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T
HE necessity of reforms in our 

political party systems seems 

to be the general consensus 

in the country. As part of this reform 

process, the minus-two formula has 

cropped up. This formula suggests 

that the country's two main political 

parties -- Awami League (AL) and 

Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) -- 

should be reformed by retir-

ing/removing their present chairper-

son. More specifically, Sheik Hasina 

and Khaleda Zia should now say 

goodbye to their leadership status. 
The proponents of this proposition 

hold that both AL and BNP must be 

held responsible for the current 

political condition of the country. And, 

as the leaders of the two parties, 

(autocratic leaders to be more accu-

rate) Sheik Hasina and Khaleda Zia 

should accept the blame and step 

down from their positions. It is further 

expected that they should offer an 

apology to people for their mistakes, 

and thank them for giving them the 

opportunity to rule the country as 

chief executives. 
The opponents, on the other 

hand, argue that the minus-two 

formula is undemocratic. For, accord-

ing to their opinion, the selection of 

leadership is a prerogative of the 

party council. The party councillors 

can choose anyone as the party 

leader, and keep him/her as leader as 

long as they want. But, in the case of 

the state, the voters have the 

supreme authority to determine 

which party leader will form and lead 

the government.  
Hasina made these points crystal 

clear in her talks with reporters at the 

Lab Aid hospital on July 7, where she 

went to visit ailing singer Sabina 

Yesmin. Begum Zia holds a similar 

view. In commenting on the reform 

proposal made public by BNP 

Secretary General Mannan Bhuyian, 

she stated that all reforms would be 

carried out in the council meeting.
Both proponents and opponents 

agree that voters choose which party 

leader should form the government. 

Therefore, the fundamental conten-

tious point in the debate is the antag-

onists' claim that the party councillors 

have the right to choose anyone as 

their leader, and keep him/her in the 

position as long as they want.  

Is this system democratic? Or, in 

other words, is this argument consis-

tent with the theory and principle of 

democracy?

A satisfactory resolution to the 

debate hinges on the answer to this 

question. To do this, we must under-

stand the role of political parties in a 

democracy. This, in turn, requires a 

close and careful look at the theory of 

democracy, and appreciates the 

critical difference between the state 

and government. 

A state is generally defined as an 

organized political community that 

occupies a definite territory, pos-

sesses internal and external sover-

eignty, and institutes an organized 

government (rephrased from a web 

definition). 

The most important point to note 

here is the idea that the state is an 

organized political community, 

meaning that the people are its 

sovereign authority. Or, as our politi-

cians say, all powers of government 

come from the people.

There are three critical elements 

that this political community must 

have to be recognized as a state. 

First, the community must live in a 

geographically defined territory, so 

that sovereign authority can be 

exercised in this area. Second, it 

must have sovereign powers, both 

internally and externally. 

Internal sovereignty means that 

the state has the right to make laws 

within its territory, while external 

sovereignty is the recognition in 

international law that a state has 

jurisdiction (authority) over a territory. 

Finally, the ultimate objective of 

forming a political community (a 

state) is to establish law and order in 

the community with a view to promot-

ing general welfare. 

All the people cannot, theoreti-

cally or practically, achieve this 

objective. Therefore, the sovereign 

authority of the state is vested in an 

institution called government. The 

basic difference between the state 

and the government is then clear. 

This statement reflects the idea of 

a state propagated by Greek philoso-

pher Aristotle, who first described 

human beings as political animals. 

He begins his famous book, The 

Politics, with these sentences: "Our 

own observation tells us that every 

state is an association of persons 

formed with a view to some good 

purpose. I say 'good' because in their 

actions all men do, in fact, aim at what 

they think good. Clearly then, all 

associations aim at some good, and 

that one which is supreme and 

embraces all others will have also as 

its aim the supreme good. That is the 

association we call state and that 

type of association we call political."

A government, on the other hand, 

is an organization in which the state 

or people's sovereign authority is 

vested, meaning that a government 

is empowered to exercise sovereign 

power of the state. 

This brings out two pivotal points 

of the democratic system of govern-

ment. First, government is a very 

complex organization of public 

administration. Therefore, for good 

governance, it needs highly profes-

sional and meritorious personnel, 

who can be appointed mainly 

through selection. 

