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Of democracy and politics

—
LIGHTEN UP

"For this is not the liberty which we can hope, that no grievance ever should
arise in the Commonwealth, that let no man in this world expect; but when
complaints are freely heard, deeply considered, and speedily reformed, then is
the utmost bound of civil liberty attained that wise men look for."

MEGASTHENES

HE post Cold-War years

were in their initial phase

characterized, almost with a
touch of euphoria, as a period of
democratic renewal. Extravagant
claims were made for democracy.

Democracies do not make wars
against one another; there are no
famines in a democracy. There may
well sound theoretical and even
empirical grounds for such conten-
tions. Democracy may not have an
identical meaning or connotation
for all, and may come in varying
forms and shapes.

Some essential features, how-
ever, are constant. It means a
political dispensation that is
accountable, a certain degree of
transparency in government, and
the participation and support of
peoples.

It means policy-formulation and
decision-making through debate
and discussion, and not rule by fiat.
The element of consent is crucial;
ideally there should be a consen-
sual approach in respect of some
basicissues.

Democracy is inextricably linked

to politics, which is the obverse
aspect of politicians. If the end of all
political effort is the "well-being of
the individual in a life of safety and
freedom," then surely politics is a
noble calling and vocation, deserv-
ing of the utmost respect from all.

It is thus a singular irony that
politics -- and, at one remove,
politicians also -- in general are
viewed more with scepticism and a
sense of distrust than respect. And
this would apply not just in develop-
ing countries or present times
either. Comments of some eminent
personalities of different ages--who
were not entirely removed from
politics--would underscore this
point.

W.E. Gladstone, in his time the
Grand Old Man of British politics,
once took his young granddaughter
to Parliament. The House of
Commons in those times opened
with a prayer to which only mem-
bers were admitted. Perhaps it still
does.

The small girl asked her grand-
father the reason for prayers.
Gladstone replied that the Speaker
looked at the members and prayed
for the country. Gladstone's great

rival -- and Queen Victoria's favorite
-- Benjamin Disraeli was quite
assured that in politics, nothing was
contemptible; or in other words,
anything goes.

Disraeli is credited with having
coined the term "practical politics."
Mark Twain was never known to be
brimming with reverence for any-
thing or anybody. In a brief satirical
paragraph on Satan, Twain pro-
fessed neither any special regard
for him, nor prejudice against.

Twain did express respect for
Satan's talents though, as the latter
had "for untold centuries main-
tained the imposing position of
spiritual head of four-fifths of the
human race and the political head
of the whole of it," and thus surely
possessed "executive abilities of
the loftiest order."

For Swift, it was a Machiavellian
holy maxim of politics that "some
men should be ruined for the good
of others." According to Lord
Chesterfield, politicians neither
loved nor hated, and were directed
not by sentiments but interests. RL
Stevenson believed that politics
was the only profession for which
no preparation was thought neces-

sary.

To Emerson, politics was a
"deleterious profession." Jefferson
found a likeness between politics
and religion, to the extent that in
both, "torches of martyrdom" were
held up to the "reformers of error."

Writing in the 18th century,
Cowper had no doubt that the "age
of virtuous politics" had passed.
Prior to the age of Cowper, the
situation does not seem to have
been particularly edifying though.

Sallust, a better historian than
politician, lived before the Christian
era and observed that in public life
instead of "modesty, incorruptibility
and honesty", it was "shameless-
ness, bribery and rapacity" that
held sway.

Louis Howe, a close associate of
Franklin Roosevelt, in an address
to the Columbia School of
Journalism, could not have been
more blunt when he asserted that
one could not adopt politics as a
profession and remain honest.

And historian Henry Adams
wrote in 1907 that politics, "as a
practice, whatever its profession,
has always been the systematic
organization of hatreds." | should
perhaps include a few comments
that pertain to more recent times
and closer to our region.

The penultimate Viceroy of
British India, Field Marshal Lord
Wavell, in his diary quotes RA
Butler telling him that politics was a
"dishonest business." Butler was
perhaps the great prime minister
that Britain never had.

