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L
O O N A ,  M o o n a  a n d  
Meghna, similar in age, are 
enrolled at the same grade 

level. Loona is among the top few 
students in her class at New 
York's Stuyvesant High School. 
Moona alternates between sec-
ond and third place in her class in 
Dhaka's Green Herald School.  
Meghna is the top student in her 
class at Shimulpur High School.

Loona's computer, which she 
uses for homework and reports 
and for literature search for pro-
jects, has an internet connection. 
A literature search that used to 
take a week can be done in about 
half an hour on the internet. 

Her father thinks that the com-
puter-internet combination is as 
important in spreading knowl-
edge and information as the 
printing press. Loona also carries 
out social interactions via e-mails, 
instant messaging, and online 
chat rooms, and downloads 
music, news and weather reports. 
Simply put, Loona in intimately 
networked with the digitally con-
nected world.

Moona also has a computer, 
which she uses to printout her 
final report on important projects.  
Since she is taking a computer 
course this year, her computer is 
a real help; she can take her time 
learning. 

Her parents allow her very 
limited access to the internet and 
e-mails. Moona's uncle sent two 
educational CD ROMs with lec-
tures by renowned professors. The 
course on astronomy was fabu-
lous, and Moona learned a lot 
about the secrets of the universe.

Meghna would very much like 
to take the computer course in her 
secondary school certif icate 
(SSC) exam, but she is not sure if 
it is going to happen. She does 
not find the content-heavy man-
ual printed on newsprint in black 
and white that attractive. The 
science teacher keeps on saying 
that he would bring the computer 
out of its carton in the headmas-
ter's office, however, that is yet to 
happen. Meghna is on the wrong 
side of the "digital divide."

"Digital divide" is the vast 
difference in access to informa-
tion technology between much-
endowed Loona, somewhat-lucky 
Moona and outright-deprived 
Meghna. Since information tech-
nology is changing the mode of 
instruction with ever increasing 
speed, this divide is far more 
ominous than other disparities of 
modern life, but it is more amena-
ble to remedy than many other 
differences. 

India has transformed itself 
into an information technology 
giant, and Bangladesh, too, has 
that potential. The first condition 
for realisation of that potential is 
the spread of computer education 
and usage. The computer literacy 
program (CLP) is an essential 
step towards that goal.

How CLP started
A few expatriate Bangladeshis in 
New Jersey came up with the 
concept and plan for implementa-
tion of the CLP. They did not have 
to look too far to find the 
Vo lun teers  Assoc ia t ion  fo r  
Bangladesh (VAB) to help with 
the organisational framework. 

VAB is devoted to helping the 
underprivileged youth with edu-

cation and training through schol-
arships, science laboratories, 
library books and teacher train-
ing, and has activities in 24 high 
schools in Bangladesh. The 
similarities in overall objectives 
prompted the CLP to form the 
New Jersey Chapter of VAB, 
(VAB-NJ).  

The principal aim of VAB-NJ is 
to empower the underprivileged 
youths in Bangladesh through 
computer literacy, but it was clear 
to VAB-NJ that it would be impos-
sible to carry out the program 

without an implementation arm in 
Bangladesh. VAB-NJ then formed 
a partnership with D. Net for 
assistance. D. Net is devoted to 
spreading of information technol-
ogy in Bangladesh, particularly in 
the rural areas.

Computer learning 
centres
CLP's first step was to establish 
Computer Learning Centres 
(CLCs) in educational institutions 
in rural Bangladesh. In selecting 
the sites for CLCs, consideration 
was given to geographical loca-
tion, availability of electricity, 
eagerness of the school manage-
ment and its willingness to help. 
Every CLC has a computer lab for 
hands-on training, and is pro-
vided with a minimum of four 
computers, one printer, and other 
accessories.

An introductory curriculum was 
developed in consultation with 
computer scientists, based on 
which a student's manual, "Esho 
Computer Shikhi" (Let Us Learn 
Computers), has been published. 
Two teachers from each CLC 
receive two weeks of intensive 
training from D.Net professionals. 
They are also provided with a 
"teacher's manual." 

