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Public concern over lead pollution in Dhaka city
has for long been one of the least addressed of is-
sues in the policy arena. But the expression of pub-
lic anger appears to be having some effect. At long
last, the government has decided to reactivate a
project designed to ensure elimination of lead from
fuel refined at the Eastern Refinery Ltd. This coin-
cides with approval of a World Bank assisted plan I
to improve traffic conditions in- Dhaka including
measures to clean up the air polluted by emission
| from petrol-powered vehicles. Taken together, it |

appears that things are certainly moving in the
right direction as far as making Dhaka air fit for

The UN

HE world was stunned at
the Talibans' military

prowess when the
occupied Kabul in a sharp swift
expedition in 1996 — only

within two years of their
mysterious emergence from the
obscure religious seminaries of
Pakistan. Two years later in
1998 they also swept through
the dbuntry's northern region
where in Mazar-i-Sharif an
impenetrable resistance was
put up by the combined forces of
the factions of General Dostum,
former President Rabbani and
Tehran-backed Hizbe Wahdat.
The Talibans created a new
mythology of their invincibil-
ity with effective control over
ninety percent of strife-torn
Alghanistan, But that was the
elastic limit of the Talibans'
power. With all the feathers
earned in the battlefield they
now reached a point of painful
realisation that the conquests
alone could not confer on them

human consumptiori goes. .
According to World Bank estimates, exposure to
polluted air causes 15,000 premature deaths and
millions of episodes of sickness in Dhaka every
year. This is a fairly horrifying piece of statistics,
| but this may not even give the whole picture. The
effect of lead poisoning on children is a major
problem, which such statistics cannot reveal. Ef-
fect on children can lead to life-long sickness. Yet,
there has been little or no effort to reduce lead con-
tent in fuel or smoke pollution in the city. There is
never a dearth of excuses for doing nothing, even
when this exposes millions of citizens to chronic
sickness, reduced productive energy, spiralling
medical costs to treat symptoms and even death.
Given the above situation, it can be said that
successive governments have been responsible for
negligence of the worst kind. It ought to be remem-
bered that ERL has for long had a lead separator
unit which has simply been lying idle. Lack of offi-
cial urgency and plain inertia had combined to
make sure that lead remains in the fuel used by ve-
hicles in the country. The gquestion now is, how
soon would the new government decision to make
locally-refined fuel lead-free be implemented? The
answer should be, "immediately”. Only speedy im-
plementation of the decision can ensure that bu-
reaucratic inertia and political indifference.
which characterise so many aspects of governance
in Bangladesh, would not take over once the public
outcry dies down. The government ought to be
aware that there is no time to lose if the present

and future generations are to be protected from this
silent killer.

Crime Curve

Confirming the general impression, the latest
figures released by the home ministry for the year
1998 speak of a marked uptumn in the incidence of
crimes in the country since the year before. Com-
pared with 1,02,161 crimes committed and regis-
tered with the police in 1997, the figures for 1998
showed a marked rise by 12,065 to stand at a total
of 1,14,226. The number of murders has increased
over the year by 455 to reach 3,539 in 1998,

But most dreadful has been the incidence of
rape, acid-throwing and dowry-related repression
of women. Little wonder, the rape figure has dou-
bled over the year to stand at 2,959. Incidents of
abduction, ransom-seeking and trafficking have
also marked a slight rise according to statistics
appearing in a well-circulated Bangla daily.

- The home ministry and the police administra-

tions to the rising trend in various forms of crimi-
nality. They have tried to make two points: one,.
success of drives relating to recovery of illegal
arms, explosives, drugs and other contrabands re-
Hected a higher degree of police control and grip
over the underworld situation: and secondly,
there has not been any marked rise in 'serious
crimes' having to do with human lives and loss of
physical property. There has not been any fall in
-those figures either. All forms of extortion have
been certainly on the rise.

At any rate, what is of central importance here
Is the lack of automatic entertainment of cases at
the thana level. The degree of diffidence that the
public show in turning to a police station for help
is perhaps proportional to that shown at the
thanas to take up cases on approach. Further-
more, how many of the registered cases are prop-
erly investigated, and indeed how many of the 'ac-
cused’ eventually get convicted?

