The

aily Star

FOUNDER EDITCR
LATE S. ML ALl

DHAKA FRIDAY AUGUST 3, 2007

regions

all-inclusive effort

ing waters,

wider dimension.

leaders

economy

Providing relief in flood-hit

Governmentshould makeitan

HE worsening state of floods in the country clearly

calls for'an intensification of relief efforts. While the

government machinery has been trying to handle the
situation, itis fairly obvious that the involvement of the wider
community has now become necessary in order for succour
to reach as many people as possible in the flood-hit areas. Let
there be no mistake: the floods will increase before they
begin to show any sign of receding. That being the situation,
the conditions of those affected can only be imagined. More
to the point, the limited resources of the government do not
permit relief measures to reach everyone who hasbecomea
victim of the floods. Hence the matter of community partici-
pation in the provision of assistance to those hit by the rush-

It has to be borne in mind that the government, notbeinga
political one, needs the assistance of everyone who can com-
plement its own effort toward relief. Its capacity to mobilise
the nation is understandably limited, which is why it
becomes necessary that political forces and especially NGOs
come forth to play a definitive role in an amelioration of the
existing difficulties. We are of course heartened by the fact
that the army has been on the ground in aid of the civil
administration, but the fact that the army chief of staff him-
self has noted that the authorities cannot do the job alone is
an indication of how much more needs to be done, and ona

We at this newspaper feel that itis one of those times when
the united efforts of all are needed to combat the danger. The
entire nation must be galvanised in order to save itself. The
governinent can take the lead in this regard through giving
out unambiguous signals that everyone, including political
leaders and workers, is welcome to undertake relief efforts.
When the question is one of life and death for millions, such
an approach to the issue will surely make a difference in the
current situation. The government ought to reach out to the
established networks that bodies such as NGOs have in
place. In the overall sense, it will be quite logical to think that
a combination of efforts by the government, political forces
and NGOs could throw up a national coordination body, the
better to beat the menace now threatening Bangladesh.

Listen to voice of business

Yielding to IMF pressure bodesill for

WELVE top businessmen while waxing critical of 'un-

desirable interference' of the international financing

agencies, especially the IME in Bangladesh's eco-
nomic policy-making arena, have counselled the govern-
ment not to succumb to any diktat. Otherwise known as our
development partners, they have in the recent times, been
too: prescripkive ahout what we should,do, and what not in
order to be eligible for their assistance without being sensi-
tive to the need for protection oflocal industries.

The business leaders have woven their arguments around
twa basic trends being promaoted by the donor community.
First of all, they are opposed to the [MF suggestion that the
government increase domestic prices of natural gas on what
we think an unassailable ground that thiswill lead to iricrease
in production costs due to rise in fertilizer prices. Conse-
quently, the prices of essentials will go up. The pressure to
increase fuel price will cause further inflation with attendant
increase in the cost of doing business. Investment is likely to
be affected, and withitemploymentcreation.

Secondly, the IMF prescription for further trade
liberalisation is not well-thought-out either; in fact, it is mis-
placed and superfluous. Bangladesh had actually lowered a
series of tariffs ahead of many other developing countries at
the expense of local enterprise and having caused hardship
to common consumers. Under the World Trade Organisation
(WTO) umbrella itself we could continue with domestic sup-
port measures to protect our industries. The point is: we have
already done a lot of import tariff lowering, so we are in dire
need of a safeguard body to boost local enterprise and busi-
ness. Unless our industries are allowed to be competitive
with fiscal support, we stand little chance of seeing export-
led growth. Industries catering to local demands should also
bebolstered to revup domesticsupplies

An impression has gained ground lately that the govern-
ment is showing signs ol yielding to IMF pressures we can do
without. Qur economic policies and strategies will have to be
homespun aiming at optimal utilisation of our own
resources in the bestinterest ofour people.

