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Step in the Right Direction

Finally, the Criminal Investigation Department
has gathered ‘substantial evidence’ to warrant rul-
ing party legislator Muhibur Rahman Manik’s ar-
rest on charge of bomb-making at his residence.
Belated though, the move certainly manifests CID's
commitment in uncovering the truth about
Chhatak bomb-blast that left two people killed and
one, a cousin of the ruling party MP, critically in-
jured. Also, it dispels a growing suspicion among
people that the initial inertia at the police end was
just a ploy to shield the perpetrators. Full marks to
the Home Ministry for their relentless pursuit of
the case. The government’'s commitment towards
rooting out terrorism has surely been reflected in
such a bold police action. We hope that the Minis-
ter's advice to his partymen not to go for tadbir for
his release as a step towards correction process and

there would be no looking back.
The arrest is made exactly 75 days after the inci-
dent. The gory incident was widely reported in the

press and pressure brought upon police by all party
leaders in Chhatak for the arrest of Manik. But the

authorities had remained apparently indifferent.
As days went by without any palpable development
in the case, many had started believing the whole
episode of investigation into the incident was
nothing less than a farce. Many even went to the
extent of predicting a premature end to the case
without even framing of charges against the al-
leged perpetrator. Thankfully, the speculations
have been proved wrong. The investigation offi-
cials were not sitting on the case, and the home

MinisisT s publiG avowal to punish the criminal

Although the minister has solicited cooperation
of his fellow partymen to let the law take its own
course, the possibility of ruling party interference
can not be entirely ruled out. That the CID “has
gathered substantial evidence” that implicates the
MP in manufacturing bombs at his residence is it-
self disconcerting. If a Member of Parliament is
engaged in such an atrocious trade how can the
people feel safe living in his area? This also calls
for immediate intervention of the ruling party in
the intra-party feud that shows up in many places
across the country' and also the rift and clashes
among the cadres of BCL that put the government
in embarrassing situations. A right step in this di-
rection will set example of governance by the rul-

ing party.

Ostracise Them

Majeda's new-born may have cheered her a little
after her six-month stay at the hospital as a acid-
burn victim, but a dramatic increase in acid at-
tacks on women all over the country, as reported in
yesterday's Daily Star, comes as a reminder of the
menace coming back in a spate. Devastated by the
trauma of pain and shock, female victims of male
violence have few places to turn to for treatment or

legal action.

Our focus seems to have shifted from “acid-at-
tacks” to “"rehabilitation” of victims. Projects,
driven by purely altruistic motives and funded by
individuals. private hospitals and external
donors, are welcome signs. But as far as the legal
action against the barbarian acid-throwers is con-
cerned it's yet to extend any hope, both for victims
and the security of the women.

During the 1980s, incidences of acid-attacks on
women reached such proportions that the govern-
ment was forced to think about capital punish-
ment. Even though acid-throwing was made pun-
ishable by death it got women of Bangladesh prac-
tically nothing. Incidences of acid-attacks on
women continued and reporting of such cases to
police — and even to the media -- still remains low.
The severe punishment provided in the law has not
deterred the attackers, possibly because the appli-
cation of the law has been found to be half-hearted.

Until the constabulary efforts are energised to
efficiently investigate every single reported case,
and the rate of conviction in the courts goes up
dramatically, the protection of the law will remain
elusive for women. On the other hand, authority
concerned must make it an established affair that
the sale of acid to individuals is overseen with
strong commitment to stop this vice. If the law
falls short in protecting acid-burn casualties, we
suggest a heightened public awareness to ostracise
the throwers could be complementary to the pro-

o Voter ID W oes

The way things are the Election Commission
appears headed for another round of turning back
on its commitment as regards the voter i entity
cards project. The latest update shows it has only
been able to prepare ID cards for 55 per cent of
nearly six crore voters across the country, of which
only 36 per cent has been distributed so far. Since
making public its determination to complete
preparation and distribution of cards by June 30 in
mid-April, the commission has made very little
progress, which vindicates our editorial comment
on April 17 "the plan is ambitious, if not prepos-
terous.” The commission should realise that turn-
ing back on commitments actually decimates its
credibility and its credibility is of paramount sig-
niticance for a nation struggling to establish free
and fair electoral process.