A Rare Example

We are pleasantly surprised by a news item pub-
lished Sunday in an important Bangla daily of
Dhaka. It tells a poignant but heartwarming story
of a team of doctors at Suhrawardy hospital led by
Dr Saeeda Akhtar. They saved the life of a criti-
cally ill patient on the night of Eid-ul-Fitr, The pa-
tient Suraiya Sultana was under the treatment of
Dr Akhtar for about 6 weeks at the hospital with
gynae problems. Her condition started deteriorat-
ing on the night of Eid. Her doctor was informed at
about midnight. She organised her team, rushed to
the hospital and decided to operate upon the criti-
cally ill patient defying the odd of staff shortage.
! The doctors themselves pushed the trolley, ar-

ranged for blood transfusion and crossmatching
and procured life saving drugs and medicines. By

their timely intervention a valuable life was saved.

In any civilised country this act of goodness
would be termed as normal or routine duty of doc-
tors. But the scenario in Bangladesh is different.
Here, even on normal weekends it is difficult.to get
doctors to attend to critically ill patients in times
of emergency. We have had enough complaints
from patients of government hospitals against
wrong treatment and-apathy of doctors and other
hospital staff towards them. Likes of Dr Saeeda
Akhtar help restore public confidence in govern-
ment hospitals. Could we now urge hospital man-
agement to make it a point to have special ar-

rangements to treat critically ill patients during
holidays?

tion have provided some counter-vailing explana- -

|

the legitimacy to rule the coun-
R-ly. Their authority over

ghanistan was hardly recog-
nised by wider international
commurnity: neither their man
could get a seat in the United
Nations.

On the contrary they fos-
tered only animosity both in-
ternally or externally. The na-
tions of the world saw them
more as source of religious fa-
naticism and the West branded
Taliban-held Afghanistan as a
base of international terrorism.
The US — the one-time patron
of Afghanistan’s Islamic forces
— has apparently moved away
from its earlier position of
seeing the country as a coun-
terweight to a recalcitrant Iran.
The neighbouring states con-
sidered the Talibans as a men-
ace to the stability of the region.
At the height of the tensions
generated by Talibans' mas-
sacre of Iranian diplomats in
Mazar-i-Sharif Iran amassed
troops along Afghan border
triggering 'a war-like situation

O deal with the situation

in Karachi, the PMLI[N)

threw oul its own Chief
Minister to impose Governor's
Rule.  With .disorder rapidly
descending into anarchy, the
Ariny was brought in "aid of
civil power™ under Article 245
of the Constitution. Military
Trial Courts (MTCs) being set up
to deal with cases that qualified

as falling under ‘the head of

“lerrorism”. Military Appellate
Courts were set up as a last
resort of appeal. two persons
whose appeals had been rejected
have been hanged.

In the meantime the
Supreme Court, having been
approached to define the legal-
ity of a “parallel” judicial Sy S-
tem in the country, has sus-
pended the further carrying out
of the extreme punishment of
death imposed by the MTCs til]
the case is pending in court is
decided one way or the other.
With the MTCs “teeth” clamped
for the moment, their deterrent
effect has been put in sus-
pended animation.

Mian Nawaz Sharif is gen-
crally very badly advised as re-
gards the rule of law and how to

eal with the superior judi-
cia Khalid Anwar may be a
brilliant lawyer but is a disas-
ter incarnate as the Law Minis-
ler. Everyone and his uncle
knew that the setting up of
MTCs would be EhaHEIlgEEF in
the superior courts by someone
or the other. what sfopped the
legal eagles of government from
launching a pre-emptive strike
and going to the Supreme Court
first to seek their advice on the
matter under the concept of
“clear and present danger” to
the sovereignty and integrity of
the nation? The Justices of the

The UN initiative in holding Six-plus-Two conference followed by

.

Brahimi's mission has so far

been the only positive development with regards to civil war in Afghanistan and volatile situation
that prevail in the South-West Asian region. It is the bounded responsibility of Afghanistan's

neighbours to nourish

between the two countries. The
trilateral pact concluded late
last’ year between Russia,
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan,
who all despised religious ex-
tremism along their border,
was yet another challenge to
Talibans' consolidation in
Afghanistan.