Wavell himself felt that politics
changed the ethical code of men
who would regard "themselves

normally as men of honesty and
principle." To him the political art
was "necessarily empirical and in a
sense dishonest." To be sure,
Wavell was not exactly enamoured
of politicians in general, whether
British or British Indian.

Four months into independence,
Mahatma Gandhi lamented that
politics had "become corrupt" and
anybody getting into "politics gets
contaminated." In 1970, General de
Gaulle drily observed: "In order to
become the master, the politician
poses as the servant." And in this
century and millennium, the majes-
tic New York Times commented
editorially that it was "risky to credit
any breathing politician with an
altruistic moment."

Democracy is a culture, mindset
and a continual process, and cer-
tainly goes beyond any
quinquennial or quadrennial event.
Elections though constitute the
touchstone of democracy. Pandit
Nehru writing in prison during the
Raj, described elections as extraor-
dinary phenomena that had a
curious way of upsetting tempers
and ordinary standards.

He confessed that the more he
saw of elections, "a wholly undemo-
cratic distaste of them" grew within
him. His comments related to the
1926 elections to the Legislative
Assembly and Provincial Councils.
In tone and tenor, Cicero of old
conveyed a very similar message,
when he deplored "our electioneer-
ing and scrambling for office." To
him, the entire process was "a most
wretched custom."

Every statement or quote on the
nature of politics may not be taken

literally. Allowance has to be made
for hyperbole and lampoon. Some
of the above comments may even
have been made in a moment of
bitterness, disappointment or
despair.

Even so such assertions do
suggest a certain trend in public
perception, across the globe and
over centuries. Democracy does
not always afford the most efficient
means of governance.

By its very nature and definition
it has to cater to a variety of inter-
ests. It thus falters and vacillates all
too often; difficult but much needed
decisions tend to be deferred.
Democracy cannot, as mentioned,
be de-linked from politics.

The late president of Pakistan,
Field Marshal Ayub Khan, at the
time of making the transition from
martial law to constitutional rule,
had mulled over the advantages of
party-less politics.

He did not persist when he found
that his own supporters were not
overly enthusiastic in this respect.
The constraints and functioning of a
democratic polity were summed up
-- somewhat facetiously -- by
Sydney Smith, a clergyman, writer
and wit, who lived in the 18th and
19th centuries. Smith feared that no
one could "affect great benefits for
his country without some sacrifice
of the minor virtues."

And yet democracy, as a con-
cept, as anideal and as a functional
polity, has extraordinary resilience.
It has endured for centuries, inlarge
measure because there really is no
other viable option of sustainable
governance.

Democratic governments enjoy

an acceptance and legitimacy, the
like of which even a most effective
authoritarian government cannot
claim or enjoy. Democracy pro-
vides, unlike autocratic rule, for
peaceful, orderly and constitutional
transition of power. And perhaps
most importantly, democracy is an
ideal.

The ideal may not always be
wholly realized or even approxi-
mated, but it invariably charts the
right course for peoples and
nations.

Bengalis, including, of course,
the people of Bangladesh, are said
to be individualistic, given to emo-
tions, and highly sensitive and
conscious politically. GK Gokhale,
president of the Congress in 1905,
the second youngest person to hold
that office, once suggested that
Bengalis were more nimble of mind
than any other people in India.

Not everyone would concur in
such lavish praise. Macaulay's
notoriously intemperate observa-
tions in respect of the "people of the
Lower Ganges" can still rankle.
Some would even discern under-
tones of racismin his comments.

Lord Wavell's comments on
Bengal and Bengalis, as recorded
in his diary, are not laudatory either.
All this may not be relevant today.
What is undeniably true is the fact
that good men and women, the
world over, share the same dreams
of lasting peace and happiness.

One may not expect miracles of
any government of any country,
although a people can have legiti-
mate and realistic expectations. To
be sure, different peoples and
nations will vary in their expecta-

tions from their governments.

In government, politics and
economics are intimately inter-
twined. Economic realities, expec-
tations and opportunities, naturally
enough, will not be the same in
every country. In the purely political
sphere, however, some basic
standards and parameters are
unexceptionable, and would apply
to any civilized people and demo-
cratic system.