Students receive hands-on 
training on computers free of 
charge (the picture shows a typi-
cal CLC), and are given a copy of 
the student's manual at a nominal 
cost. In each batch, 8 to 10 stu-
dents are taught for two hours a 
day, twice a week for eight weeks, 
about the parts of a computer, 
fundamental usage, Microsoft 
Word, Excel spreadsheet, and 
Paint programs. 

The classes are taken outside 
of the school's normal schedule, 
and, since the teachers provide 
the service in addition to their 
regular duties, CLP pays each 
teacher Tk 750 per month.

VAB-NJ provides the concep-
tual framework, implementation 
directives, computers, teachers' 
honorarium, and funds for project 
implementation. D.Net assists in 
selecting the host institution, 
production of the manuals and 
curriculum, teacher training, 

physical establishment of the 
computer lab, technical oversight 
to keep the computers opera-
tional, monitoring the progress of 
each CLC, and overall manage-
ment of the program. 

The school management and 
local residents provide the 
rooms, furniture, electricity as 
well as encouragement to the 
teachers and students. Since all 
three entities contribute, there 
is less   chance of any "charity 
mentality" and related compli-
cations setting in. 

Where is CLP today
In 2004 the CLP started with the 
objective of setting up 20 CLCs. 
In June 2007, 54 CLCs were fully 
operational in 28 districts, and 
another 5 are to be opened by 
July 2007. The map shows the 
location of the 59 centers, of 
which 54 are located in educa-
tional institutions, 4 in community 
centers and one in a library. 

As of May 2007, 90 male and 
24 female teachers have been 
trained, and 7,945 students par-
ticipated in the program of which 
7,469 received certificate of 
completion. Of these, 48% are 
female students. The bar graph 
presents the enrollment and 
graduation statistics for the pro-
gram. 4,000 copies of the stu-
dent's manual were printed, of 
which 3,400 were distributed at a 
nominal price.

CLP is making a differ-
ence
Even though 59 CLCs may be 
perceived as miniscule, the accu-
mulation of small advances and 
accompl ishments has been 
encouraging to VAB-NJ and the 
recipient organisations. The 
biggest achievement has been 
the wide-eyed inquisitiveness of 
the students, teachers and par-
ents, and their eagerness to 
learn. 

Aspiring students wait fervently 
for their turns and, in most CLCs, 
enrollment increased because of 
the computer labs. The number of 
students applying to take com-
puter course in the SSC exam is 
also increasing. While students' 
scores in the SSC computer 
science practical examination 
was hovering near 70%, the 
figure jumped to nearly 100% in 
schools with CLCs.  

Teachers of other subjects are 
also falling in line. One English 
teacher said: "I keep hearing 
terms such as "hardware," "soft-
ware," "mouse," "log-in," "log-out" 
all the time, and I have no clue 
what those mean. It's time I 
became a computer literate as 
well."

CLP is showing slow but sure 

signs of opening doors of possi-
bilities to the graduates. Rubel 
Islam and Alamgir Hossain of 
Daulatpur have secured employ-
ment in computer related posi-
tions with the Bangladesh Army.  

Instructor Farhana Akhter 
encouraged two of her students, 
Ziaur Rahmana and Jahidur 
Rahman, to start their own com-
puter store.  CLP is, thus, bring-
ing new career possibilities to the 
graduates.

The CLCs are encouraging 
students and teachers to venture 
out of their own spaces and 
empowering them to take new 
steps. Teachers are using com-
puters for tabulating and analys-
ing students' grades, scheduling 
school activities, and for resource 
management.  

Recently, administrators of the 
Mymensingh Teachers' Training 
College contacted the CLP when 
their B. Ed. (Bachelor of Education) 
students needed computer training 
and 65 B. Ed students were trained 
a t  t h e  M u k t a g a c h a  a n d  
Mymensingh CLCs. This is an 
example of how CLP has assisted in 
areas completely outside the origi-
nal objectives.

CLP uses a comprehensive 
approach for program implemen-
tation, which includes establish-
ment of computer labs, curricu-
lum development, hands-on 
training, teachers' incentive 
honorarium, equipment mainte-
nance, and overall management. 
This approach received accolade 
in an educational conference on 
information technology held in 
Cairo in 2005. 

