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A Victory More Damaging
than Defeat

HEN does a party win a seat but lose an elec-

tion? When it does what the AL did in Tan-
gail. This election will haunt the Awami League as
the Magura (by-election) haunted the BNP. How
history repeats itself and how we refuse to learn
from it! AL has handed BNP its biggest moral vic-
tory, without the latter even trying for it — and we
dare say deserving it. By all accounts there were
widespread false voting casting serious doubt on
the credibility of the process. Many of the voters
were prevented from coming to the polling station.
Of those who dared to come, many were forcibly
prevented from casting their ballot and were
openly told, "Go home, your votes have been cast.”
Journalists on the spot saw many discrepancies in
the conduct of the election. They brought these to
the notice of the EC and the accompanying magis-
trates to no avail.

The die appeared cast much earlier. And that is
where AL's real tragedy lies. What should have
been a marginal electoral phenomenon was made
into a central event simply because of AL's arro-
gance. It had to prove that there was no political fu-
ture for a party dissenter and, to do so, the party
was willing to go to any length — and that it did.
Suppose AL allowed Kader Siddique to return to the
parliament, what would have happened? The fact
of his winning would have been taken most casu-
ally — after all Tangail was his base — and his role
inside the House would have been a one-man show.
With our honourable Speaker in the Chair, that too
could have been taken care of. And all of it would
have lasted a maximum for 18 months, even less if
the PM does what she hinted she might. Instead,
what AL has proven is that while in power it can-
not be trusted to permit free and fair elections.
Just as the conduct of Magura by-election by the
BNP government gave credence to all AL's claims
about the then ruling party, similarly the conduct
of Tangail by-election has done the same for BNP.
If the AL leadership has the capacity to honestly
weigh what it gained and lost in the Tangail by-
polls, it would realise that, for a seat it did not
need, it has committed the biggest political blunder
of its three-and-half years in power, putting at
risk the credibility and acceptability of its rule.

EC’s credibility is another casualty of AL's be-
haviour. We have serious questions about the way
EC conducted itself in the pre-election days. Its
handling of the election day's events adds to our
further concern and needs to be scrutinised most
seriously.

Historic Sino-US Deal

THE Sino-American trade agreement, improba-
ble although it appeared even at the latest and
eventually successful round of talks at the Chinese
capital, is now a reality. The deal, which effec-
tively eliminates the biggest hurdle on China's
entry to the World Trade Organisation (WTO), no
doubt opens up a new vista of bilateral trade be-
tween two nations who have traditionally looked

at each other with overt suspicion and mistrust.
Given the disaster of diplomatic relations the
countries have between them, an agreement at any
level has always been viewed as an impossible
proposition. While the US has been severely
critical of China's grim human rights record, the
latter has spared no opportunity to decry the
former’s nosy attitude. Yet, they were successful to
strike the ‘breakthrough agreement’, primarily
because “it would lead to increased trade that
would benefit both countries”. Simply put,
cconomic gains heavily outweigh political
considerations. .

Intriguingly, although ideologically poles apart, !
both countries carefully, albeit too conservatively,
pruned the path to convergence. Even at the testiest
of times, they did not allow excessive zeal cloud the
greater goal. A few years back, when the Interna-
tiohal Property Rights (IPR) debate had pushed the
countries to the verge of a trade war. contrary to
general expectation, the US government retained
China’s most favourable nation (MFN) status.
While the Americans have sought “more growth
potential for the American companies (in China)
and creation of more jobs back home”, the Chi-
nese, on their part, have pursued the objective of
becoming “a full member of the WTO". However,
China had been scrupulous and, in fact, the com-
munist leadership appeared divided over WTO
membersh}p in recent months. Nevertheless, the
prospect of a much-needed thrust to ‘long-stalled
cconomic reforms’ prevailed over fears of
intensified global competition overwhelming the
state factories and inefficient farms, thereby rais-
ing unemployment.

