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The call of Lailatul Baraat

A.mgfz't when Muslims redeem themselves

USLIMS all across the world will observe

Lailatul Baraat as the day draws to a close this

-evening. When night descends on the world,
they will recall the Almighty and His munificence and will
offer up prayers to Him in all their gratitude, seeking His
blessings for the year ahead. Of much more importance,
though, is that on this night Muslims will devote them-
selves to penance and a seeking of forgiveness from the
Almighty for the sins they have committed, especially in
the year gone by. It is this awareness of sin and the knowl-
edge that such sin must not be committed anew that will
drive souls tonight into a fresh consciousness of the role
that spirituality can play in their lives. Beyond the tempo-
ral world, with all its mundane realities, among which
come a sordid array of temptations, exists a world we
know not and yet we understand that the idea of such a
world all so often gives usasense ofitin our innerbeing.

But that feeling of the spiritual cannot be limited to the
prayers of a single night. Lailatul Baraat is not merely about a
nightlong remembrance of the Lord of the Universe to be
followed by days of business asusual. Indeed, itis a reminder
to people everywhere that truth and justice, a sense of fellow-
feeling among people everywhere, and overall the acknowl-
edgement of the conviction that we are all brothers on the
earth together, brothers who know theyare truly brothers, are
what really matter. Lailatul Baraat is about recalling our
ancestors who once walked the earth and praying for the
salvation of their souls, It is a point in time when we need to
help the poor. And as we help the poor, we also know in the
coreofourbeing thatitremains the collective task of menand
women to create for themselves a caring, well-meaning, pur-
poseful and enlightened society. Each of us, as individuals,
can complement another and thereby construct a chain that
will lead to a wholesome human linkage attuned to the
higher callingof the Almighty.

On this night, Muslims will also reflect on the chal-
lenges they face as a community across diverse regions of
the %lnbe. The negative connotations that have unfortu-
nately and unjustifiably come to be associated with their
faith as a result of the rise of fanaticism in their midst is a
strong message thatIslam needs to reassert itself as a reli-
gion of peace. In simple terms, the message ought to be
without ambiguity -- that on Lailatul Baraat Muslims
everywhere pledge to redeem themselves in line with the
noble teachings of their faith and put themselves to a con-
stant test through practising those teachings.

Telecom and Internet chaos

must be avoided
Secureoptic cable network by all means

OR the second time in a week, Bangladesh's con-
nectivity with outside world was disrupted --
thanks to the snapping of the optic fibre link to the
submarine cable network. The trouble spot has been iden-

: Dfied and repair work undertaken since Monday night

under the supervision of the technical experts of BTTB.

- The snapped cable was exposed due to heavy rains and
had cut marks inflicted apparently by some heavy and sharp
weapons like a spade or an axe. Three possibilities are being
talked about: one, stealing the wire rather wrongly thinking it
contains a lot of copper which is not the case though; two, an
attempted subversion of the cable connectivity by some crim-
inals, and last but not least, lack of surveillance and mainte-
nance exposing the fragile parts of the fibrei inviting piracy.

Evidently, the incidents raise serious questions about
making a short shrift of the country's fibre optic connectiv-
ity which ought to have been a top security and mainte-
nance concern for the BTTB because of the dividends it
pays. The resultant effects of disruption in the cable net-
work services are multidimensional. Submarine cable net-
work is Bangladesh's gateway to the information super-
highwa %mwtal link in the creation of a knowledge-based
society. Butin establishing this connectivity we have wasted
a decade already, so that we need to make up for the lost
time through an uninterrupted use of this speedy commu-
nication mode. The link is also of vital importance to the
business community enabling them to communicate
speedily, effectively and efficiently with the outside world
round the clock. As for the BTTB itself, disruption of the
networkdeprivesitofarevenue of US$70,000 every hour.