However, these appointed peo-

ple, no matter how qualified they are, 

cannot be allowed to lead the govern-

ment, because they are not chosen 

by the people whose power is to be 

exercised. In other words, leaders of 

a government must be elected by the 

people -- the state's sovereign 

authority.
Second, the welfare of the people, 

which is the sole purpose of organiz-

ing a state, depends critically on how 

this power is exercised. Thus, in a 

parliamentary system, the people 

must choose the team that they 

believe can promote their welfare. If 

they make the wrong choice, they will 

suffer the consequences. 
Here comes the critical role that 

political parties play in helping 

people making the right choice 

during general elections. In a parlia-

mentary system, the political party 

commanding majority seats in the 

house forms the government. 

Consequently, people vote along 

party lines, i.e., instead of judging 

the merits of individual candidates, 

they vote for candidates belonging 

to the political party of their choice. 
This, however, does not mean 

that people choose the political 

party in every election, because a 

political party needs a long time to 

win over the confidence and sympa-

thy of the general public, which is 

usually achieved by highly charis-

matic leader(s). Once a political 

party wins popular support it contin-

ues for a long time, until and unless 

its leaders subsequently lose this 

popular trust, thereby inviting 

another party to take its place. 
What, then, do voters choose in 

general elections? They choose a 

political leader and his/her team who, 

they trust, will run the government 

according to their expectation. This is 

a serious point that demands all our 

attention, because the solution to the 

minus-two formula lies in investigat-

ing what happens when this team is 

defeated in the next general elec-

tions. 
To illustrate my point, I will use 

an analogy. Suppose a person was 

appointed to a job through an 

interview. After a year, the authority 

dismisses him/her from the job for 

bad performance. The post is re-

advertised to fill out the vacancy. 

Should this person be considered 

eligible for interview again? The 

answer ought to be in the negative, 

for the person has already been 

found unqualified for the position. 
The situation in the case of elect-

ing a leader for running the govern-

ment is no different, except that the 

issue is supremely important. Let's 

examine our past three general 

elections to see if AL and BNP pre-

sented the right leaders to voters so 

that they could make the right 

choices. 
In 1991, neither Sheikh Hasina nor 

Khaleda Zia had opportunity to run the 

government. Thus, both of them were 

qualified to seek voters' mandate. 

People mandated Khaleda to form the 

government, while Hasina was made 

opposition leader. This, in turn, sug-

gests that both leaders were qualified 

to run in the next general elections held 

in 1996. 
And they did. People chose Sheik 

Hasina. Since Khaleda failed to get 

voters' mandate, she was no longer 

eligible to lead BNP in the next gen-

eral elections. She could run as a 

party candidate if she wanted to 

remain active in politics, because she 

was re-elected from her own constit-

uency. But she could not lead BNP, 

because people rejected her leader-

ship, not BNP.  

Under the circumstances, the 

most logical thing for Khaleda to do 

was to resign from the chairperson 

position and let the BNP councillors 

choose another leader. But she did 

not, and there was no one in the party 

to even think of asking her to resign. 

Consequently, people went to the 

general elections in 2001 with little 

choice. They were fed up with 

Hasina's administration and, there-

fore, wanted to replace her. But the 

option they got from BNP was a failed 

leader. They had no choice but to 

accept this option. 

In the 2001 general elections, 

Hasina was defeated, meaning that 

she became unqualified for leading 

AL in 2006. But she retained the AL 

leadership and got the party ready for 

elections. Thus, even if 2006 elec-

tions were held, the people had no 

opportunity, whatsoever, to make the 

right choice.

Perhaps it is quite appropriate 

to quote here the British queen's 

power and function. It is said that 

the queen has all the power in the 

empire, except making a man a 

woman, and vice versa. But the 

queen can do no wrong. The rea-

son is that the queen can do noth-

ing without the advice of the prime 

minister. Therefore, if any wrong is 

done in the execution of govern-

ment policy, the blame lies with the 

prime minister, not the queen. 