The Baily Star

Unintended consequences

ZAFAR SOBHAN

;\f;;-

SRR, SO

S STRAIGHT TAE

It seems to me that the likeliest outcome of a political future without the two ladies
would be that their parties would split up into factions. Lest we forget, it was to keep
their parties together that both were drafted into politics in the first place in the
1980s. The ultimate upshot of both AL and BNP breaking up into squabbling factions
would be, after elections, a split parliament filled with small parties or independent
candidates. Would this be better or worse than what we had before?

am not sure that I entirely

follow the logic of the so-

called "minus two" plan to
remove Khaleda Zia and Sheikh
Hasina from the political arena.
Actually, let me speak more
precisely: [ am not sure [ follow
the logic of the current plan as
it appears to be being imple-
mented.

lunderstand the theory that
both have been a pernicious
influence on Bangladeshi
politics for the past fifteen
years and that their continued
leadership of their respective
parties is the principal obsta-
cle to the establishment of true
liberal democracy in the coun-
try.

[understand the notion that
as long as they remain at the
helm that meaningful reform
can never come to their par-
ties, and, by extension, to the
democratic culture of the
country. [understand the idea
that their leadership has sti-
fled intra-party democracy
and that they have instituted a
culture of sycophancy and
authoritarian rule by fiat.

[ understand that in their
attitudes and beliefs they per-

sonify the worst tendencies
within the Bangladeshi body
politic: the inability to accept
dissent, the subordination of
policy to partisanship, the
you-are-either-with-us-or-
against-us mentality, the equa-
tion of criticism with disloy-
alty, the contempt for public
opinion.

I understand all these
things. But there are two
things about the current
efforts that [ do not under-
stand.

The first is this: while their
removal from the political
scene may well be the sine qua
non for meaningful change
and sustainable reform and a
necessary candition for things
to get better -- why are we
acting as though it would be a
sufficient condition?

Retiring both from politics
can only be the first step in
refashioning Bangladeshi
politics from the ground up. It
does not appear to me that
enough thought has gone into
what might happen once they
have passed from the scenc.

Let us stipulate that
Khaleda and Tarique and their

coteries were the fundamental
problem with the BNPand that
reform of the BNP would
require, at a minimum, that
they and their cronies be
retired from politics.

That leaves what, exactly? A
reformed BNP under the lead-
ership of Mannan Bhuiyan?
Col. Oli Ahmed? Dr.
Badruddoza Choudhury? How
popular would such a party be?
Would any of these leaders be
able to keep the party in one
piece?

Now let us look at the AL, In
the event that Hasina is side-
linad from politics, who leads
the party then? It is clear that
the foursome of Suranjit,
Tofail, Amu and Razzak enter-
tain such ambitions. The prob-
lem is that each one of them is
himself compromised and
neither together nor sepa-
rately can any of them hope to
be able to hold the party
together and command the
supportof the party faithiul.

Then what? Perhaps a new
AL with neither Hasina nor the
STAR (incidentally, that is only
the most polite acronym for
the four -- there are others)

foursome at the helm -- but
instead a compromise candi-
date. Would that work? Would
he or she be able to keep the
party together and win elec-
tions? Impossible to say.

But I see no evidence that
anyone currently calling the
shots has grappled with this
issue with much rigour, The
assumption seems to be thatif
Hasina and Khaleda are retired
from politics that everything
will improve dramatically.
Well things might improve,
but, then again, they might
not.

In any event, it seems to me
that the likeliest outcome of a
political future without the
two ladies waould be that their
parties would split up into
fuctions. Lest we farget, it was
to keep their parties together
that both into
politics in the first place in the
19405,

The ultimate upshot of both
AL and BNP breaking up into
squabbling factions would be,
after elections, a split parlia-
ment filled with small parties
or independent candidates.
Would this be better or worse

were drafted

than what we had before?

On the one hand, it might
lead to a new culture of parlia-
mentary functionality due to a
superior calibre of representa-
tive, voting his or her con-
science for the public good
and not following the party
line.