We thus urge the government that foolproof security mea-
sures be putin place forthwith in order to prevent recurrence
of dislocations in the cable network services. Side by side, we
should also seriously consider the possibility of a back up
fibre optic connection to the submarine cable network which
we understand had been proposed jointly by Power Grid
CompanyLtd and Bangla Phone tothe BT TB.
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This should never have happened
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persons to ask why a fracas

between some army persons
and university students turned into
violent protests that witnessed
wide-scale vandalism and destruc-
tion, which could only be con-
trolled through imposition of
curfew.

One could ask why the students'
anger did not subside once very
high-ranking officers of the army
visited the spot and assured the
students of appropriate actions
against the errant soldiers, and that
the army billet located at the gym

IT must cause all right thinking

would be withdrawn. In fact, all the

logical demands of the students
were accepted. Why then the
eventsof August 21 and 227

[ ask this not as an ex-soldier nor
as an ex-student of Dhaka
University nor as a journalist, but
as an ordinary citizen of the coun-
try whose son or daughter was not
there suffering the baton of the
police, or waiting despondently to
rush home when the curfew was
imposed, but could well have been;
whose vehicle was not one of the
several hundred destroyed by the

- The report of a move to destabilise the gowemment by fumenting student unrest, or
- exploiting it, is deeply alarming too. The detractors and the mischief-mongers will
- always look for opportunities to direct any unrest to suit their interests. What the
- government cannot afford to do is to provide them the chance to implement their
designs. The art is to never allow such situations to occur in the first place; preemption
| | is better than damage control.

frenzied mob whom I hesitate to
call students, but could well have
been; who was not among the
journalists picked up from the
- streets on their way home from
- office on the first night of curfew
- and beaten up by the law enforcers
' who couldn't care any less even
' after being given the journalists’
. identity, but could well have been.

. It was deeply distressing to see
' the acts of destruction and the
. people in uniform being set upan,
. as well as the rough treatment of
' the students by the law enforcing
- agencies. This should never have

i happened.

| had to camp in an area inside the
| university precincts, and that too
| near a facility frequented by the
| students? Even during the best of
| peaceful times it was not consid-
ered as even the remotest of
options. [t was not good judgment,
but T am loathe to hold the army
| authoritiessolely responsible forit.
[ wonder whether the army post
could be placed there without the

| assent of the university authorities,
| ButtheVC and pro-VCand all those
relevant personalities amongst the

One could also ask why the army -

teachers, should have considered
the possible demerits of having the
post located where it was, Gaining
familiarity may have been an
objective, but what the decision
makers forgotwas that too much of
it breeds contempt. Regrettably,
plenty of it has been generated by
the recent events. This must not be
allowed to continue.

One could well ask why the
police forgot the cardinal principal

of crowd control, which is that it is -

not taking precipitate actions but
withholding from doing so that
most often helps in quelling a
brewing situation. They also forgot
the most important dictum of
application of force, which is that it
must never be disproportionate to
the threatbeing faced.

What was the need to chase the
students inside their dorms and to
throw innumberable tear shells
inside student dormitories? These
are alla matter of applicationof the
mind of the commander on the
spot, and appreciation of the situa-
tion is buta subjective exercise. But
caution and restraint rather than
reckless and uninhibited action
pay dividends in the long run. The

latter causes everybody distress
and some of us are left to rue. This
propensity, of the law enforcers to
resort to disproportionate force,
must not be allowed to prevail over
their faculty of thought.

One could well ask why the
teachers had to add their demands
to those of the students' at that
particular time and in that situa-
tion. Teachers are the conscience of
the society and the university
teachers, although split up in
groups representing almost all the
colours of the rainbow, are respect-
able and revered citizens too. They
are not alone in their conviction
that the country must go back to
democratic governance and like
the rest of us want the emergency
to end assoon as possible,

But I ask why is it that they did
not come out with their demands
earlier, instead of waiting for an
inflammable situation such as this,
to ventilate their opinion? Did it
not add fuel to the burning cinder?
One would have expected saner
action, under the circumstances, Lo
assuage the situation. The teach-
ers' demand did nothelp todoso.

