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Push Needed to Health
Projects

The World Bank consortium aided new health
and population sector programmes considered

pivotal to a huge qualitative difference in the ser-
vice delivery system are suffering from a slow-

down in implementation. Exposing our own dearth
of monitoring it has had to be a World Bank review
revealing the sorry state of affairs in an area
which, needless to say, is crucial to human re-
source development in the country. While appar-
ently managing to quickly unlearn the lessons
from 50 per cent project underperformance among
66 WB consortium aided projects undertaken dur-
ing the past five years, we are now plodding it out
with the fourth population and health project (FPHP).

The last-named multi-million dollar project
has hit quite a few snags, but these can be conve-
niently put under a single rubric — lack of man-
agement strategy with a vision. The WB review
mission in its assessment of individual projects
highlighted fundamental policy and institutional
defects that made management and implementa-
tion of projects extremely difficult. For instance,
appointment of staff was delayed slowing down not

tiveness of the project when it came to gestate. On
top of the personnel placement delays, projects
would remain unmanned with frequent transfers
of key incumbents as replacements took their time
to be in place. The ministry of health and popula-
tion control cannot be blindfolded to the adverse
impact such sudden departure of important offi-
cia]i)s from projects make on the pace of their im-
plementation.  Even in administration such fre-
quent changes are regarded as unwelcome disrup-
tions, let alone in project management and im-

lementation where single-handed driving and pi-
oting can make all the difference between success
and failure.

This vital aspect of handling projects should be
accorded the importance of an implementation
policy rather than be treated as part of the so-
called conventional personnel policy. If necessary,
a capacity enhancement project ought to be speciti-
cally undertaken to have a new breed of dynamic
project managers in place. In this context, the
World Bank recommended personnel tracking sys-
tem seems worthy of immediate introduction. Spot
those who have returned from abroad with special-
isation in the field and harness their new skill
immediately. This could then form 1_p.a.rt of an ex-
tended strategy for the creation of a post of re-
servists going well into the future.

cials in a project coupled with delegation of powers
to them can step up implementation by leaps.

Biman's Plight
Bangladesh Biman, the national airlines, is not
¢ exactly a world beater when it comes to opera-
tional efficiency or service. The airline’s manage-
ment has been little short of atrocious. Even then,

a recent audit report which catalogued instances oi
corruption and mismanagement in the airline, has

report which cannot but raise eyebrows. The report
has found Biman’'’s Dhaka-Lohdon and Dhaka-
New York flights to be highly loss-making, termed
them “prestige routes”, and suggested that these
flights be stopped. The auditor's suggestion is
rather mind-boggling, but Biman's non-perfor-
mance on these routes is what warrants explanation.

Given the high concentration of Bangladeshi ex-

patriates in London and New York, one would ex-
pect Biman to earn a handsome operating profit on
these routes, even if it struggles on others. More
importantly, this solid base of potential customers
should have enabled Biman to build more busi-
ness, by appealing to a wider clientele. In other
words, people would have been justified in wanting
to see additional flights on these routes, and not a
discontinuation of existing flights. The auditor’s
observation, therefore, compels the public to won-
der how Biman has managed to turn these geese
with the potential to lay golden eggs into virtual
dead ducks.
. It may be mentioned here that airlines such as
Emirates, Singapore Airlines and more recently
Gulf Air, have expanded their operations far and
wide on the basis of efficiency and service both on
the ground and in the air. They did not have to rely
on “ethnic” passengers. Biman has this advantage
in its Dhaka-London and Dhaka-New York flights.
Yet, it is losing even Bangladeshi passengers to
other airlines. The public have a ﬂé’lt to demand
an explanation from Biman, and the government
has a duty to drastically reform the airline’s man-
agement and cut costs through manpower reduc-
tion. Biman has no right to hand over these poten-
tlaJ#; lucrative routes to other airlines through its
inefficiency and mismanagement.

o H abits Die Hard

Volunteering information can be dangerous at
times. The Dhaka City Corporation engineering
department should not have perhaps requested the
Traffic department for the 'unhindered plying of
the sludge carrying trucks' from Dhanmandi lake
to Joar Sahara. Some in the Traffic department
sniffed something as seems evident from their re-
ply to the oblique allegation saying, 'accordingly,
| we have notified all our personnel on roads to give
priority to the trucks working at Dhanmandi lake
site’. The sluc?e carrying trucks weére apparently
stopped at difterent points on their route to the
dumping ground at Joar Sahara asking for extra
money.