Internally, an intra-Afghan
war escalated with Taliban
militia launching an offensive
against Ahmad Shah Masood's
strongholds in the provinces
bordering Tajikistan. In the
meantime, intra-Taliban feuds

are also on the rise while hu-

man right violations are ram-
pant in Taliban occupied areas.
The sharia rules th:rnsad ? the
Talibans are at odds with the
rights and freedom of most
other non-Pushtun ethnic and
religious groups. The Taliban
interference with the NGOs, aid
Eersunne] and UN mission has
red widespread discontent. In
spite of Taliban occupation of
the country the civil war is still
on and the peace in
Afghanistan remains as elusive
as ever,
Under the circumstances the

good sense seems to have

started prevailing on the Tal-
ibans as evident from their
positive response to the recent
visit of UN Secretary General's
special envoy Mr Lakhdar
Brahimi who undertook the
trip to the region essentially to
defuse the tensions between
Iran and Afghanistan but at the
same time held important talks
with the parties concerned. Mr
Brahimi apparently wanted to
carry forward the UN peace ini-
tiative mooted in Six-plus-Two

Conference in New York in
September 1998. The crisis in
South West Asia has substan-
tially eased follo Brahim-
i's visit and shuttle diplomacy
taking him to Islamabad, Kan-
dahar and Tehran. A looming
war on Iran-Afghanistan bor-
der has been averted. Not only
the Talibans agreed to release

the Iranian prisoners they were

holding, they also expressed
willingness to meet the Iranian
representatives face to face in

Jeddah. Talibans signed a secu- .

rity accord with the acting UN
coordinator on humanitarian

- but to bring

the process with utmost care and restraint. It is they who ivill benefit
maximum from a peaceful end of the conflict.

diffusing Iran-Afghan tension
back a political ac-
commodation among the rival
factions of Afghan political
scene. This presupposes alsoja
return of sanity among the pre-
sent wielders of power In
Afghanistan. The task of the

envoy is indeed complex in
the backdrop of closely inter-
twined internal and external
dimensions of Afghan crisis of
which only one manifestation
was the tension on Iran-Afghan
border. True, the role of the
neighbouring states has now
found recognition in the Six-

SEECEHINES

| by Brig (Rtd) M Abdul Hafiz

assistance for Afghanistan. The

UN mission pulled out of
Afghanistan in August last year
after one of its officials was
killed there. Given the precari-
ous conditions now prevailing
in Afghanistan Mr Brahimi's
was no mean achievement.

Mr Brahimi's trouble
shooting mission was thrown
up as a result of Six-plus-Two
Conference which brought six
of Afghanistan's neighbours as
well as the US and Russia to-
gether to promote a peaceful end
to the Afghan conflict and its
regional ramifications. He is
however still on the fringes of
the problem and has to go a long
way before he can claim un-

lus-Two conference but how
r Brahimi translates those
roles on the ground and relates
them to different situation
would matter a great deal. The
impact of- six neighbouring
countries on the developments
in Afghanistan has been pro-
found and it is patent that
without an understanding
among them it is difficult to
work out a settlement in
Afghanistan. It would be inter-
esting to see Mr Brahimi
hringlng about that under-
standing among those appar-
ently irreconciliatory neigh-
bours.
But of immediate relevance
to the course of events in the re-

Afghanistan itself. Of course,
the outside powers with some
leverage in that country can ex-
ercise a measure of moderating
influence on the various war-
ring factions. But it is for
Afghans themselves who are
locked in a bitter internal con-
flict to come to terms with the
realities of life in their country.
The Talibans who have been
demanding recognition as law-
ful authority in Afghanistan
have so far failed to appreciate
the principle of plurality and
the virtue of coexistence in po-
litical dealing with different
components of a polyglot soci-
ety such as Afghanistan. This
calls for a broadbased power
sharing arrangements which
would neatly accommodate di-
verse Afghan ethnic, linguistic
and sectarian groups with ade-
quate safeguard for their rights
and interests. The two centuries
of Durrani rules successfully
did it, but both Rabbani gov-
ernment and Talibans miser-
ably failed in it. Al
Afghanistan is too frag-
mented a country, both ethni-
cally and politically, to easily
submit to a monolithic pattern

of rule by just one ethnic group

— the Pushtoons, even if they
are the largest group constitut-
ing forty per cent of Afghan
population, The other groups —
now either subdued or in re-

treal, are not likel
wounds indefinitely. They are
certain to reorganise and re-
group to fight thg Talibans back
and hemorrhage the country in
the process. In the absence of an
agreement among the different

Clear and Present Danger

US Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes is the o

and present danger”,

" Courts act as an escape cla

Supreme Court are citizens of
this country and being on a
sliding scale probably live
much more under the gun than
other ordinary beings, are thus
more acutely aware of the loom-
ing anarchy because of the fail-
ure of the lower courts. The
Honourable Chief Justice and
his colleagues have publicl
commented in Court with words
to the effect that they are quite
concerned about the deteriora-
tion of law and order in Sindh,
particularly in the vital port
city of Karachi.

