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Violence cannot be the arbiter of political problems
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President's gamble
will itheal therift?

N I:WEI that surprised most except for those who might
. have beenprivy to it, President Prof [ajuddin Ahmed has
¢en over as Chief Advisor to Caretaker Government in
- addition to his responsibilities as the President of the Repub-
Wem taking the oath may have brought about a care-

government, but the rift between the major political
forces that had stalked the issue of who should be the care-
taker government chiefhas notbeen healed.

‘The political divide that caused the rift was reflected in the
oath-taking ceremony which remained unattended by the
_mainstream opposition as a whole. Eminent citizens, busi-
ness unity and professional groups were thinly repre-
at all. The President is drawn into what has so far
‘been a bone of contention between the ruling alliance and
th& ﬁbsiﬂun.

Hawwer the opposition in its reaction neither accepted

| nor :b}ected the President's takeover as caretaker govern-

ment chief. They said they would observe his actions and
react accordingly. We thank the opposition for its pragmatic
- reaction. This effectively defuses the immediate tension on
the ground. People will no doubt feel relieved at this.

The whole spirit of the constitutional provision for the
caretaker government rests on the principle of a consensus-
based choice of the chief advisor and other advisors to the
caretaker government. This principle seems to have been
ironicallysetaside. That the decision was not consensual, the
manner in which it was arrived at smacked of lack of trans-
parency in the process undertaken and the pursuit of a con-
sensus was not given a full chance can hardly be over
emphasised.

True, a quick decision was needed to avert the growing

nty surrounding governance but in matters of cru-
cial national decision-making, the process must not only be
fair but must also be seen to have been fair. Otherwise, all
sorts of complications could arise for want of a broad-based
consultative outcome.

Undoubtedly, there are questions in the public mind
whether all the five options provided by the constitution for
the choice of a caretaker government chief have been
‘exhausted before the President took the decision he did.
Definitely, the fifth option of an eminent citizen acceptable
to allwas notevenseriously tried.

The presidential decision came as a fait accompli and he
inherits a fragmented nation. Depending on his appoint-
ment of advisors and the manner in which he acquits himself
in the next few days and weeks will show whether people will
have any faith in his ability to deliver his main task, namely, a
free and fair election. The nation and the world are looking
and he will be only as good as his actions, selection of advi-
sozs,speechas that follow his oath-taking ceremony.

Brutalkillings

| P,olmcal parties should restrain their workers

',-1 : ff condemn the recent lulllngs on the roads in

" the name of political demonstration. The live
. depiction of people being bludgeoned to death on
the roads in the most gruesome manner came as rude shock
to the peace loving citizens of the country. Demonstrators
chased one another with blunt weapon, in some cases with
small firearms, and at certain points some of them went
totally berserk.

- It was indeed a free-for-all on Saturday and Sunday when
feuding party workers took law in their hands. They fought
one another in a bid to take control of the key points in the
city as well as in the district towns. The sights of clashes were
horrendous in their manifestation and deplorable by any
definition. We fail to comprehend why the keepers of lawand
order were not seen to be as active in quelling the frenzied
crowd as they were in the last five years. Their timely and
prudentaction might have saved those lives.

The frenzy of the political workers, as demonstrated from
time to time, reflect the entrenched viciousness in our poli-
tics. Political leaders are inherently intolerant to the opinion
or rightful demands of other political parties and such atti-
tude filters down to the workers in the lower rungs of the

' party. There is widespread belief that the violence unleashed
| on Saturday was the result of inciting words of the senior

leaders of various political parties, which was virtually per-
ceived as the war cry.

‘We have reasons to feel that though political leaders always
talk about the welfare of the people, in reality they remain
least affected when people die on the roads in most hapless
manner. But such medieval system of politics is antithetical
to thedemocraticaspiration of the people.

We hope all the political parties would ask their supporters
and activists to show utmost restraint on the roads while
demonstrating their points of view,
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With the exchange of rhetoric and threats of retaliating violence mih \rlolenw time is
the most crucial factor for the president. But the political parties must also rein in their
activists and stop the violence immediately. It needs hardly to be said that our political
leaders must display more wisdom in addressing political issues. Otherwise,
democracy in our country will be dealt a severe blow, politics will get an even worse
name, and more and more of our progenies will feel ashamed to be Bangladeshi.