But, on the other, it might
lead to policy-making paraly-
sis. In a worst-case scenario,
things could descend to such

~depths of chaos that it tould

lead people to start consider-
ing the need for a more author-
itative chief executive or to
look elsewhere for strong lead-
ership. It seems to me that if
we are not careful, we could be
opening the door to all sores of
damaging repercussions.

The second issue [ have with
the "minus-twa" plan, such as
itis, is thatitis not clear to me
exactly what would constitute
"removing" Khaleda and
Hasina from politics. Right
now, if current maneuvers are
anything ta go by. it seems that
this means to convict them of
wrong-doing in a court of law
and to put them behind bars.

Well, at least for Hasina.
Khaleda remains more or less
at large. One can only canjec-
ture that the reason is that with
one son in custody and with
charges pending against the
other, that this is sufficient
leverage to keep her quiet for
the moment. Butlwouldimag-
ine that eventually the govern-
ment would need to mave
against her, too.

But the immediate question
is: what about Hasina? Let us

say she is convicted of the
crimes she is charged with and
sentenced to prison. How long
is it realistically possible to
keep her incarcerated? Will
she kept in jail until after the
next elections. That would
mean 18 maonths. But what
would happen after that?
Unless the plan is to keep her
in jail for the rest of her life, she
is going to have to be let out at
some pointeventually.

The 64 million dollar ques-
tion is; whathappens then?

Nor is this merely a quustrun
af how legitimate the charges
against her are.  Even if truly
substantive charges are
brought against her and the
evidence against her is clear, it
may not be sufficient to dis-
credit her in the eyes of the
public, a significant number of
whom will continue to rally
behind her come what may.

So, one or another,
dealing definitively with
Hasina and Khaleda may well
require more than merely
locking them up. It might
require coming to some kind of
accommodation with them. It
seems to me that with the
consequences of any actions
taken by this government so
hard to predict, that every
effort should be made to bring
some certainty to the proceed-
ings. And that means entering
into some kind of settlement
or plea bargain with the two
ladies and not leaving matters

way

to chance.

Zalar Sebhan is Assistant Editar, The Dally
Star.

A suicide by train

MOHAMMAD BADRUL AHSAN

INE members of a family,

stitched together by their

death wish, hurled them-
selves under a speeding train and
died like a ripped quilt. They left
behind along trail of blood, broken
bones, mangled flesh, scattered
hairs and tattered cloths, until their
bodies could no longer feed the
stains of life to the crushing wheels
ofthetrain.

It was a collective suicide. A
group of men, women and children
vowed to perish together and stuck
it out till the end. Taken by age, size
and gender, it was a landscape of
humanity, which took a single
plunge and obliterated itself.

There is no reason to mourn
theirdeaths. heyhad the choiceto
live, yet they squandered the gift of
god in an awkward hurry. They
chose to die in an anticlimax to the
familiar world, which seethes with
hunger and greed, the unquench-
able thirst for more, the lust for life
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No coroner, police, judge or social thinker will ever know what happened. The secret,
which they held within the bounds 6f 1 zir bodies vanished into the thin air as soon
asitwasreleasedlike compressed staan whan the wheels of the train cut open their
flesh. Is'this what they'wanted, to be chopped and mauled so that the secret which
had soaked them was squeezed out of their flesh and bones? May be that 1s why they
chose such a grisly, gory death.

thatsurpasses everything.

There are those who will do
anything to live, but nine people
gave up their lives in the twinkle of
an eye. They died many deaths in
one form, suicide and sacrifice, at
once violent, senseless and shock-
ing, at once contemptible and
lugubrious. Nevertheless, they
died with an impact. Ordinary
peopledied extraordinary death.

Mass suicides are not new lo
mankind and it has been practiced
like a ritual of some sort acioss the
world. When Bahadur Shah, the
Sultan of Gujarat, attacked
Chittaur, Rani Karnavat and other
women immolated themselves in
the fire. Rajput women practiced
this ritual of Jauhar throughout
history to avoid dishonor by an
invading army.