The people are sovereign. They 

cannot make any wrong choice. If the 

choice is wrong, that blame must be 

borne by our political parties. It is their 

inability that they could not present 

the right candidates and right leaders 

for voters to choose. 
Perhaps, it is now clear that the 

opponents' argument -- the party 

councillors can choose anyone as 

their party leader and keep him/her 

leader as long as they want -- is not 

consistent with the theory and princi-

ple of democracy. The minus-two 

formula, although referring to two 

specific persons is, indeed, a general 

principle of the democratic political 

system. More specifically, this for-

mula is key to a lasting cure for our 

ailing political parties. 
Reforms in political parties are a 

precondition for good governance in 

our country. It now appears that the 

most important element of these 

reform measures is the notion con-

veyed by the minus-two formula. Yet, 

the reform process is not progressing 

smoothly, because the minus-two 

formula has become a very contro-

versial political issue.
Many politicians, who feel the 

political correctness of this proposi-

tion, do not come forward because its 

future is uncertain. On the other 

hand, those who are courageously 

supporting the idea are summarily 

branded as conspirators who want to 

split their parties by working as 

government agents. 
Under the circumstances, the 

direct intervention of the Election 

Commission seems to have become 

imperative. As a guideline, the EC 

must request our political leaders to 

reform their party constitution by 

requiring their leader, who is the 

incumbent prime minister, to step 

down from party leadership post if the 

party is defeated in the general elec-

tions. 
This requirement is not negotia-

ble for two good reasons. First, this 

law is dictated by the principle of 

democracy. Second, because of the 

first, this law is the will of the people, 

the sovereign authority of the state. 

And this national government has 

the moral and constitutional obliga-

tion to execute this sovereign will
I just wish to mention that this 

principle of democracy is a practice 

in all mature democracies. I also 

warn that a right practice cannot be 

countered by a wrong practice, 

which is unfortunately a common 

debating error in our country. 

Khandakar Qudrat-I Elahi taught at Bangladesh 

Agricultural University and at Brac University. 

Minus-two formula: A democratic interpretation!
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S
INCE the end of the Cold 

War, some 181 million 

people have left their homes 

to find opportunities elsewhere in the 

world, not only from the poor nations 

to the rich, but from the poor to the 

less poor nations. This movement is 

fluid, its impact not confined to indi-

vidual nations. 
And perhaps no group has had 

more visible impact than the 18 

million Chinese who have left China 

since the economic reforms of the 

late 1970s -- just over half of the 

approximately 35 million Chinese 

who live outside of China in what has 

become known as the Chinese 

diaspora. 
Chinese emigrants these days, 

be it skilled professionals, business-

men or laborers, prefer North 

America and Western Europe as 

their destination, but also settle for 

Argentina, South Africa, Mauritius, 

Israel, Dubai or the like, countries not 

previously associated with the notion 

of Chinese migration -- 150 countries 

in all. 
In Romania, Chinese immigrants 

eliminated labor shortages created 

after some 2 million Romanians 

emigrated to Spain and Italy after the 

fall of communism. Chinese women 

employed in Romanian textile facto-

ries are paid US $260 per month -- 

four times more than what they would 

earn in China, but a sum for which 

Romanians are no longer willing to 

work. 
The driving force behind Chinese 

emigration is the monumental 

demographic shift of its 1.4 billion 

population induced by China's rapid 

economic expansion. Some 200 

million people have left homes in 

rural China for jobs in the cities. 
The unprecedented influx has 

created overcrowding, social disor-

der and downward pressure on 

wages in the cities, as the Chinese 

economy, even with impressive 

double-digit growth, fails to create 

enough jobs to accommodate all 

rural migrants. Thus the most ambi-

tious among them see leaving 

China as an attractive option. 
The post-Cold War global migra-

tion, however, takes place within the 

old framework of nation states. 

While the capital and goods flow 

freely across national borders to the 

drumbeat of open markets and free 

trade, the movement of people is all 

but free. Ordinary citizens of devel-

oped receiving nations are unwilling 

to accept mass immigration in fear 

of losing their jobs, clinging onto the 

concept of national borders as a 

guarantee against such fears. 
But their concerns are not shared 

by employers, who want to hire 

immigrants to cut costs and who 

hope that the force of global migra-

tion will weaken national labor 

movements and labor standards. 

Thus, although jobs wait for the 

mobile plucky takers in many 

nations, unless they are skilled 

professionals, the immigrants must 

enter borders illegally or on tempo-

rary visas. 
Chinese emigrants are so moti-

vated that they willingly pay orga-

nized crime networks tens of thou-

sands of dollars to be smuggled to 

their destinations by perilous 

means, often with tragic conse-

quences. In 2000 British authorities 

found 58 illegal Chinese immigrants 

asphyxiated aboard a tomato truck 

in the port city of Dover. 
Governments make repeated 

attempts to strengthen border 

controls and beef up criminal sanc-

tions against illegal immigrants and 

their smugglers, but so long as there 

is demand for migrant labor, the illicit 

migration goes on. 
In fact, legislation that makes 

migrants more "i l legal" only 

increases their vulnerability, there-

fore cheaper for the employers to 

engage. The profits from smuggling 

also increase. It now costs $30,000 

for a Chinese to be smuggled into 

the UK and $70,000 to the US -- 

roughly double of what it was a little 

more than a decade ago. 
After illegal immigrants enter a 

country, they have no access to 

regular labor markets or the benefit 

of labor-protection laws. Forced 

underground, Chinese immigrants 

squeeze into niche trades, usually 

employed by co-ethnic subcontrac-

tors. Because such immigrants 

work for and alongside fellow 

Chinese by necessity, not by choice, 

they become targets for resentment 

and accusations of sticking to their 

own. 
In late 2006 local residents in 

Tonga -- furious that the Chinese 

businesses recruited Chinese from 

China instead of employing from the 

local population -- looted and 

burned more than 30 Chinese-run 

shops. 
Of course, Chinese workers 

don't necessarily have common 

interests with their Chinese bosses. 