In the increasingly changing global trade sce-
nario, the Sino-American agreement was in-
evitable and should be viewed in that perspective
bﬁ countries inclined to overplay on ‘ideology’.
They must realise that in the face of fast-paced
Elnl&allisatmn, isolation could mean economic

eath.

Miracles Still Happen

‘OR Bangladesh, November 12, 1970 was surely

cruel. But for Sadek Majhi of Daulatkhan in
Bhola, like many, it was the cruellest. Because on
that luckless day he was predestined to spend the
rest of his life with the pain of losing his family —
his wife and nine-year-old son, Mostofa. They were
washed away. When the storm was over, Sadek Ma-
jhi searched for them. He didn’t find any of them.
But after long twenty-nine years, believing that
th? will never see each other again, both father
and son's sadness turned into an absolute bliss. In
almost a supernatural occurrence, the boy — now a
thirty-four-year-old man — turned up after living
in eastern Myanmar and was reunited with his fa.
ther. Mostofa’s memory now fails him about the
catastrophe, but he certainly have brought all the
emotions back in his father. Amazingly this, also,
in another November.

We share their hqlq_lplness. though impossible to
express in words. e father, an old man now,
could not have asked for a better gift from life. At
his advanced age he will now have a son to look af-
ter him. We are of course conscious of the fact that
Mostofa has grown up in a totally different envi-
ronment with his own links and relationships. We
pray that the reunited father and son find tremen-
dous fulfilment in each other and make up for the
loss they both so cruelly suffered. i
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HOSE who expected Ms

Sonia Gandhi to fumble

and stutter during her
maiden Lok Sabha speech must
feel disappointed. She held her
owtn. But equally disappointed
must be those who thought that
the going would be smooth for
her either as Co president
or Leader of the Opposition.

BJP leaders have ensured
she would be on the defensive
from Day One. Naming Rajiv
Gandhi in the ofors
chargesheet divides the Opposi-
tion as nothing else.

Naming a dead person as ac-
cused does not square up with a
basic principle of jurispru-
dence, namely, a criminal
charge can only be brought
against an individual causative
agent. For instance, a govern-
ment cannot be accused in a
criminal case.

This only means Ms Gandhi
has a bitter battle ahead. Add to
this the fact that she has yet to
evolve a personal equation with
her Opposition colleagues. And
you see the lady is in an unen-
viable position, after winning
just 112 seats for the Congress
its worst-ever performance.

Rather than soul-searching
over the election results, the
Congress is indulging in self-
delusion. Example: had Mr
Sharad Pawar not split, it
would have repeated its 1998
performance in Maharashtra,
True enough. But the split was

Praful Bidwai writes from New Delhi

Sonia’s ‘Agni Pareeksha’: It’s the Economy,

T_}-le Cﬂngr:eas was looking for victo
organisation. It thought Sonia-Priy
tts image as a flophouse of a Right-

leaning. communally comp

sycophancy and corruption.

ry without radically revising policies and restructuring its
anko “charisma” would somehow work, even without altering
romised party, devoted fo patronage,

Pawar was denied the major
position half-promised after
Ms Gandhi was made party
president in a midnight coup.

Coalition-building was
clearly the key to success in the
elections. The Congress dropped
almost 30 seats while gaining
three per cent more votes be-
cause it had few allies.

And yet, there were severe
limits on how far the Congress
could go. Parties like the BSP
woil't ally with it. Nor is the
Congress as flexible as the BJP,
which can make and break al-
liances at the drop of a hat: wit-
ness Tamil Nadu, Haryana and
Maharashtra where a dirt
BJP-NCP coalition very nearly
materialised.

The fact is, the Congress is at
a historical disadvantage. It is
too small to form the core of a
governing bloc. But it is too big
to be an easy partner. The
Congress is a universal threat.
The BJP is not big enough to be
one. Where regional parties see
it as a threat, as in Andhra,
they keep out of the NDA gov-
ernment altogether.

ation disfavours the Congress.
The Panchmarhi go-it-alone
lizie is no remedy.