But one could also ask whether

nocturnal raids to arrest the uni-
versity teachers could have been
avoided? This has created panic
amongst the teachers and report-
edly many of them prefer these
days to spend the nights elsewhere,
This is reminiscent of the dark days
under the Pakistan army. This
should beavoided atall costs.

While one cannot takeissue with
the government for its decision to
impose curfew as an immediate
control measure, one could well
question the rationale of advising
the media, through what many see
as a veiled threat, of the merit of
imposing self-censorship under
the present circumstances. In fact,
two peivate TV channels were
conveyed directly to refrain tele-
casting any "provocative news,
documentaries, talk shows and
discussions against the govern-
ment.”

Reparts designed to deliberately
provoke must not be encouraged
but why should the government
consideritself above criticism? The
media project public opinion, and
good governance depends largely
on taking into account what the
common person feels about gov-
ernment policies and actions.
Particularly, under the currently
unique dispensation, one would
have thought that the media's role
would be taken in the right per-
spective, the criticisms more
objectively.

The report of a move ta destabi-
lise the government by fomenting
student unrest, or exploiting it, is
deeply alarming too. The detrac-
tors and the mischief-mongers will
always look for opportunities to

direct any unrest to suit their inter-
ests. What the government gannot
afford to do is to provide them the
chance toimplement theirdesigns.

The art is to never allow such
situations to oceur in the first
place; preemption is better than
damage control. The view that the
incident had been designed to pit
the public against the army may
not be ill-founded. That is a situa-
tion that must never be allowed ta
happen. The truth must be
unearthed and made public.

However, we must look objec-
tively at the recent incident. [t
would be wrong to dismiss it as
only an engineered act to bring
down the government or to com-
pel army takeover. As for those
who see it as only an outburst of
pent up resentment against the
government look at it only par-
tially. [ feel that there is bitofboth
in what we saw on the August 20,
and the day after. The causative
factors should be addressed to
prevent this being repeated.

There is no short cut to democ-
racy, and we wotld like to go back
to the democratic ways and let
the politicians run the show. But
if demaocratic governance is the
people's desire, it is also their
wish neither to go back to the
politics of the pastnor to have the
country's politics entrusted to
thase who have failed the people.
Therefore, it is imperative that
the move to reform politics and
political parties is not side-
tracked or derailed.

The authar s Editar, Dafenca & Strategls Afialrs,
Tha Dally Star.

The hghthouse that education once was...

‘LL these images of
screaming, ecstatic, young
men and women you are

regularly treated to in the
newspapers and on television
every time the SS5C and HSC
results are announced somehow
remind you of lost times. And they
do so because the present
happens to be an era when you are
literally bombarded with such
new inventions as GPAs and
various other grades, many of
which quite escape you, in terms
of meaning and nuance. That is
because of the particular
academiclegacy youare heirto.

When people like us went to
schooland college, and that was in
the 1960s and 1970s, there was a
simple method of marking in
examinations that was followed by
our teachers, We were not graded
in the way today's generation of
the young are. But we did follow a
system where division was all that
matrered. The good students
among us came away from their
examinations with a first division.
And after them came those with
the seconds and the thirds.

There were times when a stu-
dent gathering a cumulative total
of first division marks failed one

And pursult of the unlmown has, to our dtsmmfiture, come to somethlng of
- screeching halt. The enlightened prmclpal of aschool in this city once asked a student,
- ateenaged girl, why she seemed apathetic to a study of history. "Look," said the girlin
 tones that bordered on the uncouth and the rude, "history is about the past. We live in
 the present. Why must we be bothered about the past?”