Without pgetting into a legal
quagmire a via media could
have been arrived at that would
have maintained the effective
deterrence of the MTCs without
lhe question of the “parallel
judiciary” in the country be-
coming a full-time bogey. By

failing to anticipate the conse-
quences, the Law Minister has
put everything in jeopardy, the
Supreme Court will have to be
Solomonic to come out of this
one without compromising ei-
ther their integrity or the last
bastion of integrit in the
country, the Army. The Federal
Government is living without
much in the form in the credi-
bility.

In the three months plus of
Governor’'s Rule, terrorism has
been considerably contained in
Karachi. As the “sole represen-
tative” of the people of Karachi,
it should have been in the
MQM'’s interest to have peace
and harmony in the city so that

5

If a situation has arisen where the law courts cannot
intimated and that extra-judicial killings is a means of last resort, do n

use for bringing back the rule of law in the land?

the economic engine could start
humming again, opening em-
ployment slots for the vast un-
employed in the city in both
blue-collar and white collar
jobs. By approaching the court
to remove the MTC deterrence

against the mayhem in
! Karachi, in fact the MQM
“unofficially” acknowledges

that its cohorts were behind the
sustained urban violence in the
city. A point has been proven by
the imposition of Governor's
Rule and the subsequent im-
provement of law and order in
the city and the Province, that
it was more than necessary.
Even while all the Sindh
Provincial Assembly to func-
tion to legislate laws, the
Supreme Court has earlier up-
held the imposition of Gover-
nor’s Rule as a necessary evil in
view of the situation.

Instead of being arrogant
about their logic, the PM's legal
team could have served the

- cause of the country far better

h{ taking the route of “doctrine
0l necessity” in the face of
“clear and present danger”.
There is no more damning
proof than the MQM's tacit ac-

ceptance of guilt. If some of
their militants were not out-
right murderers one could Syin-
pathise with them for being be-
tween a rock and a hard pFat:e*
If the MQM openly defend the

“terrorists” the ];s%a edge
association an l!?gre ywllnter-

national refribiition, and if

they do not, they alienate their
field operatives who have sac-
rificed everything for the
MQM's leadership, if not for
the MQM cause.

The Pakistan Army is also
in a no-win situation. For the
sake of the country it well re-
alises that instead of large-
scale physical involvement in
the city, its role “judge and
jury” was best Euited] within the
parameters of the Constitution.
However the government's
blundering of its pameplan has
put the credibility of the Army

on the firing line. The Supreme .

Court's stay of executions has
created a limbo of sorts that is
bad for the Army's continued
role, now it cannot avoid get-
ting involved in a legal tangle.
The Judge Advocate General's
(JAG's) Branch is known to be a
careful and mature organisa-

Wrong lane

Sir, This refers to the photo-
graph of traffic mess published
in the front page of DS on the
11th instant titled "PM takes

the wrong lane". Similarly, on

the back page, there was an-

‘other picture which tells the

story of traffic management of
the 'VIP Road'. The heading was
"Over 6 lakh illegal rickshaws
plying on city streets.”

But who cares?

It is alleged that traffic po-
lice remains silent due to their
weakness to the road side shop-
keepers and others for which
they cannot use force. It is
opined that if our police per-
sonnel truly want, ther can
curb every crime inclu
traffic jam, within a week as
they have all the information.
But why are they silent?