The truckers, some thirty in number, have
| stopped work in protest. The truck drivers alleged

that the police sergeants have asked for two types
of payment — a regular fee of three hundred taka
per day per truck as long as the vehicles are
ed in this work and spot pa%rment for the re-
trieval of the impounded papers of the vehicles and
their drivers in lieu of one thousand taka per case.
And all approach roads to the dumping ground are
so skilfully guarded that these roads have become
turnpikes. Few trucks can pass certain points
without being stopped by the traffic sergeant and
the driver harassed. But they were quite lenient on
the drivers as the police did not file any case
against them but asked for only one thousand taka
for the return of the papers. Perhaps this is not the
first instance of such highhandedness by the keep-
ers of law and order. There are honest officers to
sure, but they are an increasingly endangered
species. The Daily Star n‘.?nrt of Monday also says
tl]:;t police officials denied their knowledge of such
wrongdoing by their staff though the DCC people
informed police of the allegations. Habits die hard,
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_ Bangs Don't Help, Performance Does

The best course for the BJP is to quit government and sit in the_t;ppﬂs-iti;;:. Not because it has lost
in all four states, but because it will send the message that the party respects even the semblance of

—

VTVEN after the defeat in its
stronghold, the three
Hindi-speaking states in

the North — Delhi, Madhya
Pradesh and Rajasthan — the
Bhartiya Janata Party is not
facing the facts, The price rise
or lapses in the administration
are important factors. They
have avated the situation.
But they do not constitute the
situation.

The truth is that the party
has lost its sheen — and ap
to the voters. The image it has
tried to project has been on the
basis of two points. One, given a
chance, it would do better be-
cause it is the y with a dlf-
ference. Two, Hindutva is Indi-
a's ethos and the party will push
the country towards that. at-
ever its rhetoric, the BJP's im-
age has received a battering on
both counts.

The BJP-led government at

 the Centre or the party's gov-

ernments in the states have
turned out to be no different
from the ones, which had ruled
earlier. The administration has
stayed as corrupt as before and
even ministers have not with-
drawn their hands from the till.
The party has been as much at
home with smugglers, tax-
evaders and criminals as was
Congress or the Janata Dal.

One BJP parliament member
was so upset before elections
that he wrote to Prime Minister
Atal Behari Vajpayee and Home
Minister L K Advani that if th
could join hands with AIADM
Chief Jayalalitha, why were
they critical of former Bihar
chief minister Laloo Prasad
Yadav, involved in the fodder
scam? At one of the BJP's na-
tional meeting, some weeks ago,
a few members admitted before
the leadership that their rule
was no better than that of
Con s of the Janata Dal.

If the voters have felt the
same way. why should the BJP
be surprised over the result? In
fact, people believe that the
party has let them down. Not
that they have forgotten the
malfunctioning of Congress,
but they were expecting pur-
poseful and positive gover-
nance, particularly when the
BJP batted at the Centre for the
first time. (Its 13 days in 1996

BETWEEN THE LINES

Kuldip Nayar writes from New Delhi

were only an interlude.)] Find-
ing that the BJP is no diflerent
than others, they have turned
back to Congress in the ho
that it has improved in the
wilderness. The near return of
the backward and the Dalits,
once the Congress vote bank,
has been crucial.

The point of the Hindutva
ethos has hurt the BJP in two
ways. Liberals have distanced
themselves from the party more
markedly. On the other hand,

the staunch Hindus have got
alienated because they have
found the party compromisin
on its agenda for the sake o
power. It took no time to set
aside the three objectives — the
demolition of mosques at
Mathura and Varanasi. the
building of Ram temple at the
site of the demolished Babri
masjid and the deletion of Arti-
cle 370 to confer special status
on Jammu and Kashmir —
when the party found that some
constituents were willing to
support the BJP coalition.

e party has two options
before it. One, it can become
more stringent and more fa-
natic. But this may cost it the
support of some of the 13 con-
stituents, which sustain the
shaky coalition. Moreover, if
any lesson is to be drawn from
the results, it is that the tide of
communalism- is receding.
Delhi and asthan, where the
BJP has n routed, have a
preponderant majority of Hin-
dus. The committed RSS cadre
is active. Rajasthan does not
have many Muslims. So is the
case of Madhya Pradesh. In
Delhi, the Muslim population is
confined to a handful of con-
stituencies. It is really the
Hindu community, which has
turned its back on the BJP. Will
becoming more Hindu help
BJP?