It is futile to argue that the
Congress would have done bet-
ter, say, in Gujarat or U.P., had
it chosen more low caste candi-
dates, or campaigned energeti-
cally among the poorest layers.
The party has been badly
alienated %’mm its social base.
Poor election management is
itself a function of the quality
of the leadership.

The Congress was looking
for victory without radically
revising policies and restruc-
turing its organisation. It
thought Sonia-Priyanka
“charisma” would somehow
work, even without altering its
image as a flophouse of a Right-
leaning. communally com-
promised party, devoted to pa-
tronage, sycophancy and cor-
ruption.

Charisma is not an individ-
ual’s property. It reflects the
relationship between him/her
and followers/supporters,
based on policies and pro-

amines.

to some extent in overcoming
the terrible stigma of having
colluded with the sangh parivar
in razing the Babri mosque. But
it must actively counter the
BJP’s agendas in education and
culture, defend minority rights,
and expand the secular space. It
must mobilise people, work at
the grassroots.

e Congress must work
even harder on economic pol-
icy. The BJP is refashioning it-
self as a pro-Big Business neo-
liberal party. Its agenda is sin-
gularly focused on the Insur-
ance Bill, wholesale privatisa-
tion of key public enterprises
€.g. in petroleum; deeper pene-
tration of predatory foreign
capital into the infrastructure:
further weakening of the Public
Distribution System; and tax
bonanzas for the rich.

Even Mr P. Chidambaram
has attacked it for
“scandalously” underpricing
GAIL shares. The B.JP's goal is
to make itself indispensable to
Big Business. . _

The Congress should not try
to compete with the BJP within

advocate policies that defend
the poor; universalise access to
education, healthcare and safe
drinking water; and promote
regionally balanced. equitable,
growth,

It must openly acknowledge
that what the NDA government
practices and what it itself did
under Mr Narasimha Rao. has
little to do with liberalisation -
i.e. relaxing excessive controls,
or encouraging entrepreneur-

ship.

Eather. neo-liberalism has
meant monstrously distorting
macro-economic parameters,
disabling the state from doing
what it should, favo the
privileged, and selling the fam-
ily silver,

The Congress can regain po-
litical relevance only if it deci-
sively drops the Narasimha
Rao-Vajpayee neo-liberal pro-
ject.

It must vocally op the
[nsurance Bill. The Bill
amounts to gambling with our
people’s hard-earned savings by
placing them at the mercy of

Stupid!

the weakest points even in suc-
cessful Western capitalisms.

Almost a fifth of Western in-
surance firms fail—i.e. vanish
with hundreds of billions of
dollars of public money. There
isS a po | case for reforming
LIC and GIC. and introducing
competition. but none for the
Insurance Bill.

A great lesson of the 1990s is
that raw, untamed, globalised
capitalism is a disaster--just as
Statist socialism was. Even the
West is getting tired of neo-lib-
eralism, as the revival of Social
Democracy shows.

Globalisation is contradic-
tory and invasive of democratic
control over economic pro-
cesses. Resistance to it is grow-
ing as never before. Even the
Wall lShjtr:et Journal acknowl-

The Indian economy is in
deep structural crisis despite
mufe.rat: growth. Its macro-pa-
rameters are skewed. Govern-
ment finances are appalling,
with tax ratios dropping and
borrowings going sky-high.
Poverty indicators are worsen-
ing in three-fourths of our
states. Worst of all. food secu:-
rity is threatened. Market-cb-
ﬁ:uancd policies cannot change

S.

The Corigress has a future
only as a Left-of-Centre party.
Ms Sonia Gandhi's real agni
pareeksha lies in reorienting it
towards the Centre-Left. That's

_ gr pet
only waiting to happen once Mr S0 long asg it lasts. this situ- The Congress has succeeded  this neo-liberal space. It should racketeers. Insurance is one of  a real challenge.