Three centuries or so before the
adoption of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights,
Milton wrote: "For this is not the
liberty which we can hope, that no
grievance ever should arise in the
Commonwealth, that let no man in
this world expect; but when com-
plaints are freely heard, deeply
considered, and speedily reformed,
then is the utmost bound of civil
liberty attained that wise men look
for."

Most people of Bangladesh --
indeed one would think worldwide --
do not seek much more and surely
do not deserve anything less. The
caretaker government is in a true
sense a constitutional interlude that
separates two elected govern-
ments.

And yet it has shown in a matter
of weeks what may be achieved if
the will exists. Almost certainly this
will serve to heighten public expec-
tations of our governments in the
future.

Filtering out the arsenic of corruption

N

Will decades of the national nightmaﬁa be soon over, and will a new and
responsible government usher in an era of enlightened democracy, of
accountability, of law and order, of economic and educational opportunity for
all? Let's hope that the groundwork is now being laid for such an outcome, so
that future generations can look to this interim government as one that, after fits
and starts, found its calling and made good on its promise.

HASAN ZILLUR RAHIM

S Bangladeshis watch
enthralled the reeling in of
the corrupt "big fish" by

the military-backed caretaker
government, and let out a collec-
tive exultation of "finally!" an event
in the United States has added to
this exultation.

Dr. Abul Hussam, a chemistry
professor at George Mason
University in Fairfax, Virginia, won
the 2007 "Grainger Challenge
Prize for Sustainability" for devel-
oping an inexpensive, easy-to-
make system for filtering arsenic
from well water. Of Bangladeshi
origin, the concerned chemist
plans to donate the $1 million
prize money for distributing these
filters to needy communities
around the world.

Dr. Hussam was moved by the
plight of millions of Bangladeshis
poisoned by tube-well water laced
with arsenic -- leading to serious
skin conditions, tumours, breath-
ing difficulties, cancer, and ulti-
mately to agonizing death -- and
made it his quest to find a solution.

After experimenting with hun-
dreds of prototypes, he finally
found the right combination of
sand, charcoal, brick, and cast-
iron to filter out almost any trace of
arsenic from well water. In Kushtia
these systems are now being

produced at the rate of about 200
per week, at a cost of about $40
each. Over 30,000 filtration sys-
tems have already been distrib-
uted throughout the country.

Coming so soon after Dr.
Yunus's Nobel Peace Prize last
year, Dr. Abul Hussam's achieve-
ment ought to lift the heart of even
the most die-hard pessimist.

In light of Bangladesh's current
attempt to make corrupt kingpins
accountable for their past mis-
deeds, the success of Dr.
Hussam's discovery suggests a
compelling question: Will
Bangladesh finally be able to filter
out the arsenic of corruption,
greed, nepotism and misrule,
once and for all, from its govern-
ment, no matter who may be in
power?

Conscientious Bangladeshis
hung their heads in shame when
the Berlin-based Transparency
International ranked the country
as the most corrupt in the world
five years in a row, beginning with
2000. They witnessed with horror
the powerful and the unscrupu-
lous looting the country's treasury,
the widening gap between the rich
and the poor, and the encroach-
ment of religious dogma in public
discourse and government poli-
cies.

Both the Awami League and
the BNP indulged in thievery and

corruption with impunity, and
functionaries of both parties --
mercenaries, really -- created a
twilight zone in which their words
became the law. In this zone, only
the "fittest" thrived, the fittest
being those in or close to power,
and their henchmen down the
food chain.

Now there is hope that the
darkness may be lifting, that those
who abused power and amassed
fortunes at the expense of the
nation and its citizens will be
brought tojustice.

Because it is the army, backed
by the interim government, that is
spearheading the crackdown and
the cleansing mission, some
Bangladeshis are already protest-
ing that democracy is in danger.

What planet are they on?
Democracy cannot flourish in a
vacuum. It can thrive only in the
fertile soil of accountability,
responsibility, and good gover-
nance. When the soil is saturated
with the arsenic of greed, nepo-
tism, and solipsism, what thrives
is "thugocracy," not democracy.
This has been the sad lot of
Bangladeshis since 1991, follow-
ing the overthrow of the military
dictatorship of General Ershad.