The other option before the
party is to eschew communal-

ism. It cannot come to power on
its own if it does not make up
with the 120 million Muslims.
Can it secularise its credentials,
which are Hindu at t? It
is not an easy decision to make
because the very of the
party is on the basis of Hinduis-
ing the waters of politics. And
how can BJP dare to leave the
RSS parivar, which sustains it?
The best course for the BJP is
to quit government and sit in
the opposition. Not because it
has lost in all four states, but
because it will send the
that the respects even the
semblance of people's anger to
its governance. Its stock is
bound to go up. In fact, the BJP
should not have formed gov-
ernment in the first instance. It
should have asked the nation to
return it with a clear majority.
After having tried all political
arties, they voters would have
ad no option to but come to it.
Even in the last Lok Sabha
election, one

The has lost the -
tuni hﬁ:&rﬁ it has bculm
out. The explanation that it was
given only seven to ejght
months does not wash. It is the
ineptness of the government
that has annoyed the voters the
most. How to charter its new

licy will be the biggest task
mfnre the BJP.

However, the dilemma of
C ess is a different one. So-
nia Gandhi wants the Vajpayee
government to go but hesitates
to let her y step in. Some-
how. she has come to believe
that Congress has only to wait
and power will automatically
fall on its lap. Statistically.
Congress has done well. In the
1993 assembly elections,
Con won 281 seats in the
four states against the 261 ol
the BJP. In the 1998 Lok Sabha
election, the assembly se Ls
reduced Congress to 241 and

people's anger to its governance. Its stock is bound to go up.

enhanced BJP to 330. But in the
current elections, Congress is
waig ahead with 368 against the
BJP's 162.

The reason why Sonia
Gandhi is against Congress
heading a ition is the expec-
tation to have a majority on its
own, But how is it sible for
the party to secure 273 seats in
the 545-member Lok Sabha?
Congress does not exist in Bihar
and UP, having 139 members in
the Lok Sabha. The four by-
elections in Bihar have made it
clear that Laloo Prasad Yadav
still sways the voters because he
has won all the four. Congress
cannot oust the communists
from the 60 odd seats, which
they win in every election. Al-
though Congress has bagged a
by-election seat in Punjab, it
does not mean that the Akalis,
despite their infighting, can be
ousted from more than six out
of 13 seats in the state. Tamil
Nadu, with 39 seats, is still a
toss up among AIADMK, DMK
and the Tamil Manila Congress
of GK Moopanar.

Stretching it to the maxi-
mum length, Congress does not
seem winning more than 220.
This means adding 80 seats to
the present strength of 140.
Still it has to have some 50
more to have a simple majority.
Congress will have to look for
partners to reach the c fig-
ure of 273. In the Lok Sabha
elections, Congress will have to
reckon with regional parties. Iif
the party is going to seek their
support in the next election,
why not now? Whatever Sonia
Gandhi's wishes, India is bound
to have a coalition at least for
one more election.

Even if the state elections,
especially when they were held
only four states, do not reflect
the nation's mood, the way they
were fought with state elections
are no criterion to determine
Eopulanly at the national level.

ut it cannot deny the writing
on the wall? It reads clearly and
categorically. The BJP cannot
win as it is constituted today. It
must realise that it has lost
even its bastions. Strange, the
party got no advantage even al-
ter playing its trump card, the
bomb. Bangs do not impress
people. the performance does.
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An Uneasy Anniversary

As December 6 comes back with the grim reminder of the incident, the question that strikes one's
mind is that what is the communal situation in India now and what impact the "Babri mosque"

demolition has had on the country's politics?

in Indian history. On this
day back in 1992, the
Babri mosque in Ayodhya was
razed to the ground by Hindu
extremists, much to the dismay
of the secular forces. It was a
severe blow to the secular fabric
of India and triggered off
violent communal clashes
across the country, particularly
in Mumbai, that claimed a
heavy toll of lives. There was
also violent reaction in several
countries with pre-dominantly
Muslim population.
A Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) government was in
in Uttar Pradesh when the
mosque was demolished. Now,
six years later, the BJP and its
chief minister Kalyan Singh
are once again at the helm.
Some organisations known for
their Hindu chauvinism like
the Vishwa Hindu Parishad and
the Bhajrang Dal sought to hold
rally at the site of the destroyed
mosque and celebrate the occa-
sion but Kalyan Singh's

DECEMBER 6 is a black day

ov-
low
any kind of disturbance in the
disputed site or anywhere in the

- state on the issue.