The project has been a non-starter from the very
beginning. Nearly two years were lost on investiga-
tion into allegations of gross irregularities and
subsequent hibernation. Also, things are not quite
as smooth as the commission may have expected.
Of the cards distributed so far, some have errors
hin{ng on the ludicrous, calling for more caution
in this regard. Photo collection has proved to be
another problematic proposition. Photographs of
64 per cent of the country’s eligible voters have
been collected so far, Coverage of %5 per cent would
be possible by June 30, says one EC official, but one
wonders whether that would be possible either.

Voter ID cards need to be fool-proof for they will
also be used as supportive documents for such pur-
Poses ranging from handing over assets to applica-
tion for passports and driving licences. The EC is
certainly aware of that and, we hope, would, there-
fore, be more prudent to concentrate more on doing
away with the ridiculous errors than on mad rush
to meet the deadline. Also, unneces haste may
result in issuing cards for the “ghost voters. We
expect the commission to come forward and make
public their failure to meet the deadline they had

injudicmutsl}_r set, and plan one that is attainable
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Fear of a Single P

T the threshold of a new
millenium, Bangladesh is
torn by a fear — the fear
that the ruling Awami Leage
might become the single domi-
nant party by wrenching the
opposition, which would rup-
ture the dream of diversity and
democracy that man
Bangladeshis dreamt. It is suc
misgiving that contributes to
the present uncompromising
impasse between the govern-
ment and the major opposition
parties. Such alarming accusa-
tions against any gart}r in
ower should not be made
ightly, nor such proclivities, if
confirmed, should be treated
lightly or judged only by the
rhetorical thunder that we are
familiar with. Politics is
hardly a good predictive sci-
ence, but 1 don't think a single
party or a single leader or even
a single ideology, right or left,
can dominate Bangladesh: may
be for sometime but not for
long. If history is any road map
to the future, we have plenty of
historical evidences to support
that statement.
For a better comprehension
ol Bangladesh party politics,
the language movement, the
demise of the once powerful
Easl Pakistan Muslim League,
the rise of a myriad of competi-
tive political groups, and the
circumstances leading to inde-
pendence and what transpired
since then are critical. But I
can't discuss the full story
within this limited space, nor
do 1 pretlgnd to narrate ; hi,Hwi-
erto "unknown account. e
Muslim League fought for Pak-
istan as the enlbodiment of
Muslim separatism in British
India, and arguably. it could
have become a single party
regime, but surely it had met re-
sistance in East Pakistan where
the opposition politics took its
roots slowly but steadily. It is

believed that the idea of making

the Muslim League the sole
party crossed the minds of some
of its leaders who hated dissent.

Indeed, for a while, the only
opposttion that survived (in
Pakistan) was the remnant of
the old Congress Party. which

Between the Inheritance and the Millenium

M. Rs:shiduzzaman writes from Glassboro, New Jersey, USA

With 37 per cent and 33 per cent of
respectively in the last election and the
there is a balance of political strength
other! But there is no dizzying public
parties or any of the top political leade
who ventures into this

popular votes shared between the Awami League and the BNP
gathering of messages from recent opinion polls at hand,
between the two largest parties.
euphoria and extravagant admiration for any of the main
rs. In the present equation, a single party control, no matter
dangerous political enterprise, will not work!

One cannot easily rout the

consolidated itself for the pro-
tection of the Hindu interests in
former East Pakistan. It was
under the leadership of
Maulana Abdul Hamid Khan
Bhasani, Ataur Rahman Khan,
Shamsul Hug, Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman, an
as well as old leaders that the
Awami (Muslim) League was
born on June 23, 1949. The
Muslim League looked upon the
Awami League as a threat to its
political survival, and tried to
suppress its protests. Although
the Awami League was the
strongest amongst the nﬁpﬂsing
groups. some of which were
“formed” barely months before
the 1954 election, an opposition
alliance was forged, and a 21-

point gmgra nie became the
election manifesto.

The results of the 1954 East
Pakistan provincial assembly
elections, in the wake of Ben-
gali-as-a-state-language agita-
tion, were spectacular while the
defiant United Front had won
210 among a total of 237 seats.
In a sharp contrast, the Muslim
League won only nine seats, and
secured less than 2 per cent of
the constituencies it contested.
No more was the Muslim League
a decisive political force in East
Pakistan except during the
Ayub regime when the rump of
the old Muslim League was re-
suscitated as the Convention
(Muslim) League. However, an-
other faction called the Council
Muslim League remained op-
posed to the Ayub government.
Scornful of politics and politi-
cians, General Ayub Khan's
centralized government con-

tinued as a personalized au-

‘thoritarianism, backed by a

military-bureaucratic coali-

a band of young

League did not gain much polit-
ical clout.

