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Hartals, but for Whom?

As the hartals create an insecure atmosphere in the streets the chances of mistreatment or physical
harassment of the women seem to be much more during the period. A girl pointed out that during
one hartal day she was caught in front of a militant procession while passing by the road. Being

afraid she ran to the police for shelter. But ironically enough the police on the spot took
opportunity of her vulnerability and harassed her.

hartals are no doubt

favorite items for the
political leaders. But how much
palatable are they for the
general people? How do they
evaluate hartal in their ev-
eryday life? These are few ques-
tions that those struggling for
power never care to ask, as they
may not find the answers as de-
licious as the hartals are.

To inguire aboutl the actual
opinion of the people on hartal,
we recently conducted a survey
in the Dhaka City. Some inter-
esling observations as well as
some shocking facts came out.

Let them protest in the

Parliament

A large number of the re-
spondents felt that parliament
is the most appropriate place to
settle 'pnlitica? issues’. The is-
sues put lorward by different
political parties regarding har-
ltals were often not compre-
hendible to them, they found
these too distant from their day
Lo day lives. So they identified
Lthe issues Lo be solely about
‘Rajniti’ or ‘power struggle’
which is the Bengali transla-
tion ol politics. The parlia-
ment, in their opinion, is the
most appropriate place to seitle
the ‘Rajnoitic’ issues. The re-
spondents could not find any
reasons for Lheir daily suffer-
ings caused due to hartals.
Moliz. a small trader told us
that even a single day's strike

l ;‘HEQUENT and prolonged

cosls him a loss of about
TK. 10000 or more. He is at a
loss to wniderstand the rationale
behind this hartal which brings
hinl so nmuch misery. To him as
well, the ouly place to resolve

problems among Lhe politicians
is Lthe parliament, else why did
we clect thein to the parliament,
was his question to the politi-
Clilns,

Disruption of normal course
ol life also led some respon-
dents 1o suggest about settling
political issues in the parlia-
ment. Jahan Ara Khan, a
housewife mentioned that the
education of her children is be-
ing considerably hampered by
[requent hartals. Moreover, the
prices of the daily necessities gﬂ
up during the prolonged periods
ol strikes. Such disruplions in
the normal life led her also to
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Politicians taken to street: Whither public?

suggest parliamentary solu-
tions Lo political issues.

Hartal in the Manifesto

Apart from settling the po-
litical issues in the parliament
some of the respondents called
for more responsible behaviour

on part of the political leaders.
They urged them not to make
people captive of their power ri-
valry. Accordingly some re-
spondents suggested about the
inclusion*of a provision in
their manifestoes on their right
to call hartals. This the respon-
dents believe would make the
politicians aware of the people's
frustrations at their irre-
sponsible behaviour. Many of
the respondents characlerised
the hartals as anti-people not
anti-government as according
to them elites do not suffer, it is
the common people who suffer
the most.

Exemption for Public
Transports

One of the sections that suf-
fers most during prolonged har-
tals are obviously rickshaw
pullers and taxi-drivers, whose
daily income depend upon the
movement of people, which is
stalled by hartals. Abul Hussain
a rickshaw puller told us that
often during hartals he and his
family have to go without food.
He urged for a little sympathy
on part of the politicians for the
sufgzrings of people like them.
He suggested that richshaws
and taxis may be exempted
during hartals.

Actually all those who de-
Eend on daily wages for liveli-

cod suffer tremendously due to
hartals. They demanded that
their daily earning activities be
kept out of hartals.

Alternatives to Hartals
— Processions and Sit-

in Protests

Processions and sit-in
prolests appeared to be more
civil means of expressing polit-
ical protest to some respon-
dents. Young Tonmoy of grade
three expressed his frustrations
that during the hartals he can-
not F-:r te school and play with
his friends. He also cannot go
oul in the evening for a walk.,
Frocessions, meetings and sit-

in protests seemed to be more
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appropriate even to this boy.
But our politicians seem o
think otherwise. What lessons
we are imparting to our chil-
dren!

Privatized TV Channel
for the Opposition

One interviewee identified
lack of democratic space in the
political arena for protests to be
a major cause behind resorting
to hartals. Thus, she suggested
aboul privatized TV channels
wliere the oppositions can ex-
press their arguments and criti-
cisins and also inform the peo-
ple about their programmes and
policies.