[This piece was written prior to the
assumption of the office of chief
adviser by the president.|

E have had a glimpse,
over the past 24 hours,
of the lawlessness and

chaos as a consequence of the
failed dialogue, We saw brutality of
unspeakable magnitude, pitched
battles between activists of the AL,
BNP and Jamat, loss of lives, and
destruction of private and public
property, not to speak of the tre-
mendous inconvenience to the
people returning home from the
Eid holidays,

But was this inevitable? Should
not the political parties display
more prudence in their behaviour
and realise that political differ-
ences cannot be solved through
violence and confrontation?
Neither the image of the country
nor the state of our politics will be
served, nor can the current prob-
lem be solved through violence
and physical confrontation. The
spate of clashes that saw attacks
and counter attacks by the activ-
ists of the BNP, Jamaat, and AL on
each other have so far cost more
than adozen lives.

The violence, bordering on
mayhem, that we witnessed all
over the country would convey to
the ordinary man that in
Bangladesh the final arbiter of
political disputes is not logic, nor
the existing constitutional provi-
sions, nor the court of law, noer

flexibility or tolerance in

approachinga seeminglyintracta-
ble situation, but raw muscle
power manifested through perpe-

tration of violence on political
opponents.

The call by one of the parties to
come prepared with staves and
sticks in case the government did
not meet its demands regarding
the head of the caretaker govern-
ment, with similar riposte by the
other political party, could only be
a recipe for violence. And that is
what we saw on the streets in
various parts of the country
recently.

However, there is no further
excuse for any delay, neither is
there any impedimenta for the
president to appoint the chief of
the caretaker government, now
that the first in line for reckoning
to that post, Justice KM Hasan, the
person at the centre of the current
political crisis, has expressed his
unwillingness to take up the post,
atlast.

The potential constitutional
crisis, as some averred might have
ensued if Justice Hasan were
bypassed for the sake of avoiding
further violence stemming from a
serlous political discord, no lon-
ger exists, Neither is there any
scope for further dialogues
between the two parties, as the
president has suggested they sit
down to, since they have failed to
rise to the occasion to prevent a
likely volatile situation stemming
from their mutually exclusive and
antagonisticstance,

The ball is firmly in the presi-
dent's court and he must not
waste time dribbling with it. He
must play it deftly to deliver the
country from a political crisis,
which may witness increased

violence in the country, within the
constitutional prescriptions. He
must rise above personal or party
predilections,

One might ask why took it so
long for Justice Hasan to decide
that it was not for him to assume
the role of the caretaker head,
given the tremendous uncertainty
that we were cast into with the
BNP-led coalition and the AL-led
14-party alliance, respectively,
opting to hold fast to their support
for, and opposition to, the former
chief justice. One finds i?
extremely difficult to ascribe to
Justice Hasan the lack of
perceptivity of the possible out-
come in the event he took over the
post of the head of the interim
government.

If it was the sake of the coun-
try's well being that has compelled
him not to take up the post, was it
not better coming sooner than
now? A safe assumption as to why
his refusal to take over the care-
taker chief's role was so late in
coming would be that Justice
Hasan's expression of his non-
availability now was notofhis own
volition, and the fact thathe did he
not give it sooner was not of his
own free will either. Clearly he was
being back seat driven. He was
under the diktat of those that
wanted to see him as the head of
the caretaker government at any
cost, and had resorted to very
disingenuous means to ensure
that waswhat actually happened.

But, be that as it may, the coun-
try is being made to suffer because
the political parties had taken
irreconcilable stances on the issue

of Justice KM Hasan. Most feel that
they had put their party interests
before all else. It was not that they
did not see it coming, but couldn’t
bother less about the public
inconvenience, or the potential
adverse impact on the country's
economy, let alone the "image"
that the politicians are so sensitive
about. Had itbeen so they would
have worked out a modus vivendi
to tide over the impasse without
the violence, that was entirely
avoidable, but, nonetheless,
something that they were not
unwilling to countenance. The
violence that we have witnessed
over the last 24 hours may inten-
sify unless the president takes
immediate action to quellit.

It is indeed a sad commentary
on the state of our politics and the
political adroitness of our leaders.
This was summed up by a young
lady stranded on the outskirts of
the capital on her way back from
Eid holidays, She minced no
words in saying that she was
ashamed that she was a citizen of
Bangladesh where politics has
degenerated to merely attaining
power, or clinging on to power.
The common peaople did not
matter. It perhaps echoes the
feeling of many Bangladeshis
about the utter irresponsibility
displayed by our paliticians in
tackling sensitive political issues.