A spiritual leader named
Reverend Jim Jones gave poisonots
pation to his followers in the jun-
gles of Guyana and led %13 people

to their deaths, David Koresh,
leader of the Branch Davidians
religious sect, believed he was the
final prophet. He chose to die with
53 adults and 21 children when the
US law enforcement agencies
burned down his ranch.

There are many instances when
distraught parents killed their
children before taking their own
lives. Suicide does its own calcula-
tion of the Internal Rate of Return.
When the net present value of
dying exceeds the expected return
from all future streams of staying
alive, the business liguidates itself.

Nobady seems to know enough
about these nine souls except that
they belonged to a family headed
by a retired army man, who had a
delusion that his family was the
bestamongst all. We also know that
in his inordinate passion for
humanity, he gave Adam as the last
name to every member of the
family.

The neighbors misunderstood it
as his conversion to Christianity.
He was a mystic of some kind, who
had probably gone into cult prac-
tice. A recluse by nature, he stayed
away from other people and kept
others away from his family.

Sull it isn't clear what pushed
them over the top. What Freudian
eclipse had darkened their minds?
It couldn’t be attributed to mental
disorder alone, which afflicts one
or two members, but highly
unlikely to run in the entire family.
There is one surviving daughter
who shows no strain of mental
iliness. There were children
amongst the suicides who were too
youngtolose their minds.

No coroner, police, judge or
social thinker will ever know what
happened. The secret, which they
held within the bounds of their
bodies vanished into the thin air as
so0n as it-was released like com-
pressed steam when the wheels of

the train cut open their flesh. (s this
what they wanted, to be chopped
and mauled so that the secret
which had soaked them was
squeezed out of their flesh and
bones?

May be that is why they chose
such a grisly, gory death. Taking
poison or slashing theirs wrists
would have been less appalling and
messy. Each of them would have
gone to grave in one picce.

Instead they chose to be carted
off like crudely sliced animals in a
butcher shop. And one wonders
what burial imust have been like for
them, lowered in grave as a jum-
bled mix of broken bodies. For as
many reasons as we may think, it
simply eludes the mind that they
should have gone like this instead
of taking a less painful course. But
lots af people go like them these
days, specially the suicide bomb-
ers, who disinteprate themselves in
order to integrate a manifold
revenge againsttheirenemies.

But suicide bombers explode,
while the regular suicides implode.
These people take their lives when
they are bombed, when their
dreams are spent and hopes are
lost, their inner strength depleted
by doubts and despair, when the
prospect of life looks grim in the
face of escalating pain.

People always enjoy doing
things with their families. They like
to go to picnic, travel together,
watch movies, and these days even

go to jail, They work hard to sup-
port their families, raise children,
then perpetuate the illusion that
they will live in their children after
they are gone,

Bur taking the family o the
railroad, preparing theim mentally
to keep tight when a racing train
comes in sight, rehearsing thenr
step by step for the moment of
truth so that adults and children
will perish at the same time, the
whale thing was outrageously
pathetic.

Albert Camus writes that there is
only one serious philosophical
question and that is suicide,
Whether life is worth living or not
answers the fundamental question
in philosophy and everything else
follows from that. And that ques-
tion gets louder when a’group of
people commit suicide.

It gets even louder when that
suicide takes place on the railroad,
when the tragedy of someone
taking his own life is multiplied by
headcounts and compounded by
the brutal intensity of meat-
grinding death.

It was Socrates who said that an
unexamined life wasn't worth
living. But those nine people
proved it wrong.  They found it
me:ming]es.saml hullnw,unwur[hy
of further examination. Freaked
out, they looked for the fast way
out. They ook the train.

Meaharmmad Badrul Ahzanis a banker,

A US alliance with one man
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US as they are to blame Musharraf for this

sorry state of affairs, and they're not entirely wrong. When security forces finally
acted against the Red Mosque, bystanders were certain that Musharraf had acted on
US instructions -- as they assumed he did when the army was called out in the
Frontier. Since late 2001, the Bush administration has praised Musharraf for
Pakistan's role in fighting terrorism, conflating the general with his country and US

policy with Pakistan's.