Hartals — the Gender

Perspective

Apart from sufferings of the
people in general, harlals cause
some specific sufferings to the
women. First of all, as the har-
tals create an insecure atmo-
sphere in the streets the
chances of mistreatment or
physical harassment of the
women seem to be much more
during the period. A girl pointed
out that during one hartal day
she was caught in front of a mil-
itant procession while passing
by the road. Being afraid she
ran to the police for shelter. But
ironically enough the police on
the spot took opportunity of her
vulnerability and harassed her.

Secondly, the Insecurity
mentioned above prompts
many parents to restrict the
movement of their daughters
during hartals. This on the one
hand hampers their education
or other works and on the
other, pushes them back in the
competition since the male
members are not usually re-
stricted from going out. An
S5.8.C candidate informed us
that she could not go to her
coaching centre to appear in
model test during a hartal day,
but her male counterparts could
all appear in the test.

Thirdly, hartals bring about
tremendous miseries lor the
women who work as daily la-
borers or in the garment facto-
ries. The former suffers more
than the male laborers since
they cannot easily change their
occupation and engage in plying
rickshaws or sell groceries like
J male. The problem of the Lit-

ter is much more acute because
absence or delay in going to
work place during hartals lead
to cul in wages and even to loss
of jobs. On the other hand going
out means exlposing themselves
to any kind ol unpleasant situa-
tion. Moreover they are more
easily victimized since they of-
ten are unable to put up orga-
nized protests like their male
colleagues.

Fourthly in many private of-
fices and factories there is a
rule that if the place has to re-
main closed during a hartal,
workers have to work on the
following weekly holiday. This
creates many problems for the
female workers since I_gcring to
workplace during a holiday dis-
rupts her household works
which. is expected by all other
members uip the family, The

usually does not affect the male
members since they do not have
to think about their household
duties and there is no pressure
of expectation upon then.

The interviews gave us an
impression that frequent har-
tals by the political parties and
the consequent suflferings of
people are gradually eroding
peoples’ respect and confidence
on df:mncraﬂfr. Specially the is-
sues on which hartals are called
are usually so distant from the
lives of the general people that
they are perceiving political
processes as more and more
‘Rajnoitic’ rather than people
centric. The state ol affairs ur-
gently calls for responsible and
tolerant apgrnach of our politi-
cal leadership. Such approach
may contain elements like ar-
ranging referendum on peoples’
opinion on hartal as a means of
political ]['Jrotest. promise in the
electoral manifesto about
abandoning violent and pro-
longed hartals. !

If measures are not taken
soon the future of democracy in
Bangladesh may be put into
question. The politicians niust
realise that people's patience is
running out.

The report is prepared by
Nadira Khan, Novera.C.Zamari,
Kaji Fahmida Farzana, Jasiya
Khatun, Rahnooma Afroz, all
students of First Year BSS, De-
partment of International Relei-
ticvrts. University of Dhedce
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Restructuring Political Protest

Continued from page 6

cons of the scopes provided by
the parliament to differ, criti-
cize on policy issues and ulti-
mately influence policy mak-
ing. In the USA the National
Democratic Institution has
been set up largely to serve such
purposes. The MPs may also be
sent abroad from time to time
for learning on parliamentary
aflairs. Such institution may
have two-fold effect regarding
the practice of protest. Firstly,
acquaintance with national {s-
sues will generate a more re-
sponsible behaviour in terms of
calling prolonged hartals or
frequently resorting to vio:
lence. Secondly, thorough
knowledge about the parlia-
merntary codes of conduct will
help o create more positive at-
mosphere inside the parlia-
ment and thus discourage
abandoning the parliament
frequently,

A strong, eflfective and more
accommeodative parliament can
contribute immensely in devel-
oping a positive atmosphere of
pohtical protest in our country.