We request the higher au-
thorities to employ military

ersonnel since the police are
ailing.
M Ali
Dhaka

Come down to

Earth
Sir, As an 'honourable’
Bangladeshi citizen, 1 am

scared of disclosing my nam.e as
I might hg harassed as a .on-
spirator’ by the wise, wily and
oily politicians (any parties are
E%ual in this negative qualily),
who are scared all the time of
so-called 'comspiracies’ by the
Opponent political parties,
whenever the party is appre-
hensive of losing ground, or
wishing to put the other parties
at a disadvantage. Our politics
is in the low stage of tit-for-tat.
The other ploy is that the
country is in danger from ex-
ternal forces or sources, hence
some border or military adven-
turism is built up to justify the
repressive action on the inno-
cents (lust for power, that old
devil). A third ploy is religious

black-mailing (the fundamen-

talists will sink the country

soonl). Two negative strategies

ding

are in operation these days.

We, citizens are well experi-
enced in the art of exploitation
and in the toys and ploys of our
notorious politicians; the ma-
jority of whom are not trans-
parent, and the majority of the
good leaders have no voice: or
ultimately they leave politics
and seek honourable profes-
sions. Gentlemen politicians
are rare these days, judﬁing
from the vocabularies used by
them in their daily work. The
tough t1::-':|liti¢:iau'|s have their
quota of arguments — they have
to be nasty to deal with the dirty
persons (not people} who are up
to dirty games.

Where is the weakness? Our
Enlities is still personality-

ased (it has to be so in a 'have-
not' society — ask the sociolo-
gists); hence abuse is part of the
tools used for character assas-
sination. When in danger, Cry
‘Wolfl' This is the lowest grade
of politics. It takes time to im-
prove the standard and go up
the ladder. We are all 'develop-
ing’, in all the sectors; therefore
the political sector should not
seek exemption.

The politicians never allow
us to talk, and they never listen
(the tongue is overused, and the
ears are never used}, There is no
pause of silence. The people of
the highly develo countries
are also scared of silence, and
have background music in the
offices to drown the hackﬁruund
noise. Noise is not a developer.

There is one simple piece of
advice for the political parties:
reduce the communication gap
on all fronts. The sun, the
moon, and the stars are far
away. Come down to Earth.

A Critic
Dhaka

Festival of Life

Sir, It was indeed satisfying
to read the 'Do | Dare’ column by
A Z M Obaidullah Khan on Jan
15. 1 follow his column when-
ever I can, but this was one of
rare excellence, erudite and
wideranging. While anchoring
on one faith he has drawn from
other beliefs and writings thus

ad_dinﬁ substance to his
thought-provoking composi-
tion.

He proposes a succinct recipe
for better human understand-
ing and relationship leadin
towards his seminal concept o
Festival of Life. 1 wonder if he
would 'dare’ to bring in non-
human eco-factors in the equa-
tion towards that goal. I shall
wait with bated breath for a se-
quel.

S Rahad )
House 10, Road 8, Gulshan
Dhaka

Be more accessible
to the public

Sir, How much is the general
public awareness of Lhe vital ac-
tivities of the PSCs of the JS,
especially at the lower tiers of
the society (trickle-down in-
formation service)? Even for
the upper levels of the informeéd
public, there is not much news
and stories in the press, except a
terse a]press release on the peri-
odical sittings of the "Cammit-

tees, in a paragraph or two, with

most of the space taken awa

the names of the members.

the headings of the issues dis-
cussed are disclosed. The
Chairman of one of the PSCs is

willing to be more open, it the
pro;t;ﬁure is ebated. The
principle invo in simple: be
more accessible to the public.
Subsequently, the minutes
of each meeting could be scruti-
nised, and a short press or
feature could be written in pop-
ular style and released Lhrnl:t’.lﬁl
the PROs attached to each ;
So far the gist of the annual re-
Fhﬂm are Ti]ngtsmtinned in
e press or the pruceedln&;
Except for certain confiden
topics, the rest are not secret.

The public are curious to
know and understand how use-

ful are these bodies of the
parliament, working more
openly since 1992, when the

formal practice started after the
democratic process was re-
sumed. It is a matter of general
concern that the parliament

cannot operate actively and
vigorously in the normal man-
ngr. with the official opposition
being unhappy with grumbles
during the last eight years.

A special publicity campail%n
may be needed to focus public
awareness, considering the ex-
isting i e of the JS, which is
more inditferent than positive,.
The public institutions have to
project a dynamic image, for
the nascent democratic pro-
cesses to settle down into a solid
base.