Political Stand-off : Let the People Take the Lead

by Mansoor Mamoon

ANGLADESH is currently
in the throes of a deep
political imbroglio. This
is how the people, both at home
and abroad, view the situation
obtaining in the country at
resent. The crisis resultin
rom intense and rabi
intolerance shown to each
other by the party in power and
the mainstream opposition has
now reached the crescendo with
its debilitating impact on the
national economy, on the
country's overall law and order
situation, and last but not the
least, on the ongoing process of
democracy. -

As if the political parties
have virtually reached a point
of no return with the danger of a
direct confrontation looming
large. Should the country con-
linually drift to anarchy, law-
lessness, indiscipline, frequent
shutdowns, work stoppages and
remain abysmally and end-
lessly tucked into the vicious
cycle of poverty? Should the
commonman, the silent major-
ity (according to a recent survey
by Democracy Watch 36 percent
Jihﬂ people have nmhin% to do
with either of the political
camps and this percentage is
numerically in the majority
cumxarﬂl- to those supporting
the Awami L:al%ue or the Oppo-

er and continue
to remain hapless hostage in
the hands of the political par-
ties, all of whom were tested in
the past and have miserably
failed to deliver goods to the
nation?

Other than
ing, apparently
political parties have nn vision,
no welfare-oriented prodramme
for the people and in their craze
are not ready to accommodate
each other for furthering demo-
cratic dispensation. By politics
they seemingly understand
climbing to power using the
teeming millions as their lad-
der and then to indulge in liter-

Ower-monger-

th the major -

The need of the hour is the granite-like unity of the democratic
various professional groups, intellectuals,
and are not aligned with any particu
alliance of the patriots can alone sa

pushed on by vested inte

forces represented in the forms of
NGOs and social workers who are dispassionate
lar political party whatsoever. Such a grand

ve the country from the road to catastrophe

rests and comprador bourgeoisie _

ally with impunity. Military
dictatorship seems to have been
replaced by elected autocracy.
There has so far been no quali-
tative change discernibl= in the
paltern and modalities of gov-
ernance after the mass upsurge
of December 1990 .How long
should such free-wheeling by
the politicos continue to the
detriment of national interest
and how long should the people
remain mere spectators ?

It is indeed disgraceful to our
national prestige and honour
that foreigners dole out advices
and even intervene in a bid to
bring peace to the feuding polit-
ical parties. The episode of the
abortive mediation by Sir
Ninian deputed by the Com-
monwealth in 1995 to bring
about a reconciliation in a sim-
ilar situation of political im-
passe has no doubt tainted the
image of a sovereign and inde-

endent country. Bangladesh

as not only been turned into
aid-addict but also prescrip-
tion-addict of the donor coun-
tries and agencies. If the leaders
can not resolve their own tan-
Elts by themselves how can they

€ expected to lead the nation
and solve the problems con-
fronting the masses?

When leaders fail, what
should the people do or what is
required of them?

We can look back to our own
history and take enough cue
from it. For a pretty long time
from about the middle of the
seventh century to that of
Eiﬁhth century, Bengal (to
which the present day
Bangladesh belonged) relapsed

into a state of limbo. There had
been no centrally unifying au-

thority. Anarchy Teigned
supreme. People were groaning
in utter despair. In Sanskrit

this situation has been de-
scribed as 'Matshannaya' (bi

fishes gobbling up small fﬂesﬁ
As the situation reached the
nadir, the veteran leaders and
various elite groups, feudal
lords, merchants and others sat
together in the middle of the
eighth century and elected a
warrior named Gopal as the
king of the landmass. Gopal
succeeded in bringing peace to
the people. When election was
unknown in the rest of the
world it was Bengal which opted
for elected kingship back in the
eighth century i.e more than
eleven hundred years ago. Ben-
gal was, therefore, a trend-set-
ter and it was the conscious

segment of the sociely which .

took the lead to bring the coun-
try out of chaos, morbidity,
confusion and anarchy.