While some 2,000 Chinese entre-

preneurs own a quarter of the textile 

businesses in Prato, Italy, an army 

of low-wage workers recruited in 

China works long nights, sweat-

shop-style, to produce low-cost 

"Made in Italy" fashions for export to 

Eastern Europe. 
In New York City, Chinese res-

taurant and garment workers fre-

quently wage battles against their 

co-ethnic employers for abuses 

such as withholding of back wages 

and confiscation of service tips. 

Because American unions refuse to 

consider them a part of America's 

legitimate working class, the work-

ers must fight it alone, without help 

from the labor authorities. 

Isolating immigrants and deny-

ing them labor protections not only 

worsens conditions for them, it also 

contributes to the deterioration of 

labor standards for all workers. And 

in the end, none of the measures 

heretofore taken have deterred 

immigration. 
The d isconnec t  be tween 

national policy and the logic of 

global migration underlines the 

necessity for governments to work 

together in finding new ways to 

protect their citizens' living stan-

dards while guaranteeing immi-

grants the right to work without 

undue exploitation. Unfortunately, 

most politicians are interested in 

exploiting anti-immigrant senti-

ments to generate populist support 

and win elections. 
Russia's Far East region has 

about 100,000 permanent Chinese 

residents. Most are merchants, 

selling clothes, toys and other 

consumer goods. Since their inflow 

coincided with the dwindling of 

Russian population in the region, a 

belief has taken hold among many 

Russians that China has adopted a 

state program of "moving to the 

North." 
They see the Chinese as a sign 

of a creeping annexation of Russian 

territory. Adding to the fears is the 

fact that China controlled most of 

that region until the 1850s. 

President Vladimir Putin plays on 

this fear when he warns that, if the 

government does not introduce 

immigration restrictions, people in 

Russia's Far East could soon all 

speak Chinese -- even as his 

experts agree that Russia needs 

Chinese labor and resources to 

develop this region. 

Since the fall of communism in 

Eastern Europe, many conserva-

tives in the US consider China a 

principal threat to the US and call for 

military containment, reminiscent of 

the Cold War era. 

Per iodical ly,  they accuse 

Chinese Americans of acting as the 

"fifth column" for China, as when 

they called for the investigation of 

Chinese-American contributors to 

President Bill Clinton's re-election 

campaign, suspected of helping the 

Chinese Communist government 

channel money to influence US 

politics. 

Despite signs of growing anti-

Chinese sentiment in many quarters 

of the world, the Chinese govern-

ment remains largely silent. For 

one, it has no incentive to tamper 

with the exodus of its citizens, which 

eases domestic unemployment and 

reaps the benefits of remittances -- 

to the tune of US $20 billion a year. 

Secondly, any active involvement 

could arouse suspicion regarding 

the loyalty of the overseas Chinese. 

But China should not remain a 

detached spectator of global migra-

tion, especially as it grapples with its 

own problem of illegal immigration 

from North Korea. As a nation both 

on the receiving and sending side, 

perhaps China is uniquely suited to 

wrestle the issue from the clutches 

of narrow-minded national politics 

and place it on the agenda of inter-

national forums. 

With graying populations in 

northern Europe, Japan and even 

China and the need for young work-

ers to maintain growth required for 

social stability, the issue of global 

migration has assumed urgency for 

the whole world and deserves timely 

attention and appropriate multina-

tional treatment. 

Peter Kwong is a professor in the Asian American 

Studies Program of Hunter College and professor 

of sociology with the City University of New York.

© Yale Center for the Study of Globalization. All 

rights reserved. Reprinted by arrangement. 

Chinese migration goes global

HABIBUL HAQUE KHONDKER 

 was in Dhaka for ten days, just 

I before two recent major devel-

opments: declaration of elec-

tion road map and the arrest of 

Sheikh Hasina. Dhaka's political 

mood was uneasy, mirroring the 

dualities of July weather -- hot 

temperatures alternating with 

cooling showers. 
A Dhaka politician yet untainted 

by allegations of corruption, a 

member of the last Parliament, and 

not of Awami League told me: 

"Don't restrain Hasina, let her 

speak her mind. She is the only 

voice of democracy in the country." 