. The state government has
put its foot down as regards
maintenance of law and order,
and not to allow anyone or’

roups to defy prohibitory or-

ers. Muslim groups seeking to
converge near the site to be-
moan the destruction have also
been asked not to create any
trouble. The government said it
would maintain a strict law and
order situation in the Ayodhya.
If the Kalyan Singh government
maintained the same position
six years back, destruction of
the mosque by some small ex-
tremist groups would not have
happened. And in the process,
the country's secular image
would not have been tarnished.
Not that all the top BJP leaders,
covertly or overtly, approved
such a measure.

Current Prime Minister
Atal Bihari Vajpayee and sev-
eral other BJP leaders were
clearly annoyed. The Kalyan
Singh government came under
serious criticisms and condem-
nation from different parties
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including the Congress and the
United Front. As December 6
comes back with the grim re-
minder of the incident. the
question that strikes one's
mind is that what is the com-
munal situation in India now
and what impact the "Babri
mosque” demolition has had on
the country's politics?

There has been a severe set-
back for the BJP in the recent
state elections. The Congress,
the main opposition party, on
the other hand, has gained
tremendously from the state as-
sembly polls as it not only
wrested power from the BJP in
Delhi and Rajasthan but also
retained power in the largest
state of Madhya Pradesh. That
it lost in the small north-east-
ern state of Mizoram to the re-
gional parties is not much of
significance in context of na-
tional politics and also not
something to despair about
when viewed against the
tremendous success in three
major states.

s this setback have any-
thing to do with the

“communal” image of the BJP
and would it have any bearing
on the national politics? Or,
was it due to other factors like
the prices of essential com-
modities like onions and toma-
toes? Or, were the defeats due to
poor governance by the BJP at
the centre or in the states where
it lost? How have the minority
Muslims viewed the BJP and
the Congress in the state as-
sembly polls?

In recent years the BJP de-
spite being seen in many quar-
ters as "communal” succeeded
in winning over many Muslim
votes, and that too, at the cost of
the Congress which has tradi-
tionall n close to the Mus-
lims. did the Muslims dis-
tance themselves from the

MATTERS £
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Congress in recent past and has
this situation changed?
Muslims make up more than
12 per cent of the population in
India and play a crucial role in
constituencies where there are
tough tussles. They generall
vote for the Con or the
and centrist parties who form
the United Front (UF). When the
Babri Mosque was demolished,
P. V. Narasimha Rao's Co
was in r at the centre.
Many Muslims believe that the
Rao government did nothing to
protect it although the Congress
is traditionally known as secu-
lar and close to the minorities.
By the time Rao condemned the
incident and vowed to take ac-
tions against the offenders, it
was too late and the Muslims
had already started distancing
themselves from Congress. In
the last two general elections
when they were largely with the
UF or to some extent even with
the BJP.

Sonia Gandhi and the pre-
sent Congress leadership re-
alised this and moved to as-
suage the feelings of the Mus-
lims and off agolugiea for
the Babri Mosque destruction.
Earlier, the Congress had ex-

pressed ts over its govern-
ment’'s role during the demoli-
tion of the e but the Mus-

lims were not satisfied. Sonia
Gandhi and other leaders even
sought to win back the support
of minority Sikhs who has also
alienated from Congress to
large extent following the -
atirz: Blue Suar at the Golden
Temple and anti-Sikh riots in
Delhi in the aftermath of Indira
Gandhi's assassination. Their
approach of late has succeeded
in winning back many Muslims
and Sikhs to the Congress fold
and it was a factor for an easy
Congress win in the recent as-
sembly elections.

Prime Minister Atal Bihari
Vajpayee has.said that there
has been no communal riots in
India since the BJP-led coali-
tion took over early this year.
He is right and many Muslims
and secular forces have confi-
dence in liberal leaders like
him. But there is another set of
BJP leaders and governments
who are really hard-liners like
those seeking to impose some
religious programmes like
"Saraswati vandana” in schools
in Uttar Pradesh. Many Muslim
guardians in the state has de-
cided to take back their chil-
dren from those schools. The
left and centrist parties have

bitterly criticised such pro-
grammes.