The Role of Media: This pil-
lar of democracy has tremen-
clous potential for bringing pos-
itive changes. [n fact the media,
both print and electronic can be
prime means for developing
more democratic space for op-
pusilion voices. The role of elec-
tronic media has so far been

totally frustrating. Immediate
privatization of the T.V and Ra-
dio can have long term impact
upon the culture of protest. If
the oppositions [ind effective
scope lor lransmitting their ar-
guments in the electronic me-
dia, much of their anguish will
be diminished. Even if the gov-
crnment continues to control
these media, there should be a
mandatory provision for at
least one-hour ol programme
schedule for the opposition re-
garding their arguments and
claims. In fact the total gov-
ernmentalization of the elec-
tronic media is a major stum-
bling block for the development
of a democratic political culture
in our country.

Most of the newspapers are
already carrying oul their so-
cial responsibility by denounc-
ing the hartal culture but they
have to remain careful about
maintaining continuity in
their position under all ruling
parties.

Abolition of Political
Mastani and
Reorientation of Polit-

ical Protest

Enough democratic space for
the opposition will not only
change the violent and destruc-
tive culture of protest but will
also help to abolish the hideous
lrend of political mastani, If
protest can be reoriented to-

The topic of the next issue is "Electoral Process in
South Asia". Scholars, researchers, activists and
all other interested parties at home and abroad are
requested to send their articles to Imtiaz Ahmed,
Executive Director, Centre for Alternatives. Room
No. 431, Lecture Theatre, Arts Facul
versity, Dhaka-1000. Tel: 9661900-19, Ext. 4550;
Fax: (880-2) 836769; E-mail: imtiaz@bangla.net

ty, Dhaka Uni-

wards civil and democratic
means, a momentous achieve-
ment will be the loss of refuge
for political mastans, who are
polluting the entire sociely par-
ticularly the educational insti-
tutions.

Restructuring the Ends
of Protest

While creating space for the
cpposition demands institu-
tional and other reforms in the
civil means of projecting
protests, the opposition parties
on their part must demonstrate
responsible response. Primar-
ily this calls for a neutral as-
sessment about how far the
goals ol protest concern the
strengthening of democracy
and popular welfare. If the ends
of protest merely concern the
attainment of power it cannot
thrive on civil and democratic
norms. The ends will definitely
call for means of violence and
disorder, since they lack popu-
lar appeal and sometimes-even
understanding, The more re-
sponsibility the opposition will
sﬁnw in terms of their is-
sues/goals of protest the easier
that it will be to formulate
democratic spaces for them.
The task of restructuring politi-
cal protest actually requires
nigh level of political maturity
and of goodwill both on part of
the government and opposition.
Whether the politicians will be
able to come out from their nar-
row power ambition and attain
such virtues will decide the fu-
ture of political protest culture
as well as of the entire demo-
cratie order in cur country.

Let sanity prevail upon our
politicians, else the posterity
will remember them only as
politicians not as leaders.

Compiled by Syed Imtiaz
Ahmed, Fellow, Centre For Al-
ternatives
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Political Protest: Search for Alternatives

Imagination is more important than knowledge

People’s Perspective on Po

— Albert Einstein

litical

Protest: A Report

public dialogue on
"Political Protest: Search

for Alter-natives” was
Jointly organized by Center for
Alternatives and the Daily Star
at the National Press Club
auditorium on February 3,
1999. The objective of this
cltaluﬁue was to bring together
members of civil society and
concerned citizens from
various sections for exchanging
their views on the current mode
of political protest and to
search for effective, viable
aiternative modes of political
protest. Much of the discussion
centered on hartal—validity of
hartal, its negative impact, and
causes behind hartals taking
place and whether alternatives
to hartal exist. The discussion
also focused on other relevant
and interlinked issues such as
free media, eflectiveness of the
parliament, role of the political
parties, depoliticization of the
administration 'etc. The point
that was clearly made by the
participants was that the
current mode of political
protest (post 1991), especially
hartal, needs to be changed. The
discussion is summed up below,

Where Did It Go

Wrong?

While searching for and de-
bating alternative modes of po-
litical protest, the participants
analyzed and discussed the na-
ture of political parties, politi-
cal culture, administration,
and causes behind why hartal is
frequently chosen as a tool for
}mlltical prolest. They identi-
ied various causal factors that
give rise to the current negative
and violent politics and raised
some very pertinent questions.