There are bound to be discords
in a democratic set up. But in a
mature democracy political dis-
cords are resolved politically,
without taking recourse to vio-
lence. To sagacious politicians the
interest of the peaple comes first;

after all, that is the purpose of
politics. But not so in Bangladesh.
The be all and end all is attaining
POWET.

With the exchange of rhetoric
and threats of retaliating violence
with violence, time is the most
crucial factor for the president.
But the political parties must also
rein in their activists and stop the
violence immediately. It needs
hardly to be said that our political

leaders must display moré wis-
dom in addressing polltlcnﬂnue&
Otherwise, democracy in our
country will be dealta severe blow,
politics will get an even worse
name, and more and more of our
progenies will feel ashamed to be
Bangladeshi. d

The author is Editor, Defensa & Slmhﬁ:ﬁﬂah.
The Daily Star.
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~* MABDULHAFIZ

HURCHILL believed
that politics was almost

as exciting as war, and

‘quite as dangerous. One cannot

but agree with the comparison
after witnessing what has gone
on for weeks in the name of
dialogue between the two
archrivals of the country's poli-
ties, and the paranoid public
anxiety surrounding it.
However, the dangerous part
of the analogyis about to unravel
only now, when the BNE, after
feigning innocence and reason-
ableness by dutifully going
through the maotions of an
interlocution, is back to its self-
sameness.
_ Its redoubtable secretary-
general is learnt to have
declared, in unequivocal terms,
that Justice KM Hasan would be

Hobmthstandmg the Iaudatory initiative of the busmass cnmmumty and mnl sanety
for resolving the current impasse, what cannot but be said is that their non-partisan
stance, and insistence on the two sides reaching an understanding through mutual
concession or give and take, went perfectly in favour of the establishment responsible
for creating the impasse. Itis a crime to pretend neutrality in an hour of national crisis,
as the Greek philosopher Plato once said.

the head of the caretaker admin-
istration, something that consti-
tuted the bone of contention
both before and during the
course of dialogue. Throwing off
the unnecessary veil of preten-
sion at long last he summarily
dismissed the iden of any alter-
native to the arrangement
scripted earlier. To add insult to
injury he, however, expressed
the desire to continue with the
dialogue, perhaps to avoid the
re5ponsibility of the talk's fail-
ure,

This development wasn't
entirely unexpected.
Preparations were made by the
BNP-led four party alliance,
throughout its five year rule, to
recapture the citadel of power
to safeguard its plundered
wealth and to perpetuate the

pernicious practice through
depravity of any kind.

The kurta-clad Jamaatis and
the suited politicians of nation-
alist brand are beholden to each
other on this point of having the
bestofboth the worlds.

Even if they miserably failed
to govern the country, making a
mess of everything affecting
public life like power, water, gas
and fertilizers, as well as the
prices of the essentials and
basic security, they never hid
their unabashed zeal in doctor-
ing the next general election, an
obvious hurdle in their power
game.

Through organized repres-
sion and political killings they
got rid of the star leaders and
activists of the opposition. They
politicized the entire adminis-

tration, with favourites placed in
key positions. In a series of
clever moves in the judiciary
they ensured the appointment of
a party man as the head of the
caretaker government. As
regards the election commis-
sion, and its bizarre and biased
activities, the less one speaks,
the better.

They cannot let this blue-
print go haywire only because
the ragtag Awami League of
today objects to it. Failing to
brush aside the oppositions'
electoral reforms proposal,
when they finally took cogni-
zance of it, they considered the
opposition's agitation and activ-
ism to be mere pinpricks, and
combated it as a matter of ordi-
nary law and order problem. But
when the demand gained

momentam and  grew, increas-
ingly violent, in the power wield-
ers' established policy of blow-
ingand hot and cold, the alliance
government thought it prudent
to agree to a secretary-level talk,
presumably to buy time and in
the process tame the apposition.

Already beaten hollow and
shattered by the officially-
backed BNP cadres, the AL per-
force swallowed the bait, spark-
ing unprecedented optimism
among the public. It was an
ecstatic moment for the nation
which instinctively pinned its
hopes on the dialogue.