I subject and so needed a few grace
marks to be able to get through.
When that happened, sadly
enough, his position swiftly went

| down to a third division. And, of

course, there were a whole lot of

- other people who failed overall

and, thus, had to go for a second

attempta year later, if they were so
inclined. )
The beauty of the old system

' was that a clear differentiation in

| merit was noticeable through the

marks. [t was a sense of competi-
tion ‘that mattered. A student

' coming by 68 percent of marks in

| his English papers at the HSC -

| examinations generally felt disap-
| pointed that he was still behind
another, who had managed to
' score 69 percent.
And that kind of score in
" English was, and remains, almost
a record where school and college
 level education in this country is
' concerned. The upshot of it was
that scores of students could
| obtain first division marks, but
Edespite this sort of uniformity
there were yet the many differ-
ences in scores that separated one
' student from another.
| Therewere other pretty positive
| aspects of S3C and [ISC examina-
| tions as well in that era. To go

through a subject successfully,
one needed tg obfain a minimim
of33 pnrc;.mnfmarksmthm:x.im—
inations. Anything less was con-
sidered a failure. If the score was
[ar below 33 per cent, the admissi-
bility of grace marks simply did
notarise. Butif the gap between 33
and the actual score was small,
there was a good possibility that
the candidate would pull through.

Another pretty interesting
aspect of examinations in those
days was the broad questions. It
was, now that we think of it, an
extremely efficacious way of test-
ing the student's intellect. The
argument in those days was that
objective questions, or questions
that called for short, precise
answers, were not really a credible
way of judging the ability of a
student. And that was a reason
why students were made to go
through the entirety of their syl-
labias they prepared for the exam-
Inations.

But all those realities are, today,
tales of a past that people in these
present times would rather do
without. Where, in the old days,
guardians proudly informed rela-
tives and friends of the letters and
star marks their children had
achieved at the examinations, today

it is all a' question of a GPA and a

__.I;LI‘['II noumberatachedic. |

For those steeped in old meth-
ods of living, among which is
clearly a traditional, almost fanati-
cal, devotion to old methods of
examination, such a manner of
scoring is something that is not
quite comprehensible. Some may
even be willing and ready to
inform you that it is clearly unac-
ceptable.

Whether or not you accept the
new, or recall with fondness the
system that once nurtured you, is
a different matter altogether. But
what you most certainly will have
reservations about is the rapidicy
with which education in
Bangladesh has taken a new
dimension altogether in the last
fewyears.

In the first place, the bang with
which private universities came
into the academic scene over the
last decade, or slightly more, has
made the ground shift somewhat
where students' perceptions of
their future is concerned. Almost
all of these universities have
placed regular, repeated, and
increased emphasis on a study of
essentially two subjects, namely,
information technology and
business administration.

Go for a survey around the
trend and you will be surprised
how vast the number of young
people raring to go for academic
courses in these two areas, but
especially business administra-
tion, has been compared to those
who have veered off into other
areas of education. What has been
happening is that education in all
these years has pushed students
into a sense of awareness about
their career prospects once they

finish higher education.
U VAN do yitl'sde How a tareetist

approach to education has, in a
way, stifled the bigger goals that
academia has always been known
for? Let us not waste words. The
unambiguous truth is that in all
this expansion of education, in all
this exciting turn toward syllabi
that prepare the young for an
assured career, it is liberal educa-
tion that has died a slow and pain-
ful death. There are those among
you who just might be tempted to
suggest that liberal education is in
abadstate ofcoma.

But look around you, and you
will know that what you have
before youissomething ofa brain-
dead educational base that once,
in its thriving form, so amply
turned out idealists, dreamers,
indeed people who not only
shaped a view of what life ought to
be but also strove hard to forge a
worldview for themselves. And
thatwas done through along, hard
study of such subjects as litera-
ture, political science, philosophy,
history, indeed the entire gamut of
social sciences.

That is not what you have naow.
There are not many private sectar
universities, which can make you
feel happy with their attitude to

the study of literature. That is
when you know that a good num-
ber of these universities do not
have departments that can help to
satisfy your intellectual curiosity
about life in the world and
beyond.

If there is one glaring scratch
that information technology has
caused society in general, it has
been to dampen, or outright kill,
the urge for a pursuit of liberal
education in the country, Yes,
surgly IT has worked wonders
through essentially helping pegple
discover newer truths about them-
selves and about their place in the
universalscheme ofthings.