The country has been kept
afloat not by any government in
power, but by the innate genius of
Bangladeshis -- the human capital

-- and their entrepreneurship and
creativity against all odds.

What is critical is for the interim
government to proceed with
prudence, and not try to bite off
more than it can chew. One mea-
sure of this prudence can be seen
in the systematic way in which the
army is being used to snag pro-
gressively "bigger fish" with every
passing day. Ultimately the big-
gest fish -- a select group distin-
guished by unimaginable fraud
and corruption across party lines -
- will have to be hauled in for
justice to prevail.

When | visited Bangladesh last
November, friends and relatives
told me repeatedly that if only the
government got off the backs of
the people, and those in power
(including the opposition) could be
held accountable for their actions,
the country could achieve won-
ders. While neighbouring India
was earning millions of dollars in
foreign exchange through call
centers and innovative software
and hardware, Bangladesh was
moving backward through debili-
tating hartals and plundering of
the nation's assets by the privi-
leged.

Will decades of the national
nightmare be soon over, and will a
new and responsible government
usher in an era of enlightened
democracy, of accountability, of
law and order, of economic and
educational opportunity for all?
Let's hope that the groundwork is
now being laid for such an out-
come, so that future generations
can look to this interim govern-
ment as one that, after fits and
starts, found its calling and made
good on its promise.

Hasan Zillur Rahim is a freelance contributor to
The Daily Star.
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|4I moderate figure like Balasingham, the

LTTE is expected to become more aggressive and stubborn in its approach towards
the peace process. Against this backdrop -- and amid growing reports about the
government's intentions to do away with the 2002 ceasefire deal as the basis of
future peace dialogue -- things are moving towards a major showdown in Sri Lanka
-=- with diminishing chances of resurrection of the peace process in the near future.

IMRAN KHALID

aggressive posture of Colombo

and the LTTE's obstinacy to
resurrect the peace dialogue, Sri
Lanka's three-decade-old ethnic
conflict seems to be heading towards
further escalation in the coming days.
Factually speaking, both the LTTE
and President Rajapakse's govern-
ment are simultaneously facing
serious internal, political and adminis-
trative problems that are pushing the
two sides to go for a showdown to
defuse theirinternalissues.

The minority government of the
ruling Lanka Freedom Party is still
struggling to ensure a simple majority
in the parliament. To achieve this
objective, President Mahinda
Rajapakse has expanded the cabinet
to accommodate the defectors from
the opposition so as to "secure" a
simple majority for his party. Ironically,
the 53-member cabinet, so far the
largest congregation of ministers
since independence from Britain in
1948, is a highly fragile arrangement
that hinges on the uneasy cohabita-
tion and compromise of people
belonging to extremely divergent
political thinking and interests.

The Marxist JVP, or the People's
Liberation Front, which backed
President Rajapakse to win the
elections in 2005, has withdrawn its
support for the government as a
protest against the inclusion of right-
wing UNP legislators in the cabinet.

I F viewed against the current

The JVP, which has traditionally been
opposed to the peace dialogue with
the LTTE, is likely to create problems
for the government by resorting to
street agitation. Similarly, the
expanded cabinet has seriously
angered the main opposition United
National Party (UNP), which has
practically abandoned the landmark
October agreement with President
Rajapakse to pursue a bipartisan and
unified approach to address the Tamil
separatist problem.

Now, without the support of the
UNP, it would be very difficult for the
government to move ahead with any
new proposal to re-ignite the peace
process. The government, which has
hardly achieved a simple majority last
week through cabinet expansion, will
continue to struggle to keep this
"majority" intact as nine parliamentar-
ians belonging to the ruling party are
austerely annoyed for being left out of
the cabinet.

On the other hand, the Norway-
brokered peace process, which was
derailed last October, has little chance
of getting re-started since the LTTE
leadership is reluctant to retum to the
negotiation table with the Rajapakse
government that allegedly violated the
2002 ceasefire deal by attacking the
LTTE positionslastyear.

