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umbilical links to the ruling

less than pious.

administration.
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modesty.

EC powerless before
partisan recruitment
With what neutrality does it begin?

T seems that the government is hell-bent on creating all
sorts of suspicion and misgiving in the public mind
about the ability of the Election Commission (EC) to
conduct free and fair elections in the country. The
caderisation of the EC at the election officers' level demon-
strated by the recent induction, albeit through the PSC, ofa
large. number of Upazila Election Officers (UEQ), with

alliance, has only helped to

reinforce the suspicion. Our apprehensions and distress are
further intensified by the Chief Election Commis-
sioner(CEC)'s express inability to do anything aboutit.

One has noticed with dismay the gradual politicisation of
the administration, of the police and the bureaucracy, the
subtleties, inacts that cannot escape even the less than scru-
tinising eyes, of enhancing the service limits of the high
court judges, the motives behind which may be considered

Institutions like the Caretaker Government, perhaps the
only of its kind in a parliamentary democracy came about
due to the relentless struggle and demand of the people to
be provided with the opportunity to elect their representa-
tir2s to the parliament in a free and fair manner. Many

andments to the Constitution and existing laws were
1. ude to ensure that the pretenders of democracy did not
trample the sanetity of the hallowed principle of free and fair
elections. The EC is one such institution that has the sacred
duty to uphold this principle. We feel that the credibility of
the EC will be severely dented if those that are appointed as
its officials, with the specific task of ensuring free and fair
polls are themselves suspect of lacking neutrality and the
CECbeingunableto doanything aboutit.

Nobody under the sun is apolitical. But there is a sea of
difference between a politically conscious officer and one
who has been an active cadre of a political party, whose
appointment is designed to tinker with the very process of
free election. The EC may seek shelter under technicalities
and bask in the assumed detachment of his constitutional
post and tout technical trivia to justify an ill-motivated
action of the government, but that will not help prevent loss
ofpublicconfidencein the system.

This reinforces our call for urgent electoral reforms to
make the EC really independent with an independent secre-
tariat, budget of its own and without the need to be
beholden to any institution of the government or the

It will be well for the CEC to remmember that election is not
_| a technical but a political process whose edifice is built on
““| public credibility, transparency and acceptance of the sys-
- | tem. LOFS %{upl.lblic confidence will cause the edifice to

Revolting scenes

Undemocraticto thecore

are simply shocked to have witnessed once

| again police highhandedness against opposition
activists, especially their women members dur-

ing the general strike onWednesday. The outrageous ways of
blocking women activists from practising their democratic
rights -- beating them, tugging at their clothes, using batons
on them, forcibly pulling them on to the nearby van -- all
these only go to show a disregard for minimum decency and

Whilst we condemn the police atrocity we also feel that
policemen on duty should not come under attack; but this is
oceurring due to a disappointment over roadblocks to the
opposition'slegitimate rights to demonstrate peacefully,

Sadly such a disturbing trend of using highhanded mea-
sures against opposition women activists during strike
hours is nothing new. We have in the past condemned it and
expressed our disgust at the lack of decency on the street.
The public deserve to know whether this is the only method
the authorities know to break up demonstrations and
silence dissent. As far as we know, the government has not
imposedanyban on strikes, demonstrations or processions.

In a democratic environment, the opposition parties have
a right to demonstrate and agitate in public so long as they
donotgoviolent or disrupt public peace. Itwasaclearexam-
ple of denyingthe opposition space on Wednesday. Why just
them, even the journalists were not spared police brutality
while discharging their duties.

Inching towards isolation

HE letter from sixteen
prominent US senators and

I | representatives (o Secretary
of State Condoleezza Rice, urging
her to recommend that President
Bush raise the issue of political
violence in Bangladesh at the UN
World Summit in New York, should
never have been written. [t cannot
but hurt the pride of every self-
respecting Bangladeshi.

But it is also fair to say that this
extrnordinary denunciation of the
current government is a direct
consequence of the government's
inaction in the face of the terrorist
atrocities that have marked its four-
year tentire.

The congressmen and women,
who include some of the most
respected names on both sides of
the paolitical aisle, did not mince
their words: "The possibility of
Bangladesh becoming a failed state
and the base of operations for inter-
national terrorist organizations
should be part of [the!summit]
discussions.” '

The question that needs to be
asked at this point is whether the
letter is of any real political conse-
quence, orifitis simply a tempest in
ateacup, thatsignifies very little.