Yet, no discerning observer
could have missed the alliance's
shrewd move behind its indefi-
nitely marking time and stretch-
ing the time frame of the dia-
logue to its elastic limit -- a point
where the question of constitu-
tional limitation could be conve-
niently raised, and the opposi-
tion persuaded to accept the fait
accompli of Justice Hasan as the
head of the caretaker govern-
ment. In hindsighe, Jalil was
hardly a maich for Bhuiyan's
guile,

Notwithstanding the lauda-
tory initiative of the business
community and an assorted civil
society for resolving the current
impasse, what cannot but be

R
gaid, is, that  their nonspagtisgn

- stance, and insistence on the (wo-

sides reaching an understanding
through mutual concession or
give and take, went perfectly in
favour of the establishment -
responsible for creating the
impasse with foulintentions.

So, any concession given to it
will be tantamount to the aceep-
tance of conditions prejudicial
to a free and fair election, While
appreciating the business com-
munity's concern ane patriotic
impulse, it ought to be said that
the approach is faulty It is a
crime to pretend neutrality in an
hour of national crisis, as the
Greek philosopher Plato once
said, When taking sides, it may
not necessarily be in favour of a
party or person. One can take the
side of a cause, which, in the
present case, is a credible elec-
toral process.

The shape of things: with
regard to the country's politics
remains unclear. Neither s it
clear how the authorities will
contain the escalating violence.
What is, however, obvious is that
the polity is once again on the
brink, and in the throes of a fresh
violence portending a long
period of uncertainty.

]

Brig(retd) Haffz s former DG of BUISS. -

There has baen a hlstom teudeucy in Delhi to confuse a Palustan pnlu:y for a forelgn
policy. It is perfectly rational that Pakistan should be a primary concern, since war, in
hot, cold, and intermediate forms, has always been an undercurrent of the Indo-Pak
relationship. But India has to rise above turning Pakistan into an obsession. India has
more than one neighbour; India should have a larger vision of its place in the world, and
indeed the world's place in India.

1M mtfbe music to Pranab
Mukherjee's ears. Defence is

L a curious ministry in Delhi,
ﬁmmdtnx responsibility without
power. One former prime minister,
whose expesience taught him the
walue of subservience, and whose
mmm:shthlmmwaluenf
Even mﬂﬁudhnissdefemeus
the toy  The toy in question
was the plane which is the minister’s

gn.r-;he top job at
toplaywith.

al politician, the
fenceisthatithasno
stituency. Home is
» d

muchindemand becauseit provides
the greatest opportunity to influence
events: Kargil was an honourable,
defensive, limited engagement. The
last defence minister who emerged
with an enhanced reputation was
Jagjivan Ram, who held the portfolio
during the 1971 war. That was also
the last real war which India fought
and won. The best that an eminent
politician like Sharad Pawar might
sayafterastintinthe jobisthathe did
notdoanydamage to himself.

The defence minister's principal
job is to ensure that the capability of
the armed forces is always a few
regiments/missiles/planes greater
than the enemy. He is therefore by
far the biggest purchaser in the
government. -

i
»

The arms bazaar is arguably the
world's most corrupt legitimate
business. Since security issuchaholy
cow,; the arms dealer knows that he
can get away with a pricing policy
that would invite howls of derisive
anger in any other deal. The efficacy
of a product is no guarantee against
corruption. If there is one gun that
has proved its worth to [ndian secu-
rity then surely it is Bofors. The whiff
of acrid fumes from that smoking
gun still permeates through Indian
politics. George Fernandes has
discovered what can happen to a
lifetime reputation for fiscal honesty.
Accusationsdonothavetobe proved
to condemn a politician. Just making
them is enough. There is simply too
much sleaze, and very few strains of

khadiare immune fromdirt.

Pranab Mukherjee had reached
that point in his tenure where mud
had begun toleavea patternuponhis
reputation. It was just the moment
for a switch, for the next session of
Parliamentis likely to see a greatdeal
of Scorpene mud flying across the
hall, The switch is brilliant, because
the new defence minister, AK

.Antony, is allegedly made of stainless

steel. He will need all the stainless
steel in his armour to deflect the
mud. Dr Manmohan Singh has
proved wiser than his predecessor
Atal Behari Vajpayee, who restored
Fernandes when the [atter, by any
political yardstick, has passed his
shelf-lifein the ministry.
[stheforeign ministry lowerinthe

pecking order of Delhi's hierarchy?
The questionis odd, since the foreign
minister notonly has acrucial role to
play in policymaking but also has a
politicaljob to do.

