful in elimi-
nating all foreign languagces
from our sofl and t de-
priving Bangla of the benefit of
other rich languages. It is often
alicged that majority of the
college and Universily
students today study in Bangla
moedium but they cannol wrile
and speak Bangladesh
properly. ‘Then what
advancement have we made by
ousting English, Urdu, Arabic,
Persian, Sanskrit, Pali from
our syllabi? In Europe students
must learn at least one forcign
language alongside their
mother tongue. It is also the
practice in America. Japan has
now opened up to foreign lan-
guages. But while all other na-
tions are optling for learning
more and morce forcign lan-
guages to make their world
audicnce larger and larger, we
arc contented with the local
language alone. But to live in
the world meaningfully and
successfully we must take to
other world languages besides
our own and such a measure
will definitely enrich our
mother tongue rather than un-
dermine it
Editor of the book Professor
Sirajul Islam and the Asiatic
Sociely deserve our heartiest
congratulations for the great
scrvice have rendered to
the nation and to the cause of
knowledge by undertaking
such a project and completing
it successfully. We do hope Lhat
difficulties encountered in
complgting this project will
nol deter them for undertak-
ing many more projects of
similar nature. It is also
expected that the government
and the. enlightened riches
would play their due role by
patronizing such valuable
endeavours.

Helen Todd

Contirtued from page 9
and cven aflection: “No Laka,
no lovel” Ruhena, a mother of
four, laughingly joked.

Prcv.ous expericences
showed that varfous govern-
ment-managed rural banks
have ofllen lafled. One main
rcason could well be the polit-
fcal nalure of such loans. The
loance’'s attitude turns oul to
be: "It is enough that | vole for
the government, so | don't re-
ally nced to repay the loan.”
That is how votc banks are
bufit

The most striking differ-
ence between women of rural
Bangladesh and Malaysia,

David

Continued from page 9
prisi considering the fact
that for the first time, this
marginalised group had the
opporiunity to receive loans
and uplit themselves from the
quicksand of poverty. Realising
this, they were anxious to
make the most of it, repaid
faithfully, became regular bor-
rowers, expanded their small
ventures and eventually, Projek
Ikhtiar evolved into a
‘women's programme”. It is
now a privaie-registered trust
governed by a Board of len
trustees (Dr Yunus being one of
the members) consisting of
prominent people who have
been involved with the project
from the very be

With the Stecring
Committee pronouncing

Projek Tkhtiar a "qualified sue-

cess”, the programme has

been ex ed to cover all
poor states, which is eight out
of eleven. This includes

Helen obscrves, is that while
the latter have no hesitation
whatsocver in going to the vil-
lage tha-kel to do some petly
trading, thc former rarcly en-
gage in this activily, though
they may do il necar their baris.
“The rcason is probably be-
cause the 'hats’ here arc so
crowded that women don't
like to jostle with the men.
Con ently, it is rcally hard
on ows who do not have
grown up sons to do their
marketing for them. llowever,
they are enterprising and like
so many arcas in life, they gel
around it in some way or
other,” she concluded.

Gibbons

government views the work
done by Amanah lkhtiar as
complementary to its own role
of poverty alleviation. Qn the
thorny question of whether the
government follows a "hands
ofl" approach in the pro-
gramme, Gibbons replied: "Of
course we are not completely
autonomous because we de-
pend heavily on government
for funding, but so far there
has been no government inter-
ference with day-to-day opera-
tions and it is necessary to
remain non-political in order
o work effectively — just Hke

- Grameen Bank.”

Although Amanah lkhtiar
was conceived along the lines
of Grameen Bank, it slarted
lile with some differences as
the economic-socio structure
of Malaysia and Ban h arc
somewhat dilfcrent: so thought
Cibbons. llowever, the begin-
ning was plagued with prob-
lems such as irregular atten-
dance followed by sporadic re-
payment and stoppages alto-
gether. Lack of speedy and
firm action on the part of the
tcam led loances to believe
that they could get away with
defauiting. This had a snow-
balling as word spread
around the kampongs quite
fasi. The cornerstone of the
Gramcen Bank model was
group [ormatfon iIin which
members of similar back-
grounds and status vouched for

cach other. This broke down
when the group leader fnad-
vertently or otherwisc admit-
ted some local "bad hats™ who
subsequently absconded.
Likewisc, when insullicient
vetling was done to determine
whether they passcd the
means lest. Scnjor managers of
Grameen Bank were called to
the rescue and with their as-
sistance, such tccthing prob-
lems were froncd oul. As
Gibbons reflected: "Our expe-
rience showed that whenever
we strayed from the Grameen
Bank approach we failed. Now
we follow the model closely.”