It should be mentioned that the
signatories to the letter are either
Democrats or moderate Republi-
cans, with little or no influence over
the Bush administration and its
foreign policy, and that, as it hap-
pens, President Bush did not take
the bait.

He did not raise the issue of politi-
cal violence in Bangladesh at the
sumimnit, and has apparently chosen,
to ignore the letter, or at least
decided that any issues the U'S
would like to raise with Bangladesih
can be discussed on a bilateral basis
and need not be raised in public.
Secretary of State Rice met with the
PM while she was in New York to
attend the summit.

But it is a point worth noting th at
this is not the first indication of

dent of the Bank to push the policy
imperatives supported byhis former
boss, President Bush.

There is no question that, in the
next three years at least, we are likely
to see a more coordinated approach
from the US government and the
World Bank when it comes to Ban-
gladesh, which accord the remarks
made by Dr. Wallich and Dr
Wolfowitz anincreased significance.

Sowhen the new head af the Bank
goes on record to suggest that "wha\ b
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tions."

Also interesting to note in the
letter is the lawmakers' stated con-
cern for "serious consequences for
regional peace and security." This s
a more or less unmistakable refer-
ence to the long-standing Indian
complaint that the Bangladesh
government is permitting North-
Eastern insurgents to operate from
Bangladeshi territory and to New
Delhi's fears that the inswmbility in
Bangladesh could spill aver into the
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The question now is what does all
this mean, if anything. It certainly
seems as though the events of
August 17 have been seen a serious
strike against the administration in
the eyes of the international com-
munity.

The administration no longer
appears to have any friends of note
outside the country who will stand
up for it, and the general consensus
in the international community
seems to be that, at best, the govern-

It might matter a great deal less if the government were more popular within its borders. But the corruption and
violence of the past four yjears together with steady rise in prices and fall in the standard of living have combined to
bring the ruling alliance into severe disrepute with the general public. With its support both inside and outside the
country rapidly crumbling, the government needs to give serious thought to how to turn things around. The

increasing isolation of the: country does none of us any good, and it isn’t doing the government any goad either.

impatience with the government's
fdilings among influential membrers
of the international community.

Last month, the hitherto diplo-
matic World Bank Country Direcitor
for Bangladesh Christine Wallich
gave a much talked about speech at
an international workshop on infia-
structure financing, in which she
chastised the government for the
corruption in infrastructure devel-
opment and public procurement.
What was noteworthy about Fier
speech was that for the first time Dr.
Wallich went significantly beyoind
her more muted and delicate criti-
cisms of governance failure of the
past.

It is perhaps no coincidence that
herspeech camehard on the heels of
the visit to Bangladesh made by the
new head of the World Bank. Pzl
Waolfowitz is better known for his
recently completed tenure as 1JS
Deputy Secretary of Defence, during
which he achieved notoriety as ane
afthe principal architects of the Irag
war, and there can be little doubt
that he will use his new role as presi-

happened last week [August 17]
should be a wake-up call for Bangla-
desh” itisworthtakingseriously. =

The recent reassignment of US
Ambassador Harry K. Thomas after
a scant two years in Bangladesh
could also indicate changes in the
relationship between the govern-
ment and the Bush administration.
Indeed, sources tell me,that there
had long been a difference of opin-
ion between Ambassador Thomas
and officials such as Assistant US
Secretary of State for South Asia
Christine Rocea on the approach to
be taken with respect to the Bangla-
desh government's inaction in the
face of terrorism and political vio-
lence,

It is possible that the return of
Ambassador Thomas to Washington
heralds the beginning of a new get

_tough policy on the government,

and that the Bush administration
will henceforth demand a more
active role in ensuring that Bangla-
desh not become (to quote the
letter) "a base of operations for
international terrorist organiza-

bordering Indian states. They were-
n'ttalking about Myanmar.

‘India has long been on record
expressing its alarm at the prolifera-
tion of religious extremism in Ban-
gladesh and the government's
apparent inability or unwillingness
to confront it. The most complete
statement of Indian displeasure
with the cumrent government was
delivered by Indian Foreign Secre-
tary Shyam Saran on the heels of
India's decision not to attend the
13th Saarc summit that was sched-
uled to be held in Dhaka in February.