A Canadian information technol-
ogy expert commented that, to his 
knowledge, CLP was the only 
example in the world where resi-
dent and non-resident nationals 

could push the program so suc-
cessfully without any foreign dona-
tion.

Support and sustenance
VAB-NJ is financing the CLP by 
raising funds and grants from non-
resident Bangladeshis (NRBs). A 
sponsor can help through direct 
cash contribution, and "donate a 
computer" and "adopt a computer 
learning center" projects. 

Under the "adopt a computer 

learning center" project, a spon-
sor can choose an educational or 
social institution and donate 
money. A CLC is established in 
that institution provided it satis-
fies the core requirements of 
space, furniture, and availability 
of electricity. The sponsor's con-
tribution is two-thirds of the cost, 
the remainder is paid by the pro-
gram funds.

Almost 75% of the existing 
CLCs have been established 
under this project. The "adopt a 
CLC" project has several attrac-
tive features. In most cases, a 
sponsor typically selects his or 
her village school as the desig-
nated center, and has sponsor 
has personal interest in seeing 
the CLC succeed. His friends and 
relatives can monitor the prog-
ress of the center, which assists in 
achieving the objectives of CLP. 

CLP is turning out to be a 
model of how the efforts of an 
individual can advance a commu-
nity. If many sponsors came out 
and established CLC's in their 
villages, then numerous centers 
could be developed without any 
major governmental initiative; 
and the digital divide could be 
bridged. 

The students at the CLCs can 
learn about the successes of their 
predecessors, which encourages 
them to aim higher, and helps 
establish a useful connection 
between today's success and 
tomorrow's promise.

The VAB-NJ volunteers have 
taken initiatives to spread infor-
mation about CLP in US and in 
UK. The response has been very 
encouraging. Some have volun-
teered their time, and one NRB 
has committed to bear half of the 
start-up expenses for a new 
initiative.

A major institutional grant for 
implementation of the program 
came from the Khan Family 
Foundation in California. The 
support from this foundation, set 
up by Dr. Imdad Khan (now 
deceased) and his wife Mrs. 
Sitara Khan, helped establish 10 
of the CLCs, provided incentive 
honorarium for teachers, and paid 
for a substantial fraction of the 
project management costs.

D.Net organised fundraising 
events in Bangladesh and bore a 
part of the expenses. The suc-
cess of the program, the consci-
entious efforts of the D. Net pro-
fessionals, the devotion of teach-
ers, and the eagerness and 
enthusiasm of students attracted 
the attention of other individuals 
and institutions. 

Bank Asia provided funds for 
establishing three CLCs, diplomats 
visited a CLC and donated four new 
computers, and the Dhaka office of 
the International Monetary Fund 
provided four previously used but 
very high quality computers to 
another CLC. 

The most significant recogni-
tion came from Microsoft, which 
has committed funds for estab-
l i sh i ng  13  Commun i t y  f o r  
L e a r n i n g  I n f o r m a t i o n  
Communication and Knowledge 
(Click) centers. Seven Click 
centers have already been estab-
lished, and by the September of 
this year all will be in operation. 

These centers emulate the 
CLC model but, unlike most 
CLCs, they will be based at com-
munity centers. The principal aim 
of the Click centers is to provide 
training to unemployed educated 
youth in rural Bangladesh. 

The curriculum will include 
desktop publication, web-site 
development, database program-
ming, and information services for 
rural population. The Click cen-
ters also provide livelihood infor-
mation service and income gener-
ating services, such as photogra-
phy, soil testing, internet brows-
ing etc. 

Support for CLP should be seen 
as an "investment in the underprivi-
leged," and not as "charity." 
Bangladesh is optimally suited for 
such investments because of its 
sizable technically educated 
workforce, and low labour and over-
head cost. It is much cheaper to 
develop and teach elementary and 
intermediate level computer 
courses, or to provide other educa-
tional and training services in 
Bangladesh. The instructional 
materials and technical know-how 
are expected to have a much wider, 
even global, impact, like "Grameen 
Bank."