Abul M Ahmad
Dhaka

'"Project
Consultancy'

Sir, Thanks for publishin
the opinion "Recruitment o
Project Consultant" (DS Jan
14). This is a typical case of
rackﬂ: in this business.

A
mentioned in the of-
fer /quotation must be called for
interview for “lﬁ}fsmm verifi-
cation” and confirmations of
the terms and conditions of the
contract with the firm, so that
later "replacements” are not of-
fered, or the firm backs out
from individual inside deals.

Sometimes the CV of experts
are submitted with the offers
without the knowledge or con-
currence of the incumbent. A
code of conduct must be en-
forced by the government to en-
sure transparency and ethical
business practices, even when
the government is not involved
in the deal; because the gov-
ernment is the facilitator and
regulator.

How about "registering” all
experts and consultants in the*
various fields, and issuing each
a regd-number for reference and
check up? A direstory may also
be published by the relevant au-
thority (not necessarily the
government in every case) for
quick reference by all :con-
cerned. With computer and e-
mall, it Is easy and quick to ver-

ify. Transparency is a big prob-
lem in Bangladesh of today.

Another Expert

 Dhaka

consultants/experts |

riginal author of the cnncep} of a “clear
function without being
ot the Military Trial

tion that has kept the Army,
even during Martial Laws, from
being put in an untenable situa-
tion. Unfortunately what JAG
may have wanted to avoid, the

| . likes of Khalid Anwar and the

Attorney General Farooq have
placed the Army in.

The stakes are high here. If
the MTCs do not function, then
extra-judicial killings remain
the only effective alternative to
[reeing the city of Karachi from
terrorism, While Babar in 1995
was effective, will that be the
only alternate? If terrorism

manages to again make an ap--'"

pearance this'city is doomed
and one ean have no doubt that
would directly threaten Pak-
istan’s existence as a nation.

Would anybody wait for that

to happen?

With or without the Supreme
Courts backing, the “doctrine
of necessity” would be activated
in the face of “clear and present
danger”. At the moment the
Army is acting under Constitu-
tional authority, what if it de-
cided that democracy is part of

Lo lick their

Mission of Taming the Talibans

Afghanistan will continue to be
an inferno of internal turbu-
lence and endless strife turning
the country into the flashpoint
of a regional conflict of unpre-
dictable dimensions and inten-
sity.

For a lasting peace and sta-
bility both in Afghanistan and
in the region the Talibans will
have to reach a political ac-
commodation with their oppo-
nents if they want to win recog-
nition as the rightful rulers of
the country. But they have per-
sistently refused to compromise
and are reluctant, with their
military victories, to enter into
a political dialogue with the
Northern Alliance. Mr Brahimi
_jll.lstiﬁahly made it clear to the

alibans that they could be
%iven the Afghan seat in the

nited Nations only if they as-
sociated all the communities in
the political system of the coun-
try and ensured their represen-
tation in the power structure,
The Northern Alliance also
seerms to be on another extreme
when it puts up demilitarisa-
tion of Kabul as precondition
for talks. :

The UN initiative in holding
Six-plus-Two conference fol-
lowed by Brahimi's mission has
so-far been the only positive de-
velopment with regards to civil
war in Afghanistan and
volatile situation that. prevail
in the South-West Asian region.
It is the bounded responsibility

- of Afghanistan's neighbours to

nourish the process with ut-
most care and restraint. It is
they who will benefit maximum
from a peaceful end of the con-
flict. It is again they who can
together make the Talibans see
the logic of moderation in both
of their internal and external
dealings. In the meantime one
only hopes that the UN does not
prematurely call off its efforts
to bring about peace in

qualified success not only in  gion are the happenings in political forces of the country Afghanistan.

the problem?

US Supreme Court Justice
Oliver Wendell Holmes is the
original author of the concept
of a "clear and present danger”,
If a situation has arisen where
the law courts cannot function
without being intimated and
that extra-judicial killings is a
means of last resort, do not the
MTCs act as an escape clause for
bringing back the rule of law in
the land?

One cannot counsel any par-
ticular route to those who mat-
ter, whether they are the: in-
strument of exercising of
power, the superior _Iudiciaqr,
or the rulers themselves. One
can only advise pragmatism to
avoid the complete ﬂ[}eakdﬂwn
of Constitutional authority,
That would lead to authoritari-
anisor and' irr-the face of et
peated instances of Bona-
partism in..the country's his-
tory, that is always a distinct
possibility.