Since then, the bilateral relation-
ship has improved considemably,
with Indian Foreign Minister Natwar
Singh's recent official visit to Ban-
gladesh the high point of the
renewed thaw. However, the serial
bomb blasts of August 17 have
rekindled concern that the situation
is not under control and the state-
ments made by senior cabinet
members implicating India in the
attacks have infuriated New Delhi
(the successful recently concluded
water talks notwithstanding).

ment is utterly unable to maintain
law and order within the country in
the face of terrdrist atrocity, and at
worst, that the government, or
elements within the government,
are tied to the extremists, which is
why they have heen able to act with
virtual impunity,

Eitherway, itseems asthough the
patience of the international com-
munity may finally be running very
thinindeed.

The next question is whether it
matters. Does it make adifference if
the US or the EU or anyone else for
that matter i8 running out of
patience with the current govern-
ment?

Let us not lase sight of the fact
that, for all its shortcomings, the
alliance government has been
democratically elected, and that
whether its performance in office
merits re-election should be a
matter solely for the people of this
country to determine, and no one
else,

In addition, I am not one for
conspiracy theories, and [ do not

things around.
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think that we need {0 worry abu?xt
any foreign power directly infiu.
encing events here. But, by the
same token, it would be naive to
assert that public opinion beyond
our borders is wholly irrelevant to
domestic political considerations.

Politics here, among other
things, is a confidénce game.
People like to go with winners --
that way they can best gamer the
spoils of the patronage system that
dictates so much in this country. If
people getthe idea thatone partyor
other has lost favour with the big
powers, then thatwill likely have an
effect on how they vote or how far
out on a limb they are prepared to
gointherun-up toavote.

Not only that, but the flow of
foreign investment that this gov-
ernment has been courting so
assiduously is likely to be
impacted by the poor image of the
administration overseas. No one
doubts that self-reliance and
national pride are a good thing,
but at the same time we live in an
inter-connected wuorld, and the
state of our relations with other
countries is a very legitimate focus
of concern. No one can tike pride
or comfort in the fact that Bangla-
desh's relations with friendly
nations have taken ahit.

It might matter a great deal less
if the government were more
popular withinits borders. Butthe
corruption and violence of the
past four years together with
steady rise in prices and fall in the
standard of living have combined
to bring the ruling alliance into
severe disrepute with the general
public.

With its support both inside and
outside the country rapidly crum-
bling, the government needs to give
serious thought to how to turn
The increasing
isolation of the country does none
ofusany good, and itisn't doing the
government any good either.

Zafar Sobhan s Assistant Editor of The Dally Star.

The smile

E was sitting in a corner,

sipping on his drinkwhen

his eyes locked in on a
face smiling at him. She fluttered
her eyelashes for several times
before the smile radiated from her
lips to the eyeis, She tilted her head
and bobbed it down as if she were
trying to say something to him.
Women are the jglory of creation, he
said to himself} and returned her
smile, Allah be praised. She
responded to him by closing her
eyes like a brooding cat, when it's
petted on the head. His nervous
heart jumped like a frog and he
thanked holy heavens for this Iucky
day. !

One lazy afternogn on a summer
day, he was burning; with the pas-
sion that overcomes young boys
coming of age. His coiusin told him
on the roof of his house that man's
fute was to find the ‘woman, who
was made from a rib taiken from his
chest. But he never thought it was
going to be like this, finding his
woman in a restaurant where he
was waiting to eat. His chest
swelled with a spurt of joy as If his
ribs were glad to find their long lost

friend. God works in mysterious
ways, he thought, and took a deep
breath.

He looked again and she smiled
again, pouting her lips in a luscious
ofanner that could send a thousand
men to their deaths. In his long
years if he had learned one thing
about women, it was that the mys-
tery of the universe was hidden in
them. Their eyes held the depth of
oceans, their glances dwarfed
many mountains. Their lips carried

swayed her head from side to side
to the rthythm of music playing
inside the room. He didn't know
what to do or say. For a,while he
thought he should walk up to her
ancd start 4 conversation.

Just then a second thought
crossed his mind. The heart of a
woman has the strength of a dense
forest. One could never claim to see
it through from end to end. Who
was she and why she should take
interest in him? He tried to remem-
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The woman was pulling a long face now, her head lowered
again. If men were wax, women were fire. If men were steel, women were magnet. If men were flies, women were
flames. Flesh to flesh, yet the mystery of the universe transpired between them. It was his turn now, to meet his
woman, raise a family, and perpetuate that mystery in the cycle of life and death.

upper lip, blowing air into the
bangs of hair hanging over her
forehead. When he looked again,
she smacked her.lips-as if to
announce that she wasn't getting
enough attention from him.