It has brought the diverse
regionsof the globe closer together.
But then, closeness is not always a
recipe for happiness. Distances not
only make the heart grow fonder
but also keep alive the sense of
mystery that has impelled genera-
tions into an insistentpursuitof the
unknown forcenturies,

The old idea of mystery is gone.
And pursuit of the unknown has, to
our discomfiture, come to some-
thing of a screeching halt. The
enlightened principal of a schoolin
this city once asked a student, a
teenaged girl, why she seemed
apathetic to a study of history.
"Look," said the girl in tones that
bordered on the uncouth and the
rude, "history is about the past, We
live in the present. Why mustwe be
bathered about the past?”

Does that say anything to you, to
me, to anyone who has had an old-
fashioned point of view about
education beingalighthouse inour
exploration of the universe?

Syad Badrul Ahsan is Edilor, Currant Affalrs, The
Daily Star.

Horses for courses

Faced wuth the chou:e of flghtlng tha elections in "civvies" or looking for a safe mut

anyone in Musharraf's position (and given his personality) will take the former option.
On the other hand, there is that outside chance of his going the "Pinochet” route by
retaining the COAS slot, remaining the power behind the throne. This calls for the
president’s slot being occupied by whom he considers most loyal, the bonus being that
person being also preferable to everyone, and mainly the US.

Minister Shaukat Aziz. In the face
of political boondoggling of the
elected PMs, Musharraf was the
preference of many voters in the
years immediately following 1999,

EAUTY lies in the eyes of
B the beholder, on the same
analu’gy permutations and
combinations in politics should

depend upon the voter,
Governance in most parts of the
wortld has very little to do with the
wishgs of Mvuter. it is more a
canumienc&uf those really exer-
cising power, irrespective of the
wishes of the electorate and their
ambitions thereof, not excluding
the preference of outside powers.
Those who seek power, individuals
and/or political groupings, have
their awn objectives, not dissimilar
to the agenda of a superpower
and/oraneighbour.

Take, for example, the present
governance team of President Gen
Pervez Musharraf and Prime

even without the exercise of a
mandate.

He preferred to remain in power
not through an electoral process,
which at that time he could have
conceivably got, but through the
source of his power, the Pakistan
army.

In an indirect way, but with
considerable manipulation and
rigging, the voters did give him a
sanction of sorts in late 2002.
Gerrymandering the vote is not a
Pakistani phenarmienon alone, it is
the done thing in most third world
countries. [ndeed, as we saw in the
US presidential elections in 2000,

voter manipulation is alive and
wellin the first world too, whenever
it is required to display its ugly
manifestation.

Having ventured into the realm
of politics, Musharrafhad torelyon
political partners Ch Shujaat
Hussain, Altaf Hussain, ete, as well
as a bevy of elements like PPP
forward bloc and independents,
notexcluding the grudging support
of the religious parties, After /11,
he placed an overwhelming reli-
ance on the US; in Pakistan which
leader has not, particularly when it
was willingly forthcoming?

Political groupings pursue a given

ideology, this one ranged from the
left of liberal to the right extreme,
the politics of convenience.

To give credence to his version of

"democracy," Musharraf chose Mir

| Zafarullah Khan Jamali, a PML
- leader of long standing, with the
blessings of his political allies. This
| was in the face of his preference for
. a technocrat, particularly Shaukat
| Aziz, brought back from Citibank
HQ in New York to be the finance
ministerin his first cabinet.
While Jamali gave Musharraf
- democratic trappings, sustaining
- the economic turnaround accom-
| plished [n the first three years (1999-
| 2002) required a technocrat. This
' change of horses coincided with
| Chaudhry's change of heart about
| Jamali, Shaukat Aziz became PM.
. Shaukat Aziz the technocrat was
 converted into Shaukat Aziz the
. politician, dutifully "winning" two
made-to-order and diverse seats in
| the National Assembly (NA) to
| qualify for the legal status for being

the PM. Shaukat Aziz has been
God-sent for the business commu-
nity as the guarantor of business-
friendly policies. He had already
mastered the art of politcal "cli-
ent-patron” relationship he first
learntduring his bankingcareer.