He went on to complain that most 

politicians who matter are either 

compromised or are in fear of 

punishment for their past wrong-

doings. A mixture of favour and fear 

has cowed them down. The only 

exception is Sheikh Hasina, so she 

should not  be s i lenced or  

marginalized.
A businessman friend with 

ostensible links with the powers 

that be cautioned me of the fate of 

the top politicians and asked me to 

ask Sheikh Hasina to shut up 

completely. The businessman had 

excellent links with the BNP gov-

ernment earlier and was a well-

wisher of Sheikh Hasina. I sensed 

exasperation in his voice: "Why 

does Hasina have to comment on 

Tuku's (ex-state minister Iqbal 

Mahmud of BNP) children?" Yet, I 

was told only the other day by a 

banker friend that Hasina's con-

cern over Tuku's children being 

sent to jail earned her respect even 

among those who are generally 

critical of her. 
I was not surprised by the 

sharpness of the differences of 

interpretat ions of events in 

Bangladesh politics. Bangladesh 

politics is made up of sharp differ-

ences, surprises, and returning to 

the well-trodden, failed paths of the 

past. 
When I quoted the "voice of 

democracy" sobriquet to a univer-

sity professor of English, who was 

narrating to me the litany of "reck-

less statements" of Hasina, he 

dismissed it as nonsense. I was 

afraid to share with him what my 

politician friend told me about the 

future of Hasina. He told me that 

the time has come for Hasina to 

choose whether she wants to be 

Bangabandhu or not. If she main-

tains her defiance and stands her 

ground she will be another 

Bangabandhu, if she fails to per-

form this historic role she will be 

quickly forgotten as another com-

promised politician. 
Now what is the future of 

Bangladesh, at least politically? Is 

there light at the end of the tunnel? 
Some worry that Bangladesh 

may be heading for a soft authori-

tarianism replacing a dysfunctional 

democracy. The statement by the 

army chief on the need for a free-

dom of information act is both 

e n c o u r a g i n g  a n d  b a f f l i n g .  

Encouraging because it reinforces 

the commitment of a professional 

army to strengthen the institution of 

democracy, and baffling to those 

skeptics who see the eclipse of 

democracy writ large. Is it possible 

for the caretaker government to 

reformat the political system with a 

limited mandate, however well-

meaning they may be? 
When the caretaker govern-

ment assumed office on 1/11, the 

metaphor used was of a derailed 

train being winched back onto the 

rails. So the job was limited, as 

indicated by the metaphor. The 

train driver and the crane operator 

have two separate roles. A busi-

nessman confided in me his con-

versation with a military officer, 

when the officer told him that the 

military is called upon to manage 

all kinds of jobs, like traffic control, 

crime control, fighting terrorists 

and disaster response. 
This shows the failure of the 

civilian governments as it, indeed, 

shows the capacity of the military 

to deal with all these crises. So, if 

the military has the skill and 

capacity to do the job why can't 

they rule more permanently? A 

convincing argument that sold my 

businessman relative to the idea 

of the military taking over the 

government on a long-term basis. 
But as I told him: "it is only 

when there is a fire in my house 

that I call the firemen who come to 

my help, take risks, put out the 

fire, and then return to their sta-

tion." He was now not very sure, 

and conceded that the political 

future looks uncertain. 
When I narrated this conversa-

tion to a leftist leader, Fazle 

Hossain Badsha, he agreed with 

me and added that it would be like 

the firemen wanting to stay in the 

house on the ground that they put 

out the fire. And, I thought, their 

living in the house would prevent 

future fire hazards. Fortunately, 

this has not come about yet. But 

would they still be firemen if they 

became occupants of that house? 
As I rode on a black taxi I asked 

the driver about his opinion on the 

post 1/11 situation. He said: "all I 

care for is two hands-full of rice 

(du muttho annaya)." Sensing his 

predictable grumbling about the 

high prices of everyday essen-

tials, I asked: "Is that all?"  "Not 

really," he added, "if there is ram-

pant crime and disorder in the 

country the money I earn from you 

would be robbed by someone and 

I will go hungry." So we need it all: 

orderly society and democratic 

polity. The problem is: nobody 

seems to know how or when. 

Habibul Haque Khondker is a sociologist. 

How is post 1/11 Bangladesh doing? 

Chinese immigrant working at textile factory in Bacau
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