Pavira R. NEWBERG

ROUBLE, we're told, comes

Jine threes. But for Pakistan,

this year has brought twice
this number of problems -- with
maore, no doubt, to come. Rising
border instabilities with
Afghanistan, renegade [slamic
militancyin the heart r;J‘thu capital,
and a resurgent Taliban -- the bread
and butter of Pakistan's relation-
ship with the US -- have been over-
shadowed hy the deepening prob-
lems of Pakistan's failing gover-
nance,

General Pervez Musharraf's
claimed prerogative has already
provoked the judiciary to crisis.
Rising civic opposition to the mili-
tarized executive branch exposed
deep cracks in the army's edifice,
and the mangled political system s
ill-prepared to accommodate the
return of civilian politics.

irdeed, until the Supreme Courd

reversed his dismissal of the chicl
justice, Musharral appeared to
believe that constitutional con-
frontation would give him control
over anticipated elections. But itis
the sheerabsence of control -- even
under conditions of army com-
mand -- that pushed Musharraf to
open negotiations with exiled
former Prime Minister Benazir
Bhutto for her return to Pakistan
und made 2007 & eritcal year for
Pakistan athome and abroad.
Phrased simply, Musharraf
framed the vision of the state over

which he now presides when he .

seized power in 1999. He has since
created a political system that does
not work and a political environ-
ment that fosters tremendous
domestic confusion and uninten-
tionally catalyzes the political
opposition. In this, he has heen
aided and abetted, since 2001, by
foreign allies who believe their own

needs tump those of Pakistan's
citizens.

As politics crumble in Pakistan,
foreign support for Musharraf
appears o brush aside Pakistan's
needs. Those who consider with-
drawing support for the general,
however, may fear the forfeiture of
their regional interests and per-
haps the unraveling of Pakistan's
internal security.

Until Pakistan resolves rthe
question of how to govern the
country, everything else hangs by
an ever-thinning thread. Driven by
the exigencies of the immediate
and by inertia favoring the known,
the general's forcign backers,
incliiding the US, may drift toward
political tragedy.

In some ways, Pakistan's current
problems aren't new. Military
governments have taught
Pakistanis -- and should have
taught the world - the futile art of

illegitimate army rule. Since the
1950s, promises of military disci-
pline and praetorian strategy have
never been fulfilled, even though
foreign allies often encouraged this
formofecentral rule.

Musharraf, a sell-described
maoderate modernizer, created a
new kind of corrupted politics by
appropriating the vocabulary of
generals Ayub Khan, founder of
Pakistan's handshake military-
industrial complex, and Zia ul Flag,
founder of recondite military-
mullah relationships.

Taday, the diffuse relationship
between religion and the state has
become dangerously unstable.
Almost all civic institutions and
many of the country’s largest busi-
nesses are run by military men. As
malign as the global anti-terror
campaign may have been to
Pakistan -- where the war on terror
is a serivus war - Musharral
inflicted the primary injuries when
he appropriated the offices of
presidentand army chief,

Such tactics create vulnerabili-
ties where they are most hazard-
aus, Palitical manipulations led to
the rise of Islamist parties in the
Frantier -- beyond the control of
Afghanistan, the US and, ulti-
mately, the army. Claiming to
neutralize politics, Musharraf
exiled party leaders Bhutto and
Mian Nawaz Sharif; found a pliable

prime minister; mimicked a 1960s-

cra electoral system that effectively

disabled political parties; and then
patronized the rudderless Muslim
League, along with the Karachi-
based and occasionally gun-happy
Muttahida Qaumi Movement, to
achieve a limp parlinmentary
majority.

Every action failed. Parliamentis
restive, party members clamor for
the remurn of their leaders and
younger gencritions -- the major-
ity of Pakistanis -- may well turn
their backs on old-school politics
anyway.