The Awami Leaguers main-
tain that they represented the
"pro-liberation forces” that
brought the independence of
Bangladesh. so they deserved
the mantle of power that they
initially held lor barely three

and hall years before being
overthrowri by a violent coup

that we all know about. Both
the BNP and the JP were. in
their eyes, the "usurpers” of
their “rightful inheritance”:
they were “installed” by the
military turned civilian
regimes that ruled Bangladesh
since the assassination of
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman in
1975. One could discern a voice
from the past in such political
hyperbole. In the 1954 election
campaign, the Muslim League's
battle cry was “Muslim League
achieved Pakistan for you, and
it's the only organization
which can sustain her”. The
Muslim League campaigners
also stumped "Pakistan will be
in danger if the Muslim League
is defeated in the elections since
the enemies of Pakistan are at
]argr: to utilize any opportunity
to destroy us”. But those cam-
paign slogans did not inspire
many in what was then East
Pakistan.

There was hardly any strong
dissenting voice to match the
Awami League government in
the early 1970's; there was no
real challenge to the leadership
of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman,
widely acclaimed as the father
of the nation. Mujib's totaliza-
tion of power was personal: be-
lore he was assassinated. the
BKSAL, the new political arm
that he quickly forged was still

in its infancy and soon died af-
ter the coup. So the BNP argues
that when the military coup
came in 1975, there was no plu-
ralistic democracy i 11
Bangladesh. It's still mystify-
ing whi.r did Mujib, so popular
and politically strong, opt for a
single party regime.

More likely it was Mujibism,
the new ideological brew that
led the country to a single party
route. But above all. it was his
undisputed leadership and his

opulist pantheon that helped
Eim in easily converting his
long nourished (AL) party into
the BKSAL, the only legal polit-
ical platform that was allowed
to exist., What Mujib did to his
Awami League/BRKSAL was not
verv dilferent [rom whal M.A.
Jinnah did to the Muaslin
League that was under his tute
lage. some analysts contend.
But the similarity between the
Awami League/BKSAL under
Mujib and the Muslim League
under Jinnah could be superfi-
cial except that for both it was a
quest for dominance under two
highly popular leaders. Still,
more important differences!:
While the East Pakistan Mus-
lim League became more iso-
lated and exclusionary after
1947, and while there is a lon
list of intimidation that it use
against the opposition, it did
rnot hecome the only party al-
lowed by law,

Moreover, with the internal
factionalism, personal rival-
ries, the anger over the language
questions, the inter-wing eco-
nomic disparities, their sagging
public support and absence o
aily charismatic leader in for-
mer East Pakistan, the Muslim
League was not strong enough to

assume the full status of a sin-
gle party regime in Pakistan.
On the other hand, the Awami
League had an overwhelming
victory in the 1973 election
with more than 70 per cent of
votes and 291 out of 300 seats in
the parliament. Sad to say, this
was laken as an endorsement
for Mujibism, and gradually the
party stumbled into authoritar-
lanism against the backdrop of
€conomic chaos, a spiraling in-
flation, famine, lawlessness
and increasing militancy in the
Awami League’s student organi-
zations. The fear of that fusion
of charismatic populism and
undoubted authoritarianism
that struck the nation in 1975

still haunts the Awami League
i 1999,

But the dynamics ol 1975
and 1999 are very different.
Sheikh Hasina earned the ap-
preciation ol most of her party
lollowers by winning the 1996
election alter a 21-year hiatus.
So far she has reined in the rad-
icals in the party, but the omen
of internal rift is rising on the
horizon. She may still be able
to build a more organized and
compeltitive party with help
from the keepers of the Mu_iilh
maritle, but she does not com-
mand her [ather's charisma. So
far. she has not publicly redis-
covered the thrill of BKSAL-
tvpe single party rule. nor did
she openly rekindle the flame
of Mujibism. Hopefully she re-
alizes that the Bangladeshi po-
litical inheritance is not so
amenable to the feared control
by a single party, either directly
or through indirect means,