So encou is he by the
successiul implementation of
this Fmgmmm: that his re-
scarch unit has set up regional
organisations, which are
“replicators of Grameen Bank”
— CASHPOR (Credit-Savings
for the lardcore Poor), based
in Kuala Lumpur. It works
closely with Grameen Trust in
Dhaka to promote and scale up
new Gramcen type projects
throughout the region. So far,
Amanah Akhtiar has given stall
lraining to other countries in
Soulheast Asia, South Asia and
Alrica which have expressed
interest in following the same
approach.

Gibbons and his wife,
lelen, have been commis-
sioned by Grameen Bank to
undertake research concern-
ing the long-term impact on
the Hves of the ioaneces.
were enthusiastic about the
ficld survey as it would clearly
help potential “converts” to
avoid the kind of pitfalls
Amanah Akhtiar had initially
fallen into. Morcover, any kind
of experience in this pi -
ing arca would be of great help.
as he freely admitted: "None of
us has the kind of experience
as Dr Yunus has gathered, and
it is invaluable in dealing with
practical problems.”

Of more than academic in-
ierest is the burning question
of how Grameen Bank mem-
bers fared in life as compared
to non-members. Gibbons and
Helen spent four months in
1992 and another four months
recently in the village of
Chatail during
conducted a survey which in-
cluded Shahjanpur [both in
Tangaifl) to determinec the long

which they

term impact of Gramcen Bank
stylc credit on the people’'s
lives. The results were roveal-
ing and ccrtainly hcartening,
The diflercnces betwoernr two!
groups wcre mosl sinking.
The study concentrated on
long term borrowers of nine
ycars standing and it showed
that a.most hall of the
Grameen Bank loances were
no longer poor as com
with a merc four per cent of
the non-members who man-
aged to pull themsclves out of
poverty. Gibbons and liclen
worked with two rescarch as-
sistants and an investigator
from Grameen Bank who had
collected data for onc year.
Both have plans to write a book
on their experiences.
Commenting on life in the
village, Gibbons said: "There is
a lot of economic activily lak-
ing place in the villages. When
we returmn to Dhaka we don't
see any improvement [rom
ycar to year. The samc prob-
lcms seem lo exist and the
same pelitical strife. We find
the villages moving ahead and
in fact the country is being
held back by squabbling poliy-
cians. We sce a lot of hope in
the villages compared to the
despair in Dhaka. Incomes
have increased 2 times since
our last visit, valagt:n have
bigger landholdings, houscs
are better built and children
staying longer in schools.

These i nis arc sus-
tainable and will not lall
back into y because they
have invested in Ttural

land. This is their lifclong se-
curity.” .

Although Malaysia and
Bangladesh are long somewhat
different stages of dcvelop-
ment, Gibbons observed that
"poor people in many coun-
trics scem to have similar
problems; such as lack of ac-
cess to credit and shorlage of
land. The Grameen approach is
cffective because it capitaliscs
on these peoplc’'s survival
skills. They arc quile adept at
making the most out of their
environment: for instance they
can plant paddy, raise live-
stock and invelve themsclves
in petty trading. Given some
start up funds, t can carn
more cash and ually build
up more capital until they are
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Opinions of a "Return of the Native"

iry with the envirenment
around Mm, and next pro-
ecceded 1o do his et and
paintings, he said, “All the
work that | did during my stay
in NBa during my stu-
dent Wie for three years, 88 to
‘89, brought In many loeal
country scencs. Now too, living
in Spain, | bring In Padma,
Meghna and Burign
in works, as well as the

rice s. Although my work
is now abstract, | do not want

to confine ‘mysell to any ‘tsm’.

My past memories subeon-
sciously come back In my
work, as Dangladesh ts where
my roots le.

When questioned as to
which media he was best =t
home with, Monir replicd,
without any hesitation, "] was
more relaxed with etching, but
etching, a graphic medium, |
fclt could not express my
thoughts or feelings com-
pletely. Thus | reverted to
paintings and am working in
mixed modia.” ;

Dwelling on how he rated
himsell as an etcher, Monir
claboraled that he had been
working for twenty ycars, get-
ling opportunitics to join art
fairs, the galleries [ixings the
prices for him. His works were
sold at Germany, Japan, USA
and France. Prices were la-
belled according to  the ccon-
omy of the city or country.