Apparently, the policy makers in
Colombo have agreed on the point
that until the LTTE is not weakened
militarily it would be very difficult to
force it into any kind of compromise
deal. This thinking is quite apparent
from the recent steps taken by the

Rajapakse government that have
stepped up war efforts against the
LTTE. The recent military successes,
particularly in the eastern areas of
Batticaloa, have further fanned the
feeling among the Colombo policy
makers that they can inflict further
military defeats upon the LTTE by
shoring up the military operations
before re-starting negotiations.

The unusual jump in the defence
budget, from an estimated Rs. 96.21
billion in 2006 to Rs. 139.55 billion in
2007, is a pointer towards this think-
ing of the government. On the other
hand, the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam), which has been spear-
heading an armed struggle for a
separate state for the minority 2.5
million Tamils in the north-eastern
part of the island, has further hard-
ened its refusal to re-start the peace
process.

The current obstinacy in
Prabhakaran's stance can be traced
to three factors. One, the govern-
ment's role in creating and nurturing a
breakaway faction of the Tamil Tigers,
generally known as the "Karuna
Group," which has now been regis-
tered as a Tamil political party.
Headed by Prabhakaran's long-time
former deputy, V Muralitharan, better
known as Colonel Karuna, who led a
split in 2004, the renegade faction is
getting full backing of the government
in launching anti-LTTE activities and
establishing its control in the areas
captured from the LTTE. The small
Karuna faction does not itself pose
any practical threat to the LTTE, but it

opes in Sri Lanka?

certainly has its own nuisance value
that is disturbing for egoistical
Prabhakaran.

The second factor is perhaps the
government's full-throttle military
thrust against the LTTE positions.
And now, after the drastic hike in
defence spending for 2007, the
LTTE cannot be expected to remain
oblivious to the main reason behind
this surge. The series of military
successes in the strongholds of the
LTTE has further convinced the
LTTE leadership about the govern-
ment's intentions to go for a major
showdown.

And thirdly, the demise of Anton
Balasingham, a very close associ-
ate of Prabhakaran and chief negoti-
ator of the LTTE, who was consid-
ered to be the most moderate voice
in the LTTE. Never a combatant,
Balasingham, who died last month,
acquired the position of chief ideo-
logue of the LTTE -- he was the only
one who could argue with
Prabhakaran and convince him to
show flexibility. It is widely believed
that Balasingham was the man
behind the LTTE's readiness to give
up the demand for a separate state
inthe 2002 ceasefire deal.

With the departure of the only
influential moderate figure like
Balasingham, the LTTE is expected
to become more aggressive and
stubborn in its approach towards the
peace process. Against this back-
drop -- and amid growing reports
about the government's intentions to
do away with the 2002 ceasefire
deal as the basis of future peace
dialogue -- things are moving
towards a major showdown in Sri
Lanka -- with diminishing chances of
resurrection of the peace process in
the near future.

Dr Imran Khalid is a freelance contributor to The
Daily Star.

The road to Reformation

FAREED ZAKARIA
writes from Washington

OR those in the West
F asking when Islam will

have its Reformation, |
have good news and bad news.
The good news is that the process
appears to have begun. The bad
news is it's been marked by
calumny, hatred and bloody
violence. In this way it mirrors the
Reformation itself, which we now
remember in a highly sanitized
way. During that era, Christians of
differing sects massacred each

So, an organization that had hoped to
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[Xally the entire Muslim world to jihad

against the West has been dragged instead into a dirty internal war within Islam.
Bin Laden began his struggle hoping to topple the Saudi regime. He is now
aligned with the Saudi monarchy as it organizes against Shiite domination. This
necessarily limits Al Qaeda's broader appeal and complicates its basic anti-

Western strategy.

other as they fought to own the
true interpretation of their religion.
No analogy is exact, but
something similar seems to be
happening within Islam. Here the
divide is between the Sunnis, who
make up 85 percent of the Muslim
world, and the Shiites, who
represent most of the other 15
percent.