Contrary to what the politi-
cal pundits predicted, both the
BNF and the JP, the creation of

arty Dominance in Bangladesh

the two military-led civilian
regimes, have survived. and
their leaders are very much
alive and kicking! Begum
Khaleda Zia, Sheikh Hasina's
arch challenger has not vet
been condemned as the “mother
of all evils” since she lost the
996 election. The BNP
maintains that its founder Zia
restored pluralism in party
politics and complains that its
civilian government fell a vic-
tim to General Ershad’s coup
that allegedly came in con.
nivance with the Awami
League, Khaleda Zia resents
that her administration was
carlier forced to quit by the
Awami League-inspired relent-
less hartals, shut down and
what amounted to a bureay.
cratic revolt. Furthermore, she
blames that Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina has used
trumped up charges, imprison-
ment, police brutalities, ha-
rassment, terrorism, secret and
outright street confrontation to
stifle the BNP, the largest
opposition party in
Bangladesh. The Awami League,

of course, denies most of Lthose
allegations.

With 37 per cent and 33 per
cent of popular votes shared gg—
tween the Awami League and
the BNP respectively in the last
election and the gathering of
messages from recent opinion
pollis at hand. there is a balance
of political strength between
the two largest parties. One

cannol easily rout the other!

But there is no dizzying public
euphoria and extravagant ad-
miration for any of the main
parties or any of the top politi-
cal leaders. In the present equa-
tion, a single party control, no
matter who ventures into this
dangerous political enterprise,
will not work! Indeed, most
one-party systems and the sin-
gle dominant parties are dwin-
dling and conironted with their
“end of history” around the
world. We are entering into a
millenium of fragmented poli-
tics, not a congenial ground for
a single party autocracy!

tion, and the Convention-

Unfree, Oppressed Dalits: Reality of the 160 Million

HE Tamarind Court
episode underlines a
ghastly truth: we have

two laws. two police standards
for two categories of people.
What applies to the BMW class
and the Qutab Colonnade
smart-set does not hold for or-
dinary mortals and the unpriv-
ileged. If your income exceeds a
certain level, the chances of
your going to jail, no matter
what your crime, are remote. If

you are unprivileged, you can -

be sure of your share of ha-
rassment- -and abuse; Less
widely acknowledged is dis-
crimination even within the
unprivileged.

Many people are becoming
apathetic  about discrimina-
on along caste lines — espe-
cially against our 160 million
Dalits. Dalits are victims of
one of the cruellest systems of
exploitation ever invented and
legitimised by religion. Hardly
a week goes without reports of
Some oulriageons afo alit. act:
segregation” in a medical college
hostel; being forced to drink
tea from separate cups; carry-
ing nightsoil on the head; be-
ing forced to bathe in the same
pond as buffaloes, There were
three Dalit massacres in Bihar
in 1999 alone. Yet, there isn't
strong moral anger at this.
Broken People, a report by Hu-
man Rights Watch, should serve
ds an eye-opener.

Based on interviews with
300 Dalits, and over a hundred
officials and social workers, it

documents anti-Dalit
discrimination through vivid
description, analysis and
photographs. The picture

emerging from Broken People,
and other dociunents — no-

Praful Bidwai writes from New Delhi

Hardly a week goes without reports of some outrageous anti-Dalit act: segregation in a medical

college hostel; being forced to drink tea from separate cups;
being forced to bathe in the same pond as buffaloes.

carrying nightsoil on the head;
There were three Dalit massacres in Bihar

in 1999 alone. Yet, there isn't strong moral anger at this.

lably  the Indian Social nsti-
tute’'s State of Humman Rights in
India — is horrifying. To be a
Dalit means living in sub-hu-
man, degraded and insecure
ways: every hour, two Dalits are
assaulled: every day, three
Dalit women are raped and two
Dalits are killed. Between 1994
and 1996, there were 98.349
registered crimes against Dal-
its. Of these 38,483 were under
the Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of
Atrocities} Act, 1995,

Given that many Dalits are
reluctant or unable to report
atrocities, the actual incidence
is much higher. More than 60
per cent of Dalits are landless.
Over 40 million of them are
bonded labourers. Dalits are the
worst victims of labour coer-
cion.

They are excluded from ac-
cess to common resources, This
quasi-apartheid extends from
home to school, field to tem-
ple, from streets to the
courts, Fifty years after Inde-
pendence, untouchability and
segregation remain rampant.
They have become entrenched
in a contemporary system of
exploitation in our unequal so-
ciety. Caste oppression is part
of present-day capitalism
which  relies heavily on
bondage and violence and in-
cludes non-payment of wages,
sexual abuse ol women. physi-

cal harassment, public humil-
iation and outright killing. Pe-
riodic bulchery (as in Bihar)
has emerged as a new casteist
response to the Dalits' efforts to
organise themselves. A related
pherionienon is the criminali-
sioh 0f Dalit social aetitism.