Asked as to why he had
corfincd himsell o etchings
earlier, Monir eclaborated that
going back to Bangladesh in
‘72, he had seen considerable
progress in graphic works, an
easicr medium to communi-
cate an artist's to var-
ifous parts of the earth.
Woodcuts, lithographs, cich-
ings were there but he chose
ctching. For texture and com-
position he fklt that etching
was the best method pf

conveying his message, at that
juncture in life.

ng to the questlion as
to why he had said in his
spcech at “Shilpangan™ re-
cently, Munir said "It s time, |
only bclieve in prizes for
Olympic games. In the art
world, the commercialized
works get rapid success, as in
the case of Japan, and the
prizes prove little, in my opin-

fon.” When requested to
give his ratings ol his pcers in
USA, Europe and in

csh, Monir conlflidently
replicd that he had scen works
in which the standard was the
same, whercas, the style var-
jed, which was natural and ex-

rivers .
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“Bive Fountain®™ Elching and
Aguatint

pected. The techniques, he
said, varied, as some artists
wcre sculplors, others were
painters and somc conflined
themselves to graphics. The
different media, Monir said,
were simply diffcrent lan-
guages. "Coming to
Bangladesh.,” the artist com-
mented, one is referred to as
an artist of international re-
"However, | feel we are
mediocre artists. Joque Capa
Long (from USA) are
my cquals and friends in
Spain, to name only a few,” the
artist, who was well aware of
the art works at the various
scats of hmlw working,
had replicd without [altering
or laking a respite. _

When questioned il he faced
any problem in earning a living

as an artist, Monir replicd, "It |

is my luck that | can carn a liv-
ing by expressing mysclf. This

_byFqu

'l

goes for all artists who do not
take resort to commercialism.
Thousands of artists have to
limit their talent to pitiable
jobs like widow decorations. It

is only after a struggle of ten
ycars that | can stay In my

with some measure ol peace.
Talking about what Monir
found so inspiring in Spain
that held him back there, the
artist sadd without a lalter,” the
inspiration that | get in Spain,
as | have said before, are
painters like Valesquez, El.
Oreco, Goya, Picasso, Miro.
They are well known and thetr
culture centuries back

After all, Columbus discovered
America with moncy given by
Queen Isabella of Spain. There
were, further more, Lhe artis-
tie ercations of the Muslims

:Tmﬁaﬂermwm

during the Middle Ages.
Tolcdo ([Spain) remains the
centre of culture, which can be
traced back to many genera-
tions. The archilcclural works
and the artifacts at Alhambra
arc inspiring for one and all. |
find the Spanish artists exper-
imental, bold and with individ-
ual visions. These are the basis
of good analytic art.”

*Granada, Cordova, Seville,
in the south of Spain, continue
to inspire me and always will,”
Monir concluded about his life
and work in Spain.

Coming back to .
after three years, Monir felt
greatly impressed by the
works of the contemporary

Bangladeshi artists, specially

. those of the young ones. Their

techniques and imagination
are laudable, he said.

Monir had been conducting
a workshop at the Shilpakala
Acad and this had com-
prised three wecks of labour of
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nw works r!-" aln ﬂ in
dimension,” the artist ¢labo-
raled, “while | experiment-
with space, forms, and
textures. Thus, for example
‘Joy' and ‘Blue Fountain' were

line carried owver
right end to left of the picture.
There were impressions of im-
ages of a jug and a cup at the
left cormer, at the top of the
composition. Colours like blue,
orange, turquoise, blue,
soft shades of ﬂ burnt-
sienna, furiEtrmu. were
held together by dark impres-
sions and eurling, swervi
lines. The artist

the jug and the cup— clear and
mere symbols.

The impact of the lines and
colours in all of Monir's works
were soothing and harmonious.
The juxtaposition of the
colours, images, and the
choice of texture s of un-
questionable skill and ad-
mirable

"Open Your Heart,” “Hope
and Dcspair,” and "Top Sccret”
were similarly confident and
daring compositions in blue,
black, grey. bottle-green, ver-
milion, burnt-sienna, with faint
touches of dark overlapping
colours. _

Monir, with his 19 solo

| shows in Europe, USA, Middle

Easl and Bangladesh, has won
ten international awards from
USA and Europe. The artist’s
collections can be found in
places streiching [rom Japan,
Taiwan to Jordan, Israel, Egypt
to Norway and Yugoslavia.

It was a unique opportunity
for art lovers to recently view
Monir's works at "Shil r
gallery and the Shi
Acadcemy. No wonder that they
locked there like bees around

Future of Cultures

Continued from page 10

While it is true that technology
has helped in widening the
cognitive horizons and enlarg-
ing the range ol choices, its
global "hegemonic blanket” is
incapable of shrouding all cul-
tural spcecificitics. To what
uscs a given technology is put
is still very much dependent
on the pcople. The resurgence
and revival ol tradition along-
side of dcvelopment puls
question marks on the
"conspiracy” theory that al-
lcges the West for all ills of de-
vclopment.