Self-assessment and 
impact evaluation
The initiators continually discuss 
among themselves, seek input 
from peers, and take decisions 

after careful analysis. It is equally 
important to obtain feedback from 
independent, external observers. 
Recently, a graduate student from 
t h e  F l e t c h e r  S c h o o l  o f  
G o v e r n m e n t  o f  t h e  Tu f t s  
University carried out an evalua-
tion of CLP based on structured 
questionnaires, interviews and 
focus group discussions. 

The study report entitled, 
"Bridging Digital Divide for Rural 
Youth: An Experience from 
Computer Literacy Program in 
Bangladesh," is available online 
a t  the  VAB-NJ and D.Net  
websites. The study came up with 
some interesting observations. 

First, CLP graduates tend to 
collaborate with and learn from 
one another more than their peers 
who did not go through the pro-
gram do. Teachers report that 
CLP trained students do better in 
other subjects as well. Finally, the 
presence of a CLC in a school 
enhances enrollment in, and 
transfer of students to, that 
school.

Looking ahead
Success breeds new expecta-
tions. There have been demands 
to increase the number of centers 
at a faster pace, and to expand 
the scope of the program. The 
evaluation study came up with 
some crucial recommendations 
as well. 

These include more time for 
students to practice on the com-
puter, introduction of advanced 
courses, increasing of teachers' 
incentive honorarium, refresher 
and more advanced training for 
teachers, and leveraging the 
existing computers for more 
effective teaching of other sub-
jects, such as science and mathe-
matics.

In response to these demands, 
and in consideration of potential 
impact at the grass root level, 
some new initiatives are being 
considered. "computer teaches 
everyday English (CTEE)"  aims 
to leverage the availability of 
computers to enhance English 
learning and the communication 
skills of the students. 

Emphasis will be placed on 
developing students' skills in 
comprehending and communicat-
ing ideas in English, both orally 
and in writing. Preparations are 
underway to develop an educa-
tional CD ROM, using contents 
that the students are familiar with. 

The project will be implemented 
in five centers at a pilot level. 

D.Net is in discussions with 
F o u n d a t i o n  f o r  E d u c a t i o n  
Research and Invention (FERI), 
Bangladesh Math Olympiad, and 
Institute of Education of Brac 
University, for developing multi-
media instructional materials for 
enhancing the level of mathemat-
ics and science teaching.

The future activities of CLP 
include keeping the existing 
CLCs in operation, developing 
curriculum and manual for the 
next level of instructions, provid-
ing internet access to the CLCs, 
and modernising the education 
system using computer and 
information technology. In order 
to maintain the vitality of the 
CLCs, one needs to service the 
exist ing computers, replace 
older machines with newer ones, 
maintain steady flow of funds to 
continue and increase teachers' 
incentive honorarium. 

Already 19 CLCs have been 
provided with 19 new computers. 
The maintenance and service 
cost per CLC per year is $1,350, 
which includes fees for project 
management, provision of parts 
and services, teachers' honorar-
ium, and replacement of an old 
computer by a new one ($400).  

Gathering dreams
As mentioned earlier, CLP's 
capabilities are limited, but in 
three years 59 CLCs have been 
established. Obviously success 
to date is dwarfed by national 
need. However, the experience 
gathered and lessons learned 
encourage bigger dreams. 

The deprived students in the 
remote villages of Bangladesh 
have shown that they can make 
good use of every little opportu-
nity provided to them. CLP has 
demonstrated that NRBs, with 
their expertise and resources, 
can effectively contribute to 
developmental projects that help 
the country.  

The Computer Literacy Project 
is a small but determined effort of 
a few NRBs. It is just one candle. 
Thousands of such candles can 
burn bright and remove the dark-
ness of digital illiteracy. 
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HE novelty, suddenness 

T and scale of the attacks on 
New York and metropolitan 

Washington on September 11, 
2001, left analysts and commenta-
tors scrambling to find a suitable 
label. Was it just another example 
of suicide bombing albeit on a 
colossal scale? But in the past, 
such bombings had been wrought 
by individuals wearing a belt of 
explosives. Such was not the case 
on that fateful day. 

The attacks stood apart from 
previous terrorist acts because of 
the use of passenger-laden civilian 
aircraft as deadly missiles. That's 
why 9/11 ended up as a case by 
itself. 