The state routitiely harasses
activists. However, the emerg-
ing pattern is not one in which
Dalits are helpless victims. but
where their self-awareness is
sought to be suppressed by
force. The Ranvir Sena's mas-
sacres have claimed over 400
lives. They could not have
happened without police com-
plicity and frustration among
the Bhumihars at the Dalits’
growing organisation, espe-
cially by the CPI(ML)-Libera-
tion.

A disturbing trend is the
blunting of some instruments
the state developed to protect
Dalits. Take the Atrocities Act.
This law had to be passed be-
cause the police failed to use
provisions available in existing
laws. The Act is being sub-
veried,

An important action of the
Kalyan Singh government was
to suspend the Act's enforce-
ment. In Maharashtra, the
Sena-BJP  government an-
nulled complaints made under
the Act. In BJP-ruled Ra-
Jasthan and Gujarat, the num-

er ol complaints fell sharply

"A View from the
Gully"

Sir, A part of the above men-
tioned commentary of May 26
reads: "Minhaz was lucky
enough on this particular day to
have survived many close calls
to become the highest scorer for
Bangladesh in this World Cup
so far and was rightly adjudged
the man of the match. lfle rst
Bangladeshi to have achieved
the honour; many congratula-
tions."

Now, I just want to mention
that Minhaz is not the first
Bangladeshi to have achieved
the honor. Atahar Ali Khan was
the first Bangladeshi to achieve
such honor and that was
against SL for his 78*. Since
then Mohammad Rafique also
achieved the honor against
for his all
rounding performance. So
Minhaz would be the third
Bangladeshi to achieve the
‘'man of the match’ honor,

Matrix 1779
USA

Atahar Ali and Mohammad
Rafique were adjudged ‘'man of
the match' in one-day interna-
tionals and not in a World Cup

tournament, — Ed

Free Palestine

Sir, Egyptian president
Hosne Mubarak has described
the Israeli government as 'un-
predictable’ because Benjamin
Netanyahu says one thing and
does another,

For a cheap, pretentious and
ostentatious publicity the Is-
raeli Prime Minister has dis-
honoured the UN resolutions
242 and 338 and he has also vi-
olated the historic 'Oslo Land
For Peace Accord' signed in
‘ilfgagséhingtnn DC in September

It appears il [srael does not
read the writinie g the will arid

to take lesson [rom histlory that
no power on earth can oppress

and suppress the human rights
and freedom of a nation despite
the fact that the Israelis have il-
legally and forcefully created a
state within the state of Pales-
tine and have been subjugating
the Palestinians since 1948.

When we compare and con-
trast Netanyahu with late PM
Yitzhak Rabin and before him
Shimon Peres, we find that Ne-
tanyahu is filled with rancour.
He is a jingo, an obstreperous
and narrow minded man but on
the contrary both Rabin and
Peres are enlightened, broad-
minded and great patriots.

The great statesman and
Palestinian leader Yasser
Arafat for the sake of peace, for
the time-being, has rightly de-
ferred from making the decla-
ration of Palestinian statehood
on 4th May 1999 — the deadline
for a final settlement under

Oslo accord.
e strongly demand of the

UN to impose economic sanc-
tions on Israel pending imple-
mentation of 'land for peace ac-
cord’ by Israel. We also urge
upon the NATO and the US to
save the Palestinians from the
atrocities of Netanyahu and his
activists,

0. H, Kabir .
6, Hare Street, Wari, Dhaka

The art of political

control

Sir, The DS editor's strong
commentary (May 13) on the
olice excesses (under orders
rom above] during the opposi-
tion half-day hartal has to be
supported by all sane citizens.
now witnessing the desperate
tactics employed by the politi-
cal regime in power (stripping
off women, physically assault-

g MPs, and not allowing
pressiien to carry out their as-
signments).

Both the major political par-
ties should realise thal the sup-
pression of one party by lll?l-ﬂ
other will not bring victory or
success to the other party. It is
the people's mood which will ul-
timately decide the issue. Seven
out of ten citizens might be il-
literate, but their common
sense and intuition work all the
time. False lp-:mlitical appeals
will generate false responses, as

 the mighty politicians Lhem-

selves know.