For foreign inu:rllut‘{mrs; -- the
1S, Ching, the Eurapean Union
and Japan -- such ufq:‘..'hina[iuns
may scem old hat: As long as
Musharraf copied the familiar, the
outcomes were nol SUrprising,

To the degree that policies based
on fear and convenience under-
scored government actions, they,
too, were Guniliar - fear thae mili-
tant [stamises wonld dseif thearmy
did notkeep themat bay, fear thata
return to party politics would
compromise Pakistn's security.

But Musharrat's judgment
backfired, and the creeping blan-
dishments ofimpatient authoritar-
tanism wresked havoc. Four
months after Musharraf {ieed the
chiel justice for giving a judicinl
forum to [egitimate questions, the
Supreme Court stood its ground,

unveiling the lie beneath his ven-
detta and giving sustenance o
Pakistan's civic opposition,

The next day, the government
proved incapable of restraining the
extremist Red Mosque in
Islamabad, and bloodshed was the
result, The Taliban and Al Qaeda
quickly responded with retributive
killings, and Washington has
revived old talk of military action
inside Pakistan. Musharraf's

‘agenda and his remaining credibil-

ity imploded.

Sadly, Pakistanis are as likely to
blame the US as they are to blame
Musharraf for this sorry state of
affairs, and they're nat entirely
wrong When security forces finally
acted against the Red Mosque,
bystanders were certain that
Musharral had acted on US
instructions -- as they assumed he
did when the army was called out
inthe Fronter.

Sincelate 2001, the Bush admin-
istration has praised Musharraf for
Pakistan's role in fighting terror-
ism, conflating the general with his
country and US policy with
Pakistan's.

The problem the US now con-
fronts is more dangerous than
public diplomacy, however, 1t
security relationship with Pakistan
is grounded in profound illegality.
Pakistans constitution, upheld by
its highest court, forbids Mushareal

from holding concurrently the
offices of president and army chiefl.
Despite promises towithdraw from
one ar the other -- and should he
wish to remain president, torun for
re-election -- he has not stepped
down.

The Bush administration has
indicated -- in public, at least --
that the choice is Musharraf's. But
the math is simple: Were the offices
to be separated, a new president
could replace the army chief;, a new
army chief could refuse to act on
the orders of the old president; and
both would serve at the will of the
parliament.

Moreover, if Musharral were to
run for president, he could lose.
Constitutional manipulations
required to accommadate his need
to remain in office and Bhutro's
ambition o return to power -
allowing her to stand for a third
term, while waffling on his status s
army chief and president -- substi-
tute a shortterm fix to a deeply
seated governance problem.

In each instance, Pakistan's
cooperation with the US and oth-
ers would no longer be a done deal.
[n this sense, the current US-
Pukistan alliance clearly acts
against Pakistan's canstitution,
gontinues the structural disrup
tions that military rule visits on the
state and ultimately vndercits the

substance of alliance between the
two countries.

- The US could fix its part of this
existential problem, of course, by
stating outright that the rule of law
is a greater long-term interest than
any one political or military actor,
its allizance is with Pakistan, not
Musharraf.

This won't dispel the likely
contrivances of ambitious politi-
cians in both countries wiiling to
deal with opportunistic generals
and politicians and doesn't neces-
sarily bring about conditions that
help Pakistanis return power (o
legitimate civilian government.

At hest, this is a first step toward
a rational policy that recognizes
Pakistan's profound difficulties as
it tries to correci the desperately
complex political and military
environment wrought by US com-
plicity with the waorst of military
rule. Dutit is a critical step for both
countries, Without a change in
pusture, the US will be unprepared
to reap the benefits of inevitable
changes in Pakistan. Then, no
one'sinterests will beserved.

Paula Nawhiarg has cavared Pakistan's politics lor
almost threo decades and is the authoeof Judging
the State: Courts and Canstitutional Politics in

Pakiztan
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