Even in recent times there is
a plethora of examples when
the people, particularly the
conscious segment of the soci-
ety, and not the political lead-
ers, came forward to help the
nation steer clear of pitfalls.
The historic Language Move-
ment was spearheaded not by
political leaders, but by differ-
ent professional groups with
the students in the vanguard. It
was the decision of the Awami
League and other opposition
political parties in the then
East Pakistan to persuade the
students not tc violate Section
144 Cr. PC on February 21,

1952. When the students assem-
bled at the 'Bat-tala’ in the old
campus of the Dhaka Univer-
sity on that day the then Gen-
eral Secretary of the Awami
League late Shamsul Haque re-
portedly came to the students'

thering and implored them to

law abiding. But the students
did not pay heed to the decision
of the political leaders and cre-
ated history by violating the
imposition of tﬁe ban on pro-
cessions, In the process many
students embraced martyrdom
and thereby created history.
Had not the students backed by
teachers and other professional
groups and cultural activists,
ventured on a dare-devil path
on the fateful day of February
21, 1952, history probably
would have been different. The

United Front g{nbalg{ could
not have swept the 1954 general

elections and the anachropistie -
- Muslim League regime would . leader
not have bid an ignominious

exit after befng rejected by the
electorates.

The students again were the
first to protest the imposition
of Martial Law by Ayub Khan.
Various professional groups
started portraying gross in-
equality meted out by the Pak-
istani ruler to the Bengalees.
Political leadership capitalised
on the movement of the stu-
dents and the bold revolution-
ary ideas generated by the pro-
fessional groups, particularly
the teachers and the
economists. In the infamous
Agartala Conspiracy Case ex-
cept Sheikh NPujlbur Rahman
all thirty-one accused persons

belonged to professional

oups, civil service and armed
orces. The Six-point formula
was said to be the brainchild of
the proponents of the two econ-
omy theory and the Bengalee
bureaucrats. Ayub Khan was
toppled mainl g}?me aggrieved
agitating students with whom
professional groups worked in
close concert.

After the 1970 unprecedented
elections victory the leadership
could not vacillate and waver
due to the resolute stand taken
by the students and

rofessional groups. When the

akistani army cracked down
on the unarmed people in the
dead of night of March 25, 1971,
the students and various pro-
fessional groups, particularly
the Bengali members of the
army. EPR, the police, Ansars

.. etc., fired the first salvos of the
War of Liberation. The politj
ship either courted it

or took to heels and ran helter-
skelter to their safe sanctuaries.

After Bangladesh came into
being the students and the pro-
fessional groups continued to
play bold roles in all successive
mass movements and in their
turn underwent immense sac-
rifices. But since the 1950s all
the fruits of their sacrifices
were reaped by the political
leaders who all through played
only second fiddle an {umped
into action when situation ap-
peared ripe for them.

Since time immemorial,
Bengalees were regarded as a
brave people. Herodotus —
known as the Father of History
— mentioned that Alexander

the Great had to retreat from
advancing further being afraid

_of the courage and bravery of

the people of Bengal. The re-
silience of the people in the fare
of natural calamitics is
proverbial. A time-tested na-
tion with such a glorious tradi-
tion can not afford to just
meekly observe the power-hun-
5_‘1? politicos fighting among

emselves and leading the na-
tion astray.