But he wished to think a little
longer, wondering how a crowd
could become the loneliest place
on earth, remembering how he
grew up unnoticed and ignored,
craving for attention in a house full
of loved ones. Loneliness arouses a

in a gaze fixed on the table. Glory of ¢

face now, her head lowered in a
gaze fixed on the table. Glory of
creation! He thought again. If men
were wax, women were fire. lf men
were steel, worien were magnet. If
men were flies, women were
flames. Flesh to flesh, yet the mys-
tery of the universe transpired
between them. It was his turn now,
to meet his woman, raise a family,
and perpetuate that mystery in the
cycleoflifeanddeath.
Foralong time the woman didn't

nectar of fruits, breath reeking with
fragrance of rose. Their voice lilted
the music of flutes, laughter
resounded shattering glasses, Their
smile shone like a beaming sun,
their tears flowed like surging tides.
Dark clouds floated in their hairs, a
thousand galaxies roamed their
minds. When they speak, look, sing,
smile, weep, love and hate, nature
sets in motion to destroy and cre-
ate.

Shewaivedat the waiter and said
something to him, and then looked
sstraight in the direction of where he
was sitting. For a moment he
thought a sharp knife had just gone
through his heart, realizing how he
was unprepared to looka woman in
the eye. She smiled again, and

ay

ber if he had met her before. Could
she be one of his distant relatives,
whom he hadn't seen since she was
a kid? It happened to one of his
friends who made a pass atasteam-
ing beauty in a shopping mall, and
came home to find that the girl was
hisniece from adistant cousin.
Relationship defies the law of
mathematics when multiplications
diminish familiarity and create
strangers amongst kith and kin. He
grew up in the solitude of an
immense house, which swarmed
with people, relatives, visitors, and
servants until they all vanished,
ane by one, in the stretch of life, to
get married, to find jobs, to raise
families. She was now looking
bored, herlowerlip curved over the

OPINION

terrible hunger, seething in the
veins with a raging void, hurting
like a napalm bomb that sucks out
the air before burning everjthing
withinits pocket.

A man is aroused when he is
either full or empty. It comes o him
after a good meal, when heiswined
and dined, when he [s content and
life feels like a breeze in the soring.
But it also comes to him n the
midst of worries, when he is afraid
and anxious, when he feels deso-
late, abandoned and challenged.
Players feel it before a gams, sol-
diers feel it before they go i war,
and vagabonds feel it every time
they realise that they have nothing
lefttolose.

The woman was pulling 1 long

raise her eyes and quietly ate the
food served to her. Meanwhile, the
waiter had also laid out his lunch
when he waited for her to lift her
face and look at him again. Sud-
denly he felt annoyed lest she
thought he would like to become
plaything to het! Then he knew that
women were unpredictable, What
they showed wasn't always what
they meant. Perhaps it was her
revenge for the time he spent think-
ing and not paying attention to her.

It ogeurred to him that this was
part of that satne mystery, which
was chasing its logical conelusion
in the fatal attraction between
man and woman. Life was noth-
ing but a relay race, passing from
father to son conceived in the

wombs of women who came as

mothers, who came as wives. It

was destiny that inade things

happen, whereas! love, sex, and_
marriagc WEre mere excuses to

bring two bodies into predeter-

mined union.

His heart was about to explode
when she finally raised her head
and looked towards him. But this
time she wasn't making any eye
contact with him, her face heavyas
the laden sky before monsoon
rain. He smiled at her, but she
looked away, and it amused him to
think that the wrath of a waman
could make her silly. He smiled
again, she looked away again, her
eyes going over his head as if she
was looking for someone, who was
sitting behind him. '

The blood was beginning to
boil inside him. Why did he have
to meet this woman inside this
restaurant where he had come for
no other business but to eat one
meal? Why did she have to smile
at him, and why did he have to
believe that she was smiling at
him on this day which was not
different from any other day?