However, because of the lib-
eral section of the BJP leader-
ship the communal parties like
the Shiv Sena, VHP and the
Bhajrang Dal can not take a
strict stance on many matters
and as a result the relations of
these parties with that section
of the BJP leadership is not
good as reflected in the une
ties in the Shiv Sena~Baj¥'
coalition government in Maha-
rashtra recently.

The communal situation in
India is always under close
scrutiny of major political par-
ties. The minority factor also
played a role in the recent state
assembly elections although
other issues like onion price
and poor tanemance featured
prominen {’ The demolition of
the Babri Mosque has been a
black spot particularl
the courts are involved in the
issue. While efforts by some re-
lfl[ﬂ%uﬂ organisations -- both

u and Muslim -- to whip up
tensions over the issue once
again is undesirable, it is neces-
sary that such organisations
are effectively tackled by the

overnments in the states and
the centre. Even Mamata
Banerjee of “"Trinamul
Co ss” in India, a party in
the BJP-led coalition, says the
December 6 is a black day. The
clu;e Emléiﬂg:cin Sﬂul{l Aslla
and the spirit ely
depend on the mmmunaﬁ
mony in the largest country of
the region.

when

Road to democracy

Sir, India has announced
that a law for "freedom of in-
formation” will be tabled in the
parliament for adoption.

All western democracies
ially in the
US this law helps in developing
true democracy. That's why
they are now ruling the world.

Can we not enact similar
law?

6/C. Faribagh Estate
4, Paribagh, Dhaka-1000

Stock market or

casino?

Sir, The country's stock
market today has turned into a
virtual nationwide on-line
casino, where real and ficti-
tious share certificates are used
more as gambling chips rather
than investment product,

Whilst regulatory bodies are
busy plugging leaks in the
floodgates of market manipu-
lation, big cracks are appearing
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on the ‘ralls of fragile capital

market Tegulations. The daily
netting system in both the
bourses has become a devil's gift
for the wild speculators. e
need for having shares and
money is dispensed with where
trades are squared off before the
dal_l; closing.

he operation of screen-
based on-line trading without
the supportive central deposi-
lﬂri system has only resulted in
a thriving short sale deals. Of
late, the erratic price behaviour
of two low-profile shares in
both the exchanges have again
raised doubts about the efficacy
of the regulatory bodies in mon-
itoring market mechanism,

Khurrum Malik»
Chittagong.

Women's

education

Sir, The Talibans of
Afghanistan by their heinous
misinterpretation of Islam has
denigrated the religion.

-

Nowhere in Islam there is any
slightest bar to women's educa-
tion. In our Prophet's time,
women took part in various ac-
tivities, even in warfare. Even
in the Kingdom of Saudi Ara-

bia, women are receiving edu- .
Icv.:-.i They

cation at the highest

are working in various eco-
nomic and social fields. So also
is the situation in the I[slamic
republics of Iran, Libya etc. But
wonder of wonders, no Muslim
country or organisation has ex-
pressed condemnation of these
neo-imperialists. . The first of
only three countries to r -
nise this abominable regime is
Pakistan of whose interpreta-
tion of Islam we were the vic-
tims in 1971.

Akber Kabir
Komorpur, Faridpur.

Suggestion on city

traffic

Sir, This has reference to a
letter by Mr Hafiz in the DS on
26th November. We may here

point out the following facts for
consideration by the city au-
thorities:

We have seen a letter pub-
lished in the DS on 26.10.98 ti-
tled "Six-day fix" and there were
some points to think about traf-
fic jams.

There are overbridges and
underground train systems in
Delhi and Calcutta which we
may emulate. Besides. rick-
shaws also are now under con-
trol in Delhi and Calcutta.

Rickshaws should ply only
on lanes and bylanes.

The writer has dwelt on
Dhanmondi only. Moghbazar,
Mouchak, Gulistan, Baitul
Mukarram and other areas
should also be-taken under con-
sideration.

Our city authority officials
are requested to visit the city on
foot to understand what really
is the situation of the traffic in
Dhaka.

M Ali
Dhaka
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The Never-ending

After the beating that Saddam is receiving it
would seem that he would have no stomach to
build weapons of any kind. In any case the whip-
ping of Saddam cannot be lost on her Arab

ntighbour:.