As in the past they should
now come forward and dictate
to the politicians for mending
their ways and save the
fledgeling democracy from
floundering. The n of the
hour is the granite-like unity of
the democratic forces repre-
sented in the forms of various
professional groups, intellec-
tuals, NGOs and social workers
who are dispassionate and are
not aligned with any particular
political party whatsoever.
Such a grand alliance of the pa-
triots can alone save the coun-
try from the road to catastrophe
pushed on by vested interests
and comprador hourgeoise —
the bank defaulters, corrupt
politicians, possessors of black
money, bribe-happy bureau-
crats and the muscle-fléxing
mastaans..Jt has been time and
again amply proved that in this
country the leaders do not have
the ability to lead. The pecple
set the trend and the leaders
only follow it. The time has
now again come for the people
to set the trend bold enough to
face the challenges of the new
millennium, re-design the des-
tiny of the nation and chart a
course befitting a sovereign and
independent country.

The writer, a SAARC Gold
Medalist, is a former Research
Scholar of the

Institute of South-east Asian
Studies, Singapore and the
Commonwealth

Foundation for Broadcast-
ing Development.
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Physics can’t

explain politics

Sir, [ would like to thank Mr
Mohammad Badrul Ahsan for
his article Semiotics of Politics
published in DS (12-11-99). Ev-
erything is all right except
"Newton's Third Law of ther-
modynamics™. The writer prob-
ably meant to write Newton's
third law of motion <which
states the equal and opposite
reactions of all actions. Third
law of Thermodynamics is a re-
cent concept (not Newton's) and
if we try to connect
Bangladeshi-politics with it, we
have to think again. Also, phys-
ical systems never make people
confused. If we try to under-
stand the rules, we can. But
there is no clear way to under-
stand the so-called politics im-
posed in Bangladesh by our so-
called popular political leaders.

We could have understood., if
there are any rules or good in-
tention in the curreht politics
at all. "Of the people, by the
people and for the people”-
democracy is now turned to “Off
the people. buy the people, far
the people™.

This types of motions cannot
be explained by Brownian
motion. Our recent political
momentum is so brutal that. it
is no longer within the quan-
lum limit. The uncertainties in
Bangladeshi politics are not
comparable to Heisenberg's un-
certainty. We can measure the
physical uncertainties, but un-
certainties in Bangladesh are
immeasurable.

Pradip Kumar Deb
School of Physics
The University of Melbourne

‘Random trips

Sir, We are tired of watching
news of the Prime Minister's
endless trips to overseas coun-
tries. The money she and her
éntourage spend on trips is not
fair. What kind of benefits are
we, the citizens, getting out of
her random trips

Monjur Alam
Dhaka

A woman’s place

Sir. 1 was deeply shocked
and sadden=d by our prime
minister's recent comment on
the leader of the opposition’s
personal character and back-

ound. Aside from the fact

at such a comment is a soar-

e

ing example of the dirty politics
prevailing in our country, the
mere implication that a “good
woman™ never stays out late at
night, for whatever reasons, is
absolutely ridiculous and con-
demnable on the eve of the
twenty-first century.

In a world where women are
working hard to ﬁain equality
in every aspect of life, such a
statement coming from a head
of the state is strange indeed.
True that the male-dominated
soclety has failed in making
our streets safe enough for
women to go out at night, But if
a woman has reasons to feel
safe or decides to stay out at
night for whatever reasons,
why should she be judged for the
mere fact that she was out late?
One can condemn criminal ac-
tivities as defined by the law
and prosecute a person for such
activities, but how is a woman's
staying out at night per se a rea-
son for criticism?

A Concerned Citizen
Dhaka

The Jatiya Sangsad

Sir, Jatiya Sangsad is not
only a centre o praclicing
democracy but also a sacred
house. So it is the duty of
all the members of parliament
to keep — and protect — its
sanctity throug their be-
haviour. But in reality, what
do we see every day?

Our members of parlia-
ment, including the ministers,
most of them belonging to the
ruling party, while speaking
in the house using abusive
languages against each other.

They also find pleasure in
assassinating other's charac-
ters. It is unfortunate that
even our Prime Minister have
done the same.

Igbal Ahmed
Dhaka, 1000

Democracy?

Sir, Can we call the type of
democracy and administration
we have in our country true
de  ocracy, when we have SP A
(s, «cial power Act) in force to
detain anybody, anytime for no
valid reason?