One can only say that while
there are many problems to
surmount, the “clear and pre-

sent danger” one really fears
that the Army may well soon
decide to step in to stop the rot
eating Pakistan body and soul.
And that we well know will de-
pend upon how ambitious or
impetuous the COAS ijs!

I oriNiON

. 'Econoist' Mill

Kazi Ali Toufique

This relates to the views ex-
ressed by Hussain Bin Fatima
Fhereafter economised to HBF)
in her letter published on 6
January, 1999. HBF does not
like economics because it does
not use mathematics to the ex-
tent other hardcore sciences do.
HBF does not also like the
economists of both indigenous
(Debapriya Bhattacharya, who
interviewed Sen on TV) and for-
eign varieties (Sen had three
cheers because he is a "gentle-
man" and a "great philosopher”,
unfortunately not because he
happens to be an economist).
The economics profession has
achieved, to HBF's view, its
reputation or lack of it due to
the success of the economists in
“occupying positions of power".

I am afraid she is wrong on
all counts and this has to be
sorted out.

Her knowledge of economics
stems from introductory text-
books she has allegedly seen
while she was in "one of the
halls of Dhaka University". She
used to laugh at the level of
mathematics used by her con-
temporaneous students who
were studying economics. I do
not understand why she had to
laugh! She could have been rea-
sonably anno because her
mathematically .weak friends
were trying to tax her precious
time that she could have better
g:cnt on learning mathematics.

r she would have been im-
mensely delighted to bail them
out of iénroblem because she
had termed them as "friends",

This makes me believe that
-she has a layperson- hatred
towards this discipline without
knowing what it is all about. If
she were familiar with current
fextbooks (such as those writien
by Varian) or with some jour-
nals (such as the Journal of
Economic Theory) or with re-
cent developments in econo-
metrics, she might have possi-
bly refrained from writing such
a letter to exhibit her igno-
rance. But that is not my point.

A discipline is valued its
social role — i.e. how the society
benefits from it — not by the
level of its mathematical so-
phistication. Mathematics is
one of the tools (amongst oth-
ers) used by economists and it is
used to the extent it helps the
discipline to analyse the phe-
nomena under study. In fact,
economists have lately been
very cautious, If not sceptic,
about its over mathematisa-
tion. ; 3

For example, Ronald Coase,
Douglass North and others who
belong to the school of New In-
stitutional Economics but un-
fortunately received Nobel prize
in economics in the '90s did not
use mathematics than what was
required for their analysis.

HBF considers the statement
that "improper” distribution of
income can cause famine
amidst adequate availability of
food as "truism" and this has
been dealt with ad uately by
bat-tala novels. Such "truism"
is often not understood by poli-
cymakers. It is not an assertion
either. It is d derived result for
which not only sophisticated
mathematics was used but also
new concepts such as entitle- -
geennt failures were developed by

'f‘hese are socially valuable
results with direct policy impli-

- cations (consider the post-flood

strategy of the current govern-
ment of not only importin
food but also Issuing VGF cards
— an instrument that can make
up for entitlement failures). Un-
less HBF appreciates the impor-
tance of this derived result (and
the way it was derived) and its
licy implications she will not
in a position to understand
why the interviewer of Sen

* “made much of the theory".

The question whether there
is a justifiable provision for
Nobe! prize in economics is not
that important (it might be
more important to know how
people with slide rules grab so-
cial power though). This disci-
pline will grow with or without
this prize as long as there are
people to hire economists! Eco-
nomics as a discipline had de-
veloped independently of the
prize and will continue to do so
as 1ﬂl’§ it has a social value.

Did Sen study econormics to
get a Nobel p If that was the
case he would have been studg-
in% physics or chemistry prob-
ably in what HBF termed as

remier institutions (who hire,
ire and train economists till
date!) or at its worst in the uni-
versity where HBF had studied
or he would have been found
competing with a Mother
Teresa or an Anwar Sadat to
grab a Nebel prize in peace!

Sen and many others in the
profession started studying

economics well before there was

any Nobel prize in economics.

The writer is a research fel-
low at the Bangladesh Institute
qf Development Studies.