(a) A Zero Sum Game: The
participants felt thal for both
the major parties (AL & BNP) it
was a zZero sum political game.
Their actions reflecled the fact
that none of the parties were
willing to give the other any po-
litical space. This was also re-
flected in their negative and
intolerant attitude towards the
democratic process and institu-
tions and °‘tit for tat' political
strategies. Participants stressed
that any negative action by the
major parties was justified us-
ing arguments like "they did it
100 when we were in power” or
“they did it first.” (i.e. calling
hartal on non-issues or hogging
the niike/floor at the parlia-
ment, or partisan use of admin-
istrative offices etc). Moreover.
because of the ‘zero sum gamne
attitude’ and 'tit for tat’ strategy
the political parties failed to
play consiructive roles in mak-
ing the democratic process or
institutions work. One exasper-
ated participant exclaimed, *I
am tired of listening to their
claims that they brought
democracy etc. etc, when clearly
none of the parties are showin
any respect to the verdict of the
people in national elections of
1991 or 1996 and letting the
elected party work and the
democratic institutions to func-
tion. Do they have any respect
lor people’s judgement?” The
participants also stressed that
the political parties failed to
take up issues that matter such
as air pollutien in Dhaka or
primary education because of
this “power F‘rabbing;’ me first/
all is fair if I am in power atti-
tude.” Selim ul Huq of BCAS
pointed out that the political
parties were not concerned with
major issues such as air pollu-
tion in Dhaka, which is nega-
tively affecting the children of
this city.

(b) Politicization of the Insti-
tutions: Participants, espe-
cially the former civil servants
present at the dialogue. stressed

that the zero sum game attitude
of both major parties has led to
the politicization of the admin-
isiration. legislature, and even
in some cases the media
(particularly electronic media)
since it benefits the party in

ower. Extreme politicization

as made the parliament, civil
administration ineffective (and
partisan), so the people or the
political society can not put
their trust in the political and
administrative system. Mahfuz
Anam the editor of the Daily
Star pointed out that incident
such as the absence of the
speaker’s decision in the floor
crossing of two BNP members
has adversely affected the im-
age of the parliament and the
democratic process. Partisan
actions and politicization of
the administration have made
the existing institutional
protest mechanisms ([utiliza-
tion of parliament etc)
ineffective.

{c) Lack of Proper Institu-
tional Mechanism: The partici-
pants, though they raised ques-
tions about the validity ol har-
tal and actions of the political
parlies, expressed that hartal
was an effective tool. Ahmed
Kamal of History department,
DU, pointed out that hartal
forced people/government to
pay attention to the demands
made by the opposition. Mo-
hammed Jahangir, a well
known media critic; Mahfuz
Anam, Ahmed Kamal, Enam A.
Chowdhury, a former civil ser-
vant; and many others pointed
out that the government control
over the electronic media, par-
liamentary media coverage,
also parliamentary agenda
leaves the opposition few alter-
natives than to take to the
streets and call hartals. The
other point that was raised was
that internal machinery of the
political parties is not demo-
cratic. Decisions are taken
from the top and imposed. The
rannk and file has little say
which makes it easier for the
top leaders to impose any deci-
sions regarding public protest
measures, Imtiaz Ahmed of
Center for Alternatives ob-
served thiat there should be
voting in a party on the ques-
tion of calling a hartal and if
two-third of members support
it, only then the party may con-
sider calling a hartal.

(d) Hartal — Public Percep-
tion: The participants identi-
fied hartal as an extreme tool of
political protest. Many argued
that the use of hartal as a tool
against military regime or
colonial powers was justified.
However, they guestioned the
use of hartal against democrat-
ically elected governments (post
1991 period). Moreover, they
asked whether given the socio-
economic conditions of
Bangladesh calling hartals was
justified. Participants felt that
the political leaders have noth-
ing at stake. One participant
stated that the children of the
political leaders study/ live
abroad or the leaders have
eniough money to ensure their
children’'s future in
Bangladesh, so the political
leaders would not be able to
comprehend the a%lon}r and in-
security felt by the common
people about their future and fu-
ture of their children because of

< negative politics and violence.