Pranab Mukherjee takes over at a
moment when there is a serious job
waiting to be done. Ever since Natwar
Singh's sudden departure, the foreign
ministry has been an orphan. The
prime minister's efforts to play surro-
gate mother have merely exposed his
inadequacies in a nuanced responsi-
bility. Pranab Mukherjee is fortunate
in his new foreign secretary, Shiv
Shankar Menon, an excellent career’
diplomat without either baggage or,
worse, pretensions. Together they
might, as a start, consider clearingup
three confusions.

Therehas been ahistorictendency
in Delhi to confuse a Pakistan policy
for a foreign policy. It is perfectly
rational that Pakistan should be a
primary concern, since war, in hot,
cold, and intermediate forms, has
always been an undercurrent of the
Indo-Pak relationship, But India has
to rise above tuming Pakistan into an
obsession. India has more than one
neighbour; India should have a larger
vision of its place in the world, and
indeed theworld's place inIndia.

Worse, Pakistan policy in the last
year or so can best be described as-

|

legwork. When Delhi is in a mood for
goodwill, itsknee begins to jerk. When
terrorism inevitably comes back into
focus, anger tums into a footlash.
There is often the absurdity of the
knee jerking towards goodwill while,
simultaneously, the foot begins to
kick Itisnot, to say the [east, the most
elegant form of diplomatic ballet.
Pakistan policyneeds greater balance,
more composure, less romanticism
andsustained engagement.

The second confusion is a direct
by-product of Dr Manmohan Singh's
almost personal drive to create a
nuclear deal with the United States. |
have said this before, and it bears
repetition: there is nothing wrong
with the idea barring those little
intrusive and unacceptable
conditionalities that could compro-
mise India's independent nuclear
military capability. But the manage-
ment of this policy is flawed by a
fundamental misunderstanding of
foreignpolicy.

We have made a basic mistake in
confusing George Bush with America.
We have a Bush policy rather than an
America policy. Obviously, an
American presidentis the keytomany
doors in Washington, but a more
careful and professional approach
would have calibrated the outcome
by measuring, coolly, how much

political capital Bush had left after
the Iraq quagmire, and how much of
this capital he was ready to spend on
selling a difficult deal on terms that
wouldbe acceptableto India.

I imagine that a few people in
Delhi at this moment are as anxious
about the results of the
Cangressional elections in the first
week of November as Bush is. If Bush
Is defeated, he will spend the next
two lame-duck years trying to rescue
his Republican Party from the conse-
quences of a military and political
debacleinlraq. Hehasalready begun
to admit, albeit reluctantly, that he
did not quite know what he was
doing.

The third on my list is possibly
more self-delusion than confusion.
For some months now, this govern-
ment has been signalling, privately,
thatall opposition to the US nuclear
deal, or to Bush, is "communal."
Such an assumption comes easily to
a non-political mind. It was surely
fuelled by the sight of a hundred
thousand Muslims demonstrating
against Bush's visit to Delhi. When
Bush uses terms like "[slamic fas-
cism" and is responsible for count-
less innocent deaths, it is hardly
unnatural for Muslims to feel that
they have been made victims of a
powerful individual's megalomania.
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Ascitizens ofafree country they have
every right to express their views. If
Dr Singhhad not confused Bush with
America, he would have séerva larger
reality: that the majority of
Americans are liberal and demo-
cratic, and they would be fooled for
onlysomeofthe time.

One of the great failings of our’
present foreign policyis thatwe have
withdrawn from our traditional areas
of influence for fear of upsetting
George Bush. We are, mostvitally, not
engaged in the Middle East when
great crises in that region will shape
events aver the foreseeable future.
We have diluted our credibility by
weakening our voice. [raq hasbeen a
traditional friend of Inclia but there is
no evidence of history in the govern-
ment's policy towards the country or
the region. India could have been,
and should have been, a player in the
conflict-resolution process that will
be the next phase of the Middle East
dynamic.

That reservoir of goodwill for
India is not completely empty.
Pranab Mukherjee, who worked so
closely with Mrs Indira Gafidhi,
should know that. He is now in a
position toreplenishthatreservoir.

And he does nothave much time.
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