Like a programmer behind
computer, people in the helm of
affairs in any administration
or government, can spoil their

mme and put the
in disarray. Is this d:mcm
S Quiyoom
Dhaka |

Dr Fakhruddin Ahmed of
Princeton, New Jvrsey and

pular expatriate columnist of

e Daily Star, provided an in-
tergsting article for us in the
26  Oct issue, featuring, the
sure end of the year discussion
subject, Nobel Prize and Nobel
raureates. In the spirit of that
time of the year, I would like to
offer some more intriguing
facts that I feel should comple-
ment his article. [_

[ won't be guilty of gross hys
perbole if | saf? that in the 2!’5’éh
century human beings were di-
vided into two different classes,
Nobel laureates and rest of the
humanity. The prize bestowed
by the Swedish explosives
manufacturer has long been re-
garded as the ultimate distinc-
tion for a man to receive. It is
the man-made smack of im-
mortality. Thus those who had
received the Swedish Royal
Academy certificate, the medal
and. last but certainly not the
least, the money,  became
celebrity. Their life and
achievements were dissected
and analyzed thoroughly for
the eager common mass and
lots of colourful facts ensured
that Nobel laureates do justice
to their historical longevity.

Fritz Haber received the
Nobel Prize for Chemistry in
1918. As everyone knows it was
the fateful final year of the
Great War of 1914-18. As Dr
Fakhruddin mentions,
Frenchmen who also received
Nobel prizes that year, declined
the invitation to the award
giving ceremony to protest the
awarding of Haber, who was the
leading figure of the chemical
industry devoted to the German
war effort. However Haber's
story has far more important
aspects than just this small
trivia. Let me try to do some jus-
tice to the maligned figure. All
those who have taken chem-
istry in higher secondary level
may remember the madden-
ingly difficult and long descrip-
tion of Haber's process of am-
monia synthesis from aerial
nitrogen. Nitrogen was a very
difficult substance to produce
chtnﬂca]hlly because of its inert
nature. Nitrogen is a most tm-
portant element in biochem-

;&‘-‘?’: It is a key ingredient for
amino acids, protein com-

Of Nobel

Laureates

Shafiqur Rahman

pounds that are the basic build-
ing blocks of all life form.
That's why the fertilizers that
are applied for growing all
Crops have nitrogen in them.,
ut because of the difficulty

of synthesizing nitrogen com-
pounds all fertilizers before
this century had to be organic
materials, like cow dung, that
have nitrogen in them. '1%1&: ern-
riching capacity of bio-mass is
limited and they are not always
easily available in large guan-
tities. When Haber discovered
synthesis of ammonia, a basic
nitrogen compound, from the
inexhaustible reservoir. simple
air, it became possible to pro-
duce nitrogen-rich fertilizers
industrially. Artificial fertiliz-
ers liberated the farmers from
constraints of soil and nature.
It became c[)ﬂss[hle to enrich
soils beyond natural capacities.
Urea. TSP all well-known fer-
tilizers have nitrogen in them.
It is because of artificial fertil-
izers and high yield strains of
crops that the Green Revolution
became possible and humanity
managed to confoi'nd the dire
predictions of Malthus. So. to-
day when 6 billion people live
on this planet without any
catastrophic famines, few other
Nobel prizes have more justifi-
cation than Haber's.