HE crisis that erupled in

the Middle East with Iraqgi

invasion of Iran almost
years ago, gives no sign of
ending any time soon. That was
back in 1979 when Iran was
emerging from a long and
violent battle between the Shah
and his adversaries. The Shah
fled the country. The rest is
history. Taking advantage of
the difficulties faced by the new
regime in Iran under the
leadershi of Ayatullah
Ruhollah Khomeini, Iraq. no
doubt encouraged by his Arab
brethren, struck across the
western border of Iran and
made some spectacular gains.
Iran was not ready for this kind
of real pelitick, from her
me:i%l bour sharing the same
faith. It was all the more
painful for Iran for the country
was awash with Islamic fer-
vour.

Iran did not take long to
strike back and recover the lost
territory. A see-saw battle
erupted the net result of which
was death and destruction at a
colossal scale. Iraq had the
supremacy in the air and her
war effort was virtually
bankrolled by her Arab
brethren. Iran had depth in her
territory and in absolute terms

In Teheran we were received the
only time by the spiritual
leader Khomeini, who poured
cold water on our peace pro-
posal. In Baghdad we were re-
ceived warmly, and President
Saddam Hussein was more than
eager to reach a settlement.

Side by side with long pro-
tracted war and unen effort
at mediation, the two adver-
saries got totally down.
After eight years of murderous
war a peace deal was signed
through the good offices of the
UN. deal was of a kind that
Khomeini exclaimed, "I have
drunk son".

Not long after the misadven-
ture in Iran Saddam Hussein
fell into a trap in Kuwait, the
fall out of which continues to
this day. It was cake walk for
Saddam to capture tiny Kuwait,
enormously rich in oil. In fact
at the.bottom of all this lies the

litics of oil of the oil cartels.

e US, the sole superpower,
will not allow any interference
with her oil politics. Therefore
Saddam had to be taught a les-
son, which would not be lost on
the oil rich Arab neighbours.

A gigantic coalition was
built that included the US,
Britain, many Arab States. War
drums were beating in a

£ | The Horizon This Week

was much stronger.

This fratricidal war imme-
diately drew the attention of the
Organisation of Islamic Con-
ference (OIC), who volunteered
to mediate. At that particular
moment an OIC Summit was be-
ing held in Makkah al Mukar-
ramah. The deliberations began
in front of the Holy Kaaba. This
was the largest assembly of Is-
lamic Heads of state. As the As-
sistant Secretary General in
charge of Political Affairs, |
was responsible for organisin
the conlerence with the help o
Saudi Authorities.

The Conference then moved
to the cool hills of Taif, north of
Makkah al Mukarramah,
where a marble city had been
built for the Conference. The
Conference promptly decided to
send Habib Chatti, the Secre-
tary General of the OIC to
Tehran to persuade the Iranian
authorities not to boycott the
Summit. The effert ended in
failure as the Foreign Ministers
level meeting commenced and |
held fort in place of Chatti. The
Summit decided to set up an
eight member Heads of State
Committee including President
Ziaur Rahman from
Bangladesh.

In record time we prepared
papers, had all the vast re-
sources of Saudi Arabia, includ-
ing a palace, a private jet, for
our mediation mission. The
next morning we flew to
Teheran and then to Baghdad.

——— —

Arshad-uz Zaman

crescendo as the gigantic army
backed by rful air force lit-
erally beat Iraq into pulp when
she was crying for mercy. Once
again the misadventure in
Kuwait ended in a total fiasco
for Saddam. Whereas in the
Iran-Iraq war it was basically a
fight between two neighbours,
in the case of Kuwait, Saddam

had literally put his hand in the
cooky jar. :

The UN Security Council has
voted stringent measures to put
Saddam on the mat. Saddam
has to be totally stripped in

ublic. His wailings appear to
falling on deaf ears as no-
body is prepared to come to his
aid. Thus we see Richard Butler
visiting Iraq regularly in order
to verily Saddam's programme
of building weapons of mass de-
struction. After the beating that
Saddam is receiving it would
seem that he would have no
stomach to build weapons of
any kind. In any case the whip-
ping of Saddam cannot be lost
on her Arab neighbours.

From the march of events
around Iraq. we hear noises
from Washington DC that Sad-
dam should be eliminated. That
appears unlikely. The US had a
perfect opportunity when her
triumphant coalition forces
were moving towards hdad.
After all at present Saddam is
no threat to any body. He serves
as a handy whipping boy for a
SUperpower.