articipants also stated that
hartal succeeded because of the
fear ol violence and non-demo-
cratic attitude of the hartal
calling party. Many emphati-
cally asked whether the public
has the democratic right to not
observe hartal il it wanted to.
"What about my democratic
right? How can these parties

More Reflections on Hartals

Continued from page 6

both international and na-
Lional, for a democratic settle-
mernt of issues were (ried but in
vair. Leading citizens mediated
for quite some time, citizens
rallies were held, business
community made few attempts,
columns of newspapers were
filled with messages 1o Lthe then
Opposition. It did not work: in-
stead ‘it escalated to new
heights. With this freshness of
memory one can nolt expect a
dramatic change in the attitude
of BNP in using this method of
political action. Certainly no
amount of persuasion can deter
them from using this weapon
once it begins to yield results. I
may.

For organising hartals one
needs a minimum number of
political cadres and a crowd to

' participate in its implementa-

tion. Both are in abundance in
Bangladesh.

To the disenfranchised poor
who have no representation in
the forums of the nation where
their fate is decided, hartals are
like Carnivals. More the mer-
rier. Hartals provide opportuni-
ties to express their anger
against the existing social order
that is so unjust. Having all op-
portunities closed to access re-
sources, the opportunity to de-
stroy property allows the lid of
anger to go off. We have wit-
nessed such celebrations in our
recent history. For the disen-
franchised sections of the poor,
hartals are days when they turn
their weaknesses into strength;
they feel the pleasures of power.
They rule the streets.

And for the educated unem-

ployed youths hartals provide
opportunities for proving one's

capacity to mobilise and in the

process future absorption into
the system becomes surer. Fu-
ture leaders are groomed in
such political culture. Indeed.
hartals provide training for
these young people for all kinds
of rent seeking activities that
had gripped our everyday econ-
orny. A third factor is a sizable
section of disinterested citi-
zenry who see no stake in the
political choices offered by
ruling parties. Political change
every time raises their hopes
only to be diminished in no
time,

This little exercise in the so-
ciology of hartals is done to
prove a point that hartals have
become almost structural in our
political culture. If one remem-
bers the hartals in this decade
of the 90's one will certainly
appreciate this point.

In this context | propose the
following: One, let us accept
that the opposition and the rul-
ing parly will not change their
stance and this climate will
cantinue to exist at least till the
new elections. But as citizens let
us use all our means to convince
them about the futility of she
method and urge them to for-
mulate a code of conduct defin-
ing norms of political be-
haviour in mobilizing protests
and the space for the political
opposition which will be appli-
cable after the next elections.
Since no body knows who will
form the government it will be
an equal risk gamble.

If senior citizens and honest
intellectuals start working on
this, we have some time left to
reach some consensus before
the next elections. One form of

mobilizing support for this ob-
jective is to organise a mass
signature campaign. This may
help political parties to be more
sensitive to citizens' opinions.

Two, the life of the Parlia-
ment should be shortened to
four years instead of five. Why
507 No serious argument in
favour is possible to sustain ex-
cepting that it will reduce the
restlessness of contenders for
political power, These are the
two steps back' in the formula
presented here.

Let us work to convince the
political parties to accept elec-
tions to assess their perfor-
mance in the government. And
for fairer elections let us un-
leash relentless work towards
improving the quality of the
agencies involved in holding
electionss. Media and intellec-
tuals. members of the civil so-
ciety with out, direct stake in
current politics and donors (an
unfortunate concession) have a
critical role to play here. In-
deed. vigilance is the price of
democracy. Democracy did not
flower in any society in a fine
morning. There were years of
struggles and sacrifices o
achieve the kind of society we
have accepted as our model.

Let us resolve to create a po-
litical culture that may one day
accommeodate hartals, if neces-
sary, without coercion. A step
further. let hartals disappear
with the reasons for its appli-
cation as a form of political
protest. This resolution and ac-
tions are 'one step forward' I
mentioned earlier,

The author is Professor of
History, Dhaka University.

call themselves democratic?”
were the questions raised by
Mohammed Jahangir.