There are several unin-
lended consequences of the
development process. Rcin-
forcement of cultural identity
is onc of them. Modern modia
have done a al decal to
revive and diffuse tradition.
People have become mobile —
both physically and psy-
chologically. Not only do they
cross cultural boundaries, they
are enabled to travel into the
corridors of their cultural past.

There is nothing strange in
culture change. What a culture
rctains and what it gives up, or
what it recetves from the out-

- side after a thorough cultural

screendng and nition is a
complicated process. Living
cultures do not obliges specta-
tors who would like to put the
culture "on stage”, or make it a

show piece, an anthropological
In-puil.innlupumhai:lplol
of agricultural land from which
they can expand further. These
characteristics are common Lo

poor people in any country.”

zoo. It is common knowledge
thal tourists arriving in tradi-
tional societies to observe
"exotic” cultures have bceen
primarily responsible for dis-
turbing their status quo. But
such disturbance may not be
regnrded as "dysfunctional” by
those¢ who live that culture.

Surcly, their culture will not
remain the same, bul changes
in it need not be symplomatic
of an impending demise. And
views may differ on what is
good or bad; what the
"outsiders” may like to retain
may be the one that the
“insiders” would like to dis-
card, and vice versa.

It can be said that all cul-
tures in future will look differ-
ent from what they are loday
with changes in the profiles of
their demography and literacy,
and with the continuing on-
slaught of technology and its
attendant ramifications. But
they will remain, and remain
diffcrent with their own iden-
tities. Similarities in material
culture — the externalia — will
not obliterate differences in
values and ways of life. Neither
will there be a single future for
the globe, nor will there be a
single global culture. Multiple
cultures will have multiple fu-

tures. Heterogeneity will pre-
vail

The writer is Regilonal
Adviser for Soclal and Human
Sciences, UNESCO, Principal
R gional Office for Asia and the
Pacific. Banghkok.

Conltinued [rom page 10
teacher.

The innate respect for the
tcachers that | witnessed in
the school's annual sports is

still overwhelming to me. A
participant threw his javelin in
the air. Our eyes followed till it
struck the ground. One of our
tcachers (apathetic to games)
was going to the school from
the hostel in a foolish shortcut
way (trespassing the line for
sports events) and the javelin
nearly fell on his shoulder. The
nearby students alerted him
and he was thus saved. | began
blaming the teacher for his
callousness and expected the
participent would resent for it.
On the contrary, | saw the
participant came running to
the teacher and began asking
for apology and forgiveness
saying he didn't see the
teacher going In that direction.
- - L]

Maulavibazar was the place
which exerted a formulative
influence in my belief of com-
munal harmony. The joy and
enthusiasm observed and
shared by both Illindu and
Muslim communities during
the Puja oeccasion was im-
mense. The sound of drums,
blowing of conch-shell, eym-
bals, trumpet, tuba, songs from
Lthe mike, intermillent bangs
of crackers — all would come
logelher even a few days be-

fore the beginning of the festi-
val.

The day ol inunersion was
anolher sight to see. A Marwari
merchant named Champalal
was Lhe talk of the town for his
generosity and lavish expendi-
ture eapecially during the

an open h::m-:y. potl

Durga Puja when he put real
gold ornaments on the deity
which was immersed with all
those ornaments in the river
Monu.

Besides my sharing of joys
of Hindu festivals, there was
another thing to share — our
intimate neighbourly term
with & Hindu family. While
reading S M Ali's nestalgic
writing where he described
his long-lost friend who used
te help run his father's print-
ing press, whose passion was
music and later who became
mad out of his frustration, in-
stantly rémindced me of a per-
son from our next door Hindu
family with whom we shared
almost everything: [requent
exchange of curry from both
kitchens was a common phe-
nomenon, Though | used to
move every nook and corner of
their house there was always a
fearful feeling for me abeout
that person who had once a
singing voice and was mad at

that time. e was never found
frightening except multerd

to himself but | remad
sacred. His name was Monod-
hir Das. He was an elderly son
of his parents’ many children. |
wonder whether Monodhir is
that very long-lost [riend of S

M Al
In 1971, like many other

Hindu and Muslim familics
thcy met the same fate. Thoir
house was burned down. Later
they moved te Karimganj in
Indta. Still we receive letters
from them at least ence a ycar
It was the love botween (wo
families that instilled a senee
of communal harmony at n
tender age. ..... . If we cou
Itve with them n harmony in
Pakistan pertod, then why we
can't live in more harmony in
Bangladesh ?