Ershad was politically sane
enough to give up in a week
when he found the military and
the bureaucracy not supporting
him during the uprising in
1990. The political leaders in
Bangladesh are permanent vic-
tims of illusions and delusions.
and the eccentricity or maya is-
persisting today. The public
may not accept dynasty rule,
and should not; on the basis
that let the best contemporary
leaders serve the country. Lead-
ership is not a monopoly, and it
is not a trade or business activ-
ity. But unfortunately our poli-
tics has become big business,
thanks to the political rent-
seekers.

Abul M Ahmad
Dhaka

Thanks to NYT

Sir. The "New York Tinies"
has banned cigarette adver-
lisement in ils papes from Sat-
urday. May 1. 1999 on the
ground as its spokesinan said —
‘We don't want to expose our
readers to advertising that may
be dangerous to their health'.

‘The New York Times' de-
serves appreciation for its
timely and wise decision.

M Zahidul Haque
BAI. Sher-e-Bangla Nagar,
Dhaka-1207.

Ante Dalit discrimination
extenus 1o many other states
too. Consider Tamil Nadu. In ils
southern districts, the middle
castes have tormented Dalits
with barbaric methods. Accord-
ing t6 Broken People, "a girl
was gang-raped. murdered, and
then butchered. She belonged to
the scaverigers commumty. The
men.... cut off her hand and leg
and shaved her head. They then
cut her head and put a stick
into her private parts and then
hung her head.....” Although
Broken People looks largely

S W R o
the 1997 Ramiabal Ambedloes
Nagar liring in Bombay, it
links these with issues like
gender, class and land. It ex-
poses the government's failure
to take corrective action and
abide by its legal obligations.

The domestic obligations
include the Protection of Hi-
man Rights Act, 1955, and of

conrse, the Atrocities Aclt. The

rale of conviction under this
Act remains abysmal — under
10 per cent. The international
obligations include the Conven-
lion for Elimination of All
Forms of Racial Discrimina-
tion, Covenant on Civil and
Political. Rights, - Converitions
on Degrading Treatment. or
Punishment, and on the Rights
of the Child.

Broken  Peuple makes
thoughtful suggestions on
improving implementation of
laws, pursuing positive dis-
crimination actively, further
empowering SC-S5T Commis-
sions, and launching nation-
wide awareness campaigns. It
recommends inviting UN Spe-
cial Rapporteurs on Arbitrary
Detention, Torture, on Extra-
judicial, Summary and Arbi-
trary Executions, and on Vio-
lence against Women, to visit
India. These recommendations
are worthy, But there is a need
i somethinie  more. That is

the Dalits's own political ac-
tion. As Ambedkar told them:
"Believe in your strength....
You must abolish your slavery
yourselves..., Political power is
the master key...."

The Dalits' experience with
the Republican  Party and
Bahujan Samaj Party has been
unsatisfactory. These have
done a lot to promote Dalit
self-awareness and self-respect,
But they have not gone much
beyond identity politics. They
remain weddedy to the politics
of patronage. That may be in-
evilable in, say, Uttar Pradesh.
If is possible that if the BSP
wields power for three to five
years, it could substantively
empower Dalits. As of now,
however, Dalit politics has not
crystallised in a transforma-
tive mould.

Dalit emancipation is not
about the rights of 160 million
people alone. It is about the
liberation of this entire society
from centuries-old bondage
and virtual slavery, including
slavery to karmic fatalism.

The author is an eminent
Journalist in India and a regu-
lar columnist of The Daily
Sar.

e,

- “OPINION

Towards a Twen
Foreign Policy

IKE most of the rest of ils

Third World brethren,

Bangladesh has long
pursued a so-called non-aligned
loreign policy which is based on
several well known and long
worn out themes: opposition to
the United States, hatred of
Israel, fear of India, begging aid
from the Wesl and the United
slates, and profound display of
alfeclion for brotherly Arab-
[slamic countries, The results
of this Jlacklustre and
ideological foreign policy are
pretty obvious. Americans are
weary ol giving any more
money to countries which, on
most occasions, go against
them in international fora, the
Europeans are tired of a basket
case, the Indians are unwilling
lo keep any promises and the
Arabs are expelling our wage
earners by the thousands. In
other words. Bangladesh, the
ninth biggest country in the
&I;‘i-‘: :'llftl‘d Hil :11 | 5-1] 'fe] |1:1‘n'.," IIIL;EI:TII ihéf-g
ol the inlernational commu-
nily. And for good reason too.
For too long we have played the
typical Third World role as-
sumed of us. On the doorstep of
the new millennium
Bangladesh should revise its
[oreign policy fundamentally
so that our role in world is less
what is assumed given our im-
age and more what is necessary
given our realily.