Participants also expressed
that hartal will take place be-
cause violence pays. Ahmed
Kamal pointed out that extor-
tion, foreible appropriation of
property elc were possible dur-
ing hartal. These ‘economic
benefits’ help to sustain hartal.
Moreover, other participants
[elt that anti- hartal campaign
has always been given a politi-
cal color, which is why it has
failed. Furthermore, the typical
middle class unwillingness to
be vocal against violence, nega-
tive politics is another reason
why anti-hartal movement has
not been successful. Ahmed
Kamal recalled the ridicule he
and his friends experienced
when they floated the idea to
form a human chain protesting
hartal and demanding a solu-
tion to the political stalemate
in 1996.

Some Suggestions

The participants came up
with a wide range of suggestion
for 'fixing the present system cﬁ
negative politics.” Among them
some were technical, some
innovative, some debatable,
some previously suggested.
Their suggestions varied from
role of the media or parliament
to reforming internal mechan-
ism of political parties to
crealing an alternative plat-
form/ building an anti-hartal
movemerni etc,

(a) Role of the Media: The
suggestions made by the partic-

ipants’ fell under two cate-
pgories—

(1) Print Media's Role in
"De-emphasizing” the
Importance of Hartal:

Many participants com-

plained that the print media ex-
cessively publicized the news of
hartal and news on hartal re-
lated activities (using banner
headlines ete) that make har-
tals appear as successful and
popular and encourage political
parties Lo call hartals. Mo-
Hanmed Jahangir. Ruby Gazn-
dbi from Naripokho, and many
‘others leit that the news reports
on hartal needed to be toned
down. As Mohammed Jahangir
put il * the minute by minute
report of hartal related activi-
ties, i.e. at 10:30 the hartal ac-
tivists took the road, at 10:40
Lthe anti-hartal activists came,
at 10:495 the police were seen
standing elc. are unnecessary.”

The ©participants also
pointed out that this toning
down should be a uniform act
by all the newspapers, other-
wise i1 would be ineffective.
Several felt that the press
council should take up this is-
sue and arrange a roundtable on
this issue. Ruby Gaznabi sug-
gested that news columns on
hartal should be left blank as a
sign of protest An IR student
mentioned that the news
columns should be completely
blackened.

Media as an Alternative
Voice for the
Opposition

The participants felt that
both the print and electronic
media can serve as the D?pﬂﬁi—
tion's voice which might lessen
Lhe oppositions tendency to call
hartals at the ‘drop of a hat to
make their voices heard. The
following were suggested:

* Dr. Hanif suggested that the
print media could have a spe-
cial page and try to print the
opposition’s view/ perception
elc o1 various issues at least
once a week.

_* Autonomy of the electronic
media was emphatically de-
manded by many so that it
could act as a free agent and not
he subjected to government con-
Lrol.

* Many suggested that the
opposition should have access
to the electronic media. Mahfuz
Anam expressed that one hour
TV time should be allotted [non-
controlled) to the opposition
everyday to broadcast their
views. He felt that the party in
power should not feel threat-
ened by this since it would have
control over the remaining 23
hours of TV time to express
Ltheir views.

* The TV/ Radio should
broadcast parliament sessions
live (non-edited). A second TV
channel can be set up to meet
the costs.

* Public meeting of the oppo-
sition (called by any opposition
MP) should be broadcast live.

(b) Utilization of the Par-
liament: The participants also
felt that Jatiya Sangsad (JS)
can serve as an'effective arena
for the opposition to voice their
opinion, grievances, and views.
They all agreed that the par-
liamentary practices should be
opposition friendly. Some sug-
gested that more time should be
allotted to the opposition.
Moreover, the speaker's ruling
should not be used to prevent
the opposition from presenting
their views. Furthermore. the
role of the speaker needs to be
enhanced and non-partisan.

The_ partisan practice in the
parliament [(i.e. floor crossing

overlooked etc) should be
avoided.

The participants expressed
that since the MPs job is to be in
the parliament and present
cases of their constituencies,
they should do that instead of
being in the streets. “Did we not
vote for them? Do we not pay
them allowances to be in the
J5?7" they asked. They also sald
that reformative measures need
to be taken to make the parlia-
ment transparent and account-
able. Rashid Ahmed. a physi-
cian, suggested that an upper
house may help the parliament

to function more effectively.