Interestingly the Haber story
ends not so soon. The next
chapter is perhaps the finest il-
lustration of the dual nature of
scientific bounties. Nitrogen is
a key element for explosives
and gunpowder too. TNT
(Trinitrotoluene),
Nitroglycerine, Nitrocellulose
etc are few well known exam-
ples. Prior to the First World
War, all industrial explosives of
the world were made from salt-
petre or niter that was mined in
the deserts of Chile. When the
war began, Allied countries
mounted a sea blockade against
Germany, reasoning that di-
minishing reserves of explo-
sives would soon halt the ma-
rauding German war machine.
The German chemical industry
had foreseen this scenario and
mobilized to tackle this prob-
lem. Haber developed a process
of making Nitric Acid, a key in-
gredient for most explosives,

Irom the ammonia that in turn
was produced from air. Thus
Germany literally made explo-
sives out of the thin air and
continued to dominate the
European battlefields until
1918, the fateful year. It is quite
understandable why the French
Nobel laureates of 1918 refused
to share the prize with Fritz
Haber.

Knut Hamsun of Norway re-
ceived the Nobel prize in 1920.
Readers might have heard about
his famous novel, * The
Hunger". | think those who
have read this novel, do not
have the slightest misgiving
about the Nobel award of Knut
Hamsun. This book is consid-
ered as a peerless saga of the
human spirit in this century.
The protagonist, an illegitimate
nffﬁprin of a rich philanderer,
had to face sadistically cruel
adversity of fate at every turn of
his life. But he never gave up
and rose time ana time again
for a renewed struggle, “to
strive, to seek and not to yield".
It is not just the plot that made
this novel a masterpiece,
Hamsun's strong prose throbs
with immanent energy in every
line of the book. ‘The Hunger' is
siug)ly an experience that few
readers will ever forget.

Now come the ugly parts.
Hamsun was not a Nazi collab-
orator, but he was a fanatic
ideologue of the Nazi creed. He
hailed Nazism as the liberation

of human spirit from the
shackles of enervating
Christian morality. He saw
Hitler as a world historic su-
Berman, as envisioned by
riedrich Nietzsche, who was
going to establish the triumph
of human will once and for all.
He publicly mourned the suicide
of Hitler in 1945, when the
name Hitler was but the other
name of devil. So it's no wonder
that Hamsun became a centre of
bitter controversy as scon as
the German soldiers left
Norway in ‘45, a controver
that rages till now. But you
find very few connoisseurs of
literature who dispute the merit
of Hamsun. Hamsun was not a
flawlcss human being but he
was certainly a prose writer of

diabolical
many of the mental
the earlier half of this century
were outspoken advocates of a

genius. The fact is,
giants of

Fascist philosophy. Jack
London made no secret of his
‘might is right’ view of life but
that didn't make the author of “
The Call of The Wild" a lesser
writer. Ezra Pound, the doyen of
European poets, too hailed fas-
cism as the creed of new men in
a new age. Thousands of ex-
tremely brilliant minds of that
period fell under the hypnotic
spell of Nazi nihilistic roman-
ticism, a religion of irrational-
ity that rejected rationality as
purposelessly banal.

Nobel prizes are not awarded
for immaculate moral charac-
teristics, they are given for out-
standing achievements. Men
did not get Nobel prize for their
outstanding morality, but for
outstanding contributions to
the heritage of human knowl-
edge. Great man does not neces-
sarily mean great piousness, in
fact these seldom went together
hand in. hand. William
Shockley got the Nobel prize in
Physics in 1956 for his part in
the invention of semiconductor
transistors, a discovery that
sparked the second great elec-
tronic revolution and dawned a
new historic age, the informa-
tion age. But Shockley had an
extremely racist philosophy of
humanity and devoted the later
years of his life in a crank sci-
ence of race biology. Today he is
remembered as one of the most
controversial human beings,
but there is nobody who ques-
tions his Nobel for the transis-
tor. Contrary to what many
people like to preach, our world
simply isn't coloured in just
two shades, stark white and

itch black. One dimensional

uman beings are found in
myths and in imaginations.
Newton had some major char-
acter flaws that dominated the
later years of that greatest of
scientists and Einstein had
some controversial incidents in
his young days that he
to keep in a closet. But did these
blots make them any lesser in
stature? There are millions of
people with impeccable moral
character at any given instance.
But how many Newtons and
Einsteins are there?
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