Remaining a faithful client to his
patron, Gen Musharraf, on the one
hand, he has generously distrib-
uted to his clients, among them
army officers, both retired and
serving, and technocrat friends
and supporters, offices of profit
both in public sphere and state
owned enterprises, particularly
financial institutions.

Over the years he has built a vast
constituency. The uniformed client
has beenvery "lucky” inmultiplying
his investment through "sound
advice," and a litde "bit of help,”
very much like bureaucrats were
made to win at cards in the 50s and
60s. As a fairly wealthy individual
himsell, moneyand greed has never
been his weakness, despite the
occasional grumblings of the politi-
cal machine he has managed to
survive (and survive with some
political dignity) till the end of his
term.

For Mian Nawaz Sharif, his dream
tearn consisted of having a hand
picked president who would be ame-

Y
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nable to all his requirements, Rafig
Tarr, the man from nowhere, was
installed to fill the bill, even though
Sharif had stalwarts within the party
he could have turned to, the odds-on-
cholce being Senator Sartaj Aziz, his
forelgn minister and Secretary
General PML. Intheend Rafiq Tararlet
him down, not even entering a mild
protest when Musharmaf overthrew
thegovernment.

Rafiq Tarar himself was eventually
shown the door, in his case being
shown off at the door by Musharraf,
literally. For Benazir, her acceptance
of Ghulam Ishaq Khan as president
turned into a nightrmare, he virtually
emasculated her governance, and
then threw her out, using thearmy to
cover his dirty deed, Her choice of
Farooq Leghari as a safe president
soured in 1997 when he, in his turn,
senther packing.

The only president-PM combi-
natlon that has lasted its life in office
is that of Musharraf and Shaukat.
This drearn team was very much the
choice of the US, and that suppart
was vital for its longevity. However,
one thing rankles American demo-
cratic sensibilities, Musharraf and
Shaukat Aziz were not elected in the
pure democratic sense, they were
actually selected, Musharraf by
circurnstances and Shaukat Aziz by

Musharraf. [t would be crass to deny
that this horses for courses team has
succeeded at least in the economic
sense.

Even without a political constit-
uency, Shaukat has been a con-
summate politician, To have sur-
vived three years in the political
labyrinth of Pakistan, keeping both
the army and the bureaucracy
happy, and the political wolves
from his door, has been no mean
achievement.

Observers have also noted that
none of the political leaders,
including the two major opposi-
tion figures, Ms Benazir and Mian
Nawaz Sharif have shown any
visceral hatred for Shaukat Aziz, as
opposed to their feelings towards
Musharraf (and towards each
ather). Was it because he, as their
private banker, knows too much?

Musharraf would be happy if the
present combination continues. If
he is forced to accept a political PM
who comes to the seat of power in
free and fair elections, Shaukat will
probably replace Mohammad
Mian Soomro as chairman senate,
one heartbeat from the presidency.
On the other hand, Shaukat Aziz
could well continue as PM if no
political party emerges with out-
right majority, a compromise

choice forall seasons.

What happens if, for some rea-
son, the Supreme Court of Pukistan
decides that Musharraf cannot
fight the presidential elections
while in uniform? Will Musharraf
risk the electoral process out of
uniform? In the face of leaving the
post of the president and the COAS
Pakistan army, which one will
Musharrafchoose?

Faced with the choice of fighting
the elections in "civvies" or looking
forasafe exit, anyone in Musharraf's
position (and given his personality)
will take the former option. On the
other hand, there is that outside
chance of his going the "Pinochet”
route by retaining the COAS slot,
remaining the power behind the
throne. This calls for the president's
slot being occupied by whom he
considers most loyal, the bonus
being that person beingalso prefer-
able to everyone, and mainly the US.

Power-sharing between an
elected president and a PM will
always have a third partner in
Pakistan, the triad being completed
by the COAS. Given his phenomenal
luck, I would bet on Shaukat Aziz as
chairman senate, with along shot of
becoming president.

* lkram Sehgal fs an eminent Pakistani palitical

analyst and columnist.