(c) Code of Conduct: Ahmed
Kamal stressed that a code of
conduct needed to be formulated
for all political parties (a na-
tional convention of all politi-
cal parties can be held and the
civil society and people would
be included in the process). He
explained that this could be im-
plemented after the next elec-
tion. Kamal argued that the po-
litical parties need to be made
to understand that they will not
be in power forever and that a
code of conduct will be benefi-
cial for them when they are in
the opposition.

d,F Alternative Modes of
Protest: Aly Zaker, a theatre
artist, pointed out that since
hartal is an extreme measure,
political parties should con-
sider whether other less drastic
and innovative measures such
d5 S5il in (dharna), human
chain, gherao, etc, can be taken
Lo register protest {as effectively
done by the opposition parties
in India).

(e) Dealing with Hartal:

Many suggestions were made
regarding how to deal with
hartal—
. ° Nurul Alam Chowdhury
Irom a buying house pointed out
that a referendum on hartal as a
tool for political protest should
be held during the next general
elections. If the result of this
referendum is NO, then the po-
litical parties should accept the
people's verdict.

* Some said that laws should
be enacted o ban hartals.

* Many suggested anti- har-
tal public movement. They
stressed that the members of
the civil society should start
this. Ahmed Kamal suggested
an anti- hartal signatire cam-
paign. Some participants felt
that to start an anti-hartal
public movement extensive
awareness raising need to be
undertaken to build a critical
mass against hartal. They ar-
gued that this could be done
through cartoon depicting the
negative impacts of hartal, ex-
tensive door to door campaign,
publishing public survey re-
ports on hartals. open public
debates (inviting political par-
ties to these debates) etc.

* Aly Zaker felt that hartal
on non-issues should be com-
municated lo the people. Mem-
bers of civil society and print
media should build public
opinion against this type of
nartal. However, many gues-
tionied how an issue would be
categorized as valid or a ‘noit-
15sue.’

* Mohammed Jahangir sug-
ﬁesteﬂ that instead of calling a

artal and antagonizing and
hampering people's daily activ-
ities, a hartal could be imposed
only on government institu-
tions.

() Alternative Forum: Many
warted a forum to be created to
start anti-hartal campaign or
to push for other mode of politi-
cal protest, Shamim Ahmed the
news anchor and others sug-
gested that the members of the
civil society led by President
Shahabuddin can do {t. Some
thought that heads of armed
forces, VC, secretaries, chief
Justices should be included in
this forum. Kalimullah of Pub-
lic Administration department.
DU, suggested that a committee
consisting of members of the
civil society could be formed to
act as a watchdog and keep ac-
count of the damages done dur-
ing hartal and raise issues such
as "who should foot the bill for
these damages.”

(g) Institutional Reform and
Depoliticization: Some con-
crete suggestions were made in
this regard.

* Imtiaz Ahmed stressed that
internal party elections should
be held so that the party deci-
sion making process is more
democratic. He said that party-
elections should be made
mandatory by the election
commission.

* Ahmed Kamal suggested
that since a 5-year term seemed
too long to the Bangladeshi
politicians, the serving time in
the JS should be limited to 4
years.

* Mohammed Jahangir
stated that mobile courts could
be set up to punish those who
destroy public/ private property
during hartal. However, some
felt that the police might abuse
this provision.

* Enam A. Chowdhury, Md.
Kamrul Islam and other former
civil servants stressed that
without ‘depoliticizing’ the
administration and establish-
ing accountability negative
politics will be there.

What was apparent from the
discussion is that a critical
mass needs to be created against
negative politics. It is true that
the suggestions about the me-
dia, institutional reform. par-
liamentary reform can be im-
plemented in the short run.
However, the political culture
will change slowly. Two ques-
tions are vital in this regard.
What strategies will the people
want the political parties to
take to register political protest
since both the people and par-
ties know that current western
style democratic modes of
protest may not work in
Bangladesh? Secondly, is the
conscious section of the people
ready to make sacrifices (to
build a critical mass) so that the

olitical parties are forced to
Esten? The presence of the au-
dience at the dialogue shows

that at least some are willing to
v, There are also others. t

are the political parties listening?
Report prepared by Sohela

Nazneen, Fellow, Center for Al-