OPINION

Carrying a Bag of Potatoes

Abu Shahab-ud-Din

Why there is a lack of energy,

‘creativity, and originality in
our life today? Why is the cul-

tural scene so lacklustre in
Bangladesh now? The answer
liecs in our confused, and unset-
tled national question itself. We
are now gnigﬁ through the most
critical period of our state's ba-
sic dilemma. Our national iden-
tity is not well-defined yet in
order to ignite the general en-
thusiasm and spirit that
presages the birth of a proud
new member in the comity of
world nations. Usually the in-
telligentsia (the theoretically-
oriented. professional, creative
class) of any nation defines,
and lays the foundation to a
national culture. Here, in our
case, one half of the intelli-
entsia still thinks that
angladeshi national culture
need not be any different from
the ever-beautiful, and original
Bengali culture, the foundation
of which was already well-de-
lineated, and laid down by the
stalwarts like Bankim, Mod-
husudan, and Tagore a hundred

_years ago. Therefore, it is im-

erative on our part to faith-
ully continue that unique
irend. If the task before us is
nothing more than replicating
some well-established forms
and traditions, there naturally
cannot be much original spirit
and creativity demanded ol us
in carrying it on. This has thus
become a smooth, mechanical
job for us — no more difficult
than carryinﬁ a bag of potatoes
to a preset destination. So we
carry that potent bag, and doze
off once in a while on the road.

The other half of the intelli-
gentsia, who think that the
Bangladeshis are a fresh breed
of up and mminf_{ Bengalees,
who were culturally so uniniti-
ated a hundred years ago that,
virtually, they must rediscover
in themselves a newly born
bunch, whose mother tongue,
although, happened to be
Bangla all along, their real con-
scious existence has just started
recently. Therefore, this hoor-
ish group, because of the time
lapse, and cultural lag of a cen-
tury. be better called
"Bangladeshis” in order to be
differentiated from their more
literate and enlightened fore-
TUIrers.

But this second section of the
intelligentsia is neither ade-
quately talented, nor experi-
enced enough to lay the origi-
nal, distinctive cultural foun-
dation to their newly evolvi
kinsfolk. Here lies the whole
tragic paradox — those who

could have done it would not do
it, and those who would like to
do it don't have the mettle to do
it. Thus, literally. a fresh new
nation is being born in this part
of the world, intellectually un-
prepared. disoriented. cultur-
ally languishing, or foolishly
copying, imitating, and indis-
criminately stealing from other

eople's art forms, neither

nowing fully its own national
goal, nor its real national iden-
tity.

In another part of the world,
a good many ethnic gruu[?s in
Eastern Europe have a diflerent
story to tell. The Muslim Slav
split away group went through
an inhuman torture called
"Ethnic Cleansing” in the hands
of the orthodox Slavs, the
Serbs, for five-six years, only to
get their Muslim Slav break-
away state Bosnia recognized.
And now another Muslim East
European splinter group, the
Kosovans, have started going
through a similar suffering for
dreaming of self-rule and state-
hood ot Kosovo. Both these
people are not particularly as-
siduous followers of Islamic
tenets (as the Bangladeshis are],
and yet they are asserting their
distinctiveness from the
Catholic and Orthodox Chris-
tian brethren in the region with
whom they lived for centuries.
They feel their cultural destiny
to be different and divergent
enough to warrant ind dent

litical status for themselves.

they have been fighting pro-
longed liberation battles, dying
unhesitatingly, in order just to
get their new national identity
recognized by the hostile neigh-
bours, and by the world.
Whereas, when our new
Bangladeshi nationhood has
already been assured and recog-
nized Ey the world community,
we ourselves would not accept
this distinguishing feature of
ours, this beautiful and exciting
reality, nor will we call it by the
new, original name. Such is the
extent of our ignorance and stu-
pidity.

If we are not proud to be dil-
ferent, not mature enough to de-
tect our differance, still takin
time in attaining the require
maturity, then that is the root
of our current stagnancy, back-
wardness, and a listless exis-
tence. But once the chain reac-
tion of enlightenment starts,
their will be fireworks here too,
in this sndfnrsaken corner of
the world.

The writer- is former lecturer
of Russian Language at the Uni:
versity of Dhaka