The dominant new reality in the
Middle East today is the growing
schism between these two
groups. Look at the daily sectarian
killings in Iraq, listen to the dark

warnings of Saudi and Jordanian
leaders about a "Shia crescent,"
watch the power struggles in
Lebanon. Islam's quiet cleavage
has come out into the open. At a
recent demonstration in the
Palestinian territories, opponents
of Hamas taunted the Sunni
Islamists as "Shiites" because of
their links to Iranian-backed
Hizbullah.

We in the United States have
spent much time asking what all
this means for Iraq, for US troops
in the midst of this free-for-all

and for America more generally.
But think, for a moment, about
what the trend means for Al
Qaeda.

Osama bin Laden and Ayman
Al-Zawahiri, both Sunnis, cre-
ated Al Qaeda to be a Pan-
Islamic organization, uniting all
Muslims as it battled the West,
Israel and Western-allied
regimes like Saudi Arabia and
Egypt. Neither Zawabhiri nor bin
Laden was animated by hatred of
Shiites. In its original fatwas and
other statements, Al Qaeda

makes no mention of them, con-
demning only the "Crusaders"
and "Jews."

But all ideologies change as
they encounter reality. When bin
Laden moved to Peshawar in the
1980s to fight the Russians in
Afghanistan, he allied with radical
Sunnis who had a long history of
oppressing Afghanistan's Shiite
minority, the Hazaras. (The novel
"The Kite Runner" is about a
young Hazara boy.) Even then,
bin Laden didn't sanction anti-
Shiite violence, nor did he add
anti-Shiite accusations to his
messages. But after the Sunni
Taliban took power, Arab fighters
under his command did support
his hosts' anti-Shiite pogroms.

Irag was the real turning point.
The self-appointed leader of Al
Qaeda in Iraq, Abu Mussab al-
Zargawi, had a poisonous attitude
toward Shiites. In a letter to bin
Laden, written in February 2004,

he described Iraq's Shiite majority
as "the insurmountable obstacle,
the lurking snake, the crafty and
malicious scorpion, the spying
enemy ... The danger from the
Shia ... is greater ... than the
Americans ... | come back and
again say that the only solution is
for us to strike the religious, mili-
tary, and other cadres among the
Shia with blow after blow until they
bend to the Sunnis." Zargawi was
drawing on Wahhabi Islam -- and
its offshoot Deobandism in South
Asia -- in which there is a deep
and oppressive strain of anti-
Shiite ideology.

Bin Laden and Zawabhiri were
clearly uncomfortable with this
new line, and the latter
reproached Zargawi directly. Bin
Laden remained largely silent on
the matter, but by the end of 2004,
both had decided that Al Qaeda in
Irag was too strong to rebuke.
And, rousing anti-Shiite feelings

seemed the only way to mobilize
Irag's Sunni minority. It also,
crucially, made them see Al
Qaeda as an ally. The trouble for
Al Qaeda is that as a practical
matter, loathing Shiites works in
only a few places: principally Iraq,
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and some
parts of the gulf. Most of the rest of
the world's 1.3 billion Muslims are
turned off by attacks on their co-
religionists.

So, an organization that had
hoped to rally the entire Muslim
world to jihad against the West
has been dragged instead into a
dirty internal war within Islam. Bin
Laden began his struggle hoping
to topple the Saudi regime. He is
now aligned with the Saudi mon-
archy as it organizes against
Shiite domination. This necessar-
ily limits Al Qaeda's broader
appeal and complicates its basic
anti-Western strategy.

These emerging divisions

weaken Al Qaeda, but they will
help most Muslims only if this
story ends as the Reformation did.
What is currently a war of sects
must become a war of ideas. First,
Islam must make space for differ-
ing views about what makes a
good Muslim. Then it will be able
to take the next step and accept
the diversity among religions,
each true in its own way.

The United States should
avoid taking sides in this sectar-
ian struggle and aim instead to
move the debate to this broader
plain. We should encourage the
diversity within Islam, which has
the potential to divide our ene-
mies. But more important, we
should encourage the emerging
debate within it. In the end it was
not murder but Martin Luther that
made the Reformation matter.

Fareed Zakaria is Editor of Newsweek
International.
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