Such a revision involves
several paradigm shifts.
Firstly, the policy makers must
realise that they are agents of
Bangladesh, not of some imagi-
nary Non-Aligned, Arab, Mus-
lim, Afro-Asian coalition.
"Bangladesh first" is a novel
and a timely idea. We love our
brethren in the Arab world and
would like to see a Palestinian
homeland too. But not at the
cost of our national interest.

Secondly, foreign policy in
an increasingly small world is
too important to be left at the
sole discretion of amateur
politicians who are anti-Amer-
ican out of office and pro-Amer-
ican when in power. A strong
and permanent foreign policy
infrastructure needs to be set up
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which will coordinate rescarch,
lraining, and leadership voing
i1ito the policy making process,
This infrastructure, at the
minimum, will incorporate
private and public think tanks,
universities, rofessional
diplomats, ﬂhamEers of com-
merce, and a standing parlia-
mentary committee on inter-
national atfairs.

Thirdly, amongst major po-
litical forces there must be an
unwritten understanding that.
i the words of US President
Woodrow Wilson, "politics stop
at the water's edge”. Admittedly,
such an understanding will be
very tough to reach. Nonethe-
less, if we as a nation resolve to
have a national-interest based
foreign policy as opposed to be-
longing to imaginary solidarity
blocs, one suspects that the po-
litical leaders can agree on,
some minimal consensus. A
‘ood symbolic start would be
or all leaders to pledge not to
criticise the government ol the
day when abroad.

Criticisin governments
when abreoad makes us the
laughing stock of our friends
and foes alike and, when the ta-
bles turn, the vicious cycle is
repeated by the next ousted gov-
ernment. The national interest
cannot afford that. Our na-
tional interest in the world
arena has one and one goal
only: to elevate Bangladesh to
that stature which this ninth
biggest country in the world can
ustly claim. We reach that goal

y combining forces of govern-
ment and opposition in attract-
ing foreign investment. We at-
tract foreign investment by
maintaining an extremely in-
vestment-friendly climate at
home and staying out of other
people’s troubles abroad unless
involvement is in our national
interest.

1 will not dwell upon condi-
tions of an investment-friendly
climate at home since my pur-
pose here is dealing with for-
eign policy itself. That brings
me to saying a few words about
"other people's trouble". Put
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bluntly, Bangladesh

downtrodden people
Palestine to Papua New Guinea.
Aligning ourselves with all
these liberation movements
only makes our most important

: has no
business trying to help every
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potential investors jittery. Nor
does it help Palestinians or
Papuans or whoever. Let us face
the fact that investments and
export markets are found in the
United States and Europe, It
makes no sense for those gov-
ernments or their businessmen
to do business with, or in, a
country whose rhetoric is anti-
Western and, by extension,
whose public officials rarely
condemn terrorist acts perpe-
trated by various Third World
guerilla groups. War ravaged
Korea and tiny Singapore have
gone a long way in attracting
Western trading partners by be-
ing prudent in their choice of
friends. So should we. Except
for one particularly notable oc-
casion when Bangladesh ex-
tended a friendly hand to the
US led alliance in 1991 against
Saddam Hussein, our foreign
policy choices liave been die-
tated by a nonsensical "non-
aligned” ideology. It does not
make much sense to condemn
American policy at the foreign
ollice and beg for US invest-
ment at the commerce ministry.
Neither are Americans going to
change policy nor their
investors rush over to invest in
our industries, So why do we do
this self-debilitating faix pas?

_ This republic needs to find
its proper place in the world.
That place cannot and must not
be in the shadows’ of any pan
national movement like non-
alignment or Islamism. If our
national political or economic
interests lie with the West, or
even with Israel, so be it. Let the
word go forth that Bangladesh
is not the drummer boy for rich
Sheikhdoms or totalitarian
dictators anymore. It is the
master of its own foreign policy.

The writer is a lecturer :jf!
politics and international af-
Jfairs at a college in Kansas,
UUSA.
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