The ribs in his chest started to
ache as if they felt cheated by one
of them, Before he knew what
happened, she sprang up on her
feet and ran towards the
the time he turned around to look
where she was going, she had
disappeared into the belly of a car
which sped awayin the blinkof an
eye and vanished inta the traffic
onthe road. ar
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An apology

SHAMSHER CHOWDHURY

do not know whether any one
within the government or
from ecivil society has yet
regretted or apologised to Mrs.
Sarbajit Chakrabarty, wife of the
Deputy High Commissioner of
, India in Bangladesh, for the inci-
dent that took place at the city's
‘Bashundhara complex.
. Ifor one would like to do so on
behalf of mysell Surely [ would
even go to the extent of apologis-
ing on he’h'alff;af-the_ entire nation,
but T am hesitating since this may
@Mmm authorities in our
vernment. Such Incidents are
deed far from desirable. It is
twice unfortunate when it hap-
pens involving o lady, whether
belonging to the diplomatic com-
munity orfrom civil society.
It is not a guestion as to who
1A

r

triggered off what, the very first
action of the relevant governmen-
tal authority should have been to
tender an apology right away. An
apology on behalf of the complex
owners would also be a highly
welcome gesture, and would go a
long way in resolving this most
undesirable debacle causing
tensions between our neighbour
and us.

I do not hold any kind of brief
for the Indian High Commission in
Bangladesh, but certainly as a
conscious citizen of this country |
believe that the indident has only
added to the list' of failures in
providing adequate security to
diplomats and their families. The
people of the diplomatic commu-
nity are yet to overcome the horror
of the bomb blast in Sylhet in
which the British High Commis-

-‘rsi aner narrowly escaped-death.
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Although a case has bewn registered in this regard and t
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hL law will "take its own course,

"i

tis common knowledge

that this course is often too long. Our administration has been known to have followed this path in many such similar
cases of high sensitivity only to create a visibility factor and buy time so that publie'memory, which is often
notoriously short, forget:s the issue altogether and the whole thing becomes a mere matter of the past.

While the security of the entive
country Is threatened by terrorisit
acts and acute law and order situa -
tion, surely an incident of this
nature further complicates mat-
ters. The administration is contin-
ually harping on how our nation's
image is being tarnished at home
and abroad by a vested quarter,
but with incidents like this no
vested quarter will be required to
damage our image here or over-
seas.

Following the reports in local
dailies, something else has con-
firmed my guspicion that, unlike

developed countries of the world,
the neo-rich of our country do
suffer from acute arrogance. [ am
convinced that extraordinary
wealth and arrogance at least here
in this country go hand in hand.

It baffles me as to how poorly
our people behave in given situa-
tions. It is but too well known that
the whole world today is on a
downward swing, but we seem to
jbe at the bottom of it all. Some
utern action should be taken
against individuals involved in the
iricident. It must not be pushed
under the carpet and forgotten.

This incident has also revived our
memory of the time when none
other than the High Commissioner
of India in Bangladesh, Mr. Samar
Sen, was fired upon and narrowly
escaped death sometime during
1974-75.

The administration may take
shelter under the excuse that an
incident of this kind is too isolated
and relates to some erratic behav-
iour of some individual/s and
hence may underplay the impor-
tance of the incident. But taking
that stance would be a blunder.
The malmr‘shoulzi be most serig

ously investigated and the culprits
_should be brought to justice. We
have aften experienced that vhen-
ever an individual of wealth and
influence in the society is involved
the matter is either hushed up or
an individual of lesser conse-
quence s made a scape-goat. It
mustnothappeninthis case.

It may appear far-fetched, but
there is no denying of the factthat
an incident like this is not hebing
in improving the already existing
strained relationship between us
and our neighbour, although it
must be said that the incidentwas

!
I e

purely accidental caused by the
thoughtless behaviourofa few.

We should also take a lesson
from the incident. Oflate there has
been too many incidents in which
security personnel have been
alleged to be highly non-
professional and even involved in

efts dnd robberies within jthe
curﬂp]exf the safety and security of
which were entrusted to them. The
ddministration and the owners of
large ergerprises and biisiness
houses should properly check out
both their professional capabili-
ties and integrity before they are
employed. Lodking back at the
ineident, I still wonder how come
the guards and other individuals
involved in the incident let mat-
ters goso far.

Although a case has been regis-
tered in this regard and the law will
"take its own course," it is com-

mon knowledge that this course is
often too long. Our administration
has been known to have [ollowed
this path in many such similar
cases of high sensitivity only to
create a visibility factor and buy
time so that public memory, which
is often notoriously short, forgets
the issue altogether and the whole
thing becomes 2 mere matier of
the past.

A total reliance on that line will
however be absolutely unwise for
the administration in this instance,
In this case, swift and sincere diplo-
matic moves by the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs is also called for, We
seem to have totally forgotten that
honesty of purpose and humility
are all time virtues anywhere [nany
society through eternity.

The author s a freelance contiibutor fo The Dally
Star