It's not the first time that history 
had thrown up an event of such 
complexity and magnitude that it 
defied neat categorization. The 
Iraq War that ensued, as improba-
bly linked as it was to 9/11, offers 
another example of an indefinable 
conflict. 

Such, too, was the case with the 
1978-79 revolutionary movement 
led by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini 

that resulted in the overthrow of the 
Shah in Iran. The Marxists, partici-
pating in the popular upsurge, 
interpreted the phenomenon as an 
anti-imperialist struggle, which, if 
successful, would pave the way for 
a socialist revolution -- their ulti-
mate objective. 

The liberals considered the 
overthrow of the dictatorial Shah as 
a step toward establishing a 
Western-style democracy in Iran. 
But, as we know now, the Islamic 
forces within the movement had 
their own ideas. 

In the absence of any religion 
inspiring political revolution during 
modern times, activists and ana-
lysts lacked historical guidelines to 
categorize the Iranian upheaval. All 
agreed, though, it was a revolution, 
which overthrew the ancien régime 
root and branch, politically, eco-
nomically and culturally. Whether 
the revolutionary transformation 
has been progressive or regressive 
remains open to debate to this day. 

As for the Iraq War, in a recent 
speech to the Veterans of Foreign 
Wars, US President George Bush 
made comparisons with the 
Vietnam War and World War II, the 

latter which ended with the total 
surrender by Nazi Germany and 
Imperial Japan. 

B u s h  i s  w r o n g  i n  b o t h  
instances. In the case of Vietnam, 
the popular regime in North 
Vietnam was capable of bringing 
stability and security to its south-
ern counterpart. Eventually, it 
played that role, and a unified 
Vietnam emerged as a stable 
state. Can anyone imagine the 
fairly peaceful three provinces of 
Iraqi Kurdistan stabilizing the 
remaining 15 provinces of Iraq? 

Overall, tension was mild 
between the majority Buddhist and 
minority Catholic Vietnamese in 
South Vietnam, despite the fact 
that, first, France and then the US 
favored the Catholics. Such a 
relationship was in stark contrast to 
the centuries-old animosity 
between Sunni and Shiite Arabs in 
Iraq. 

Bush's assertion that democracy 
will ultimately establish itself in Iraq 
as it did in Imperial Japan after the 
Second World War is equally 
irrelevant. 

Imperial Japan formalized its 
defeat in August 1945 with an 

unconditional surrender. But 
Emperor Hirohito retained his title 
and power, and fully cooperated 
with the occupying US forces. 
Since Japan's administrative 
machinery  was in tac t  and 
Japanese remained reverent to 
their emperor, the change-over to 
democracy was fairly smooth. 

By contrast, President Saddam 
Hussein did not sign an instrument 
of total surender. He went under-
ground. Invading American troops 
dissolved the state's administrative 
machinery, disbanding the army 
and police. 

Therefore any parallel between 
Iraq of 2003 with Imperial Japan of 
1945 is fanciful. Equally fanciful 
was Bush's reference to the US 
reshaping Japan and Nazi 
Germany into reliable and respon-
sible democratic allies. 

Unlike pre-2003 Iraq, Germany 
in the early 1930s had a history of 
democracy: Adolf Hitler came to 
power in 1933 through elections, 
not a coup. 

Bush's flawed thinking stems 
from the gross misconceptions, 
which formed the main basis of the 
Anglo-American invasion and 

occupation of Iraq. Principal among 
these was equating the 9/11 
assaults with the Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor in 1941; and 
Saddam as another Hitler and the 
ruling Baath Party as a variant of 
the Nazi Party. In reality, Saddam 
was more like the Soviet leader 
Joseph Stalin than Hitler, and 
Baathists had more in common 
with Communists than Nazis. 

At the other end of the political 
spectrum, the leftists' argument 
that the insurgency in Iraq is tanta-
mount to armed resistance to US 
imperialism in the mode of previous 
anti-colonial armed struggles is 
also flawed. 

The insurgency in Iraq is backed 
not by the majority -- the Iraqi 
Shiites -- but by a minority, the Iraqi 
Sunnis. And the positive reception 
that a section of the Iraqi Sunnis 
has given to foreign operatives of Al 
Qaeda -- a transnational, millenar-
ian organization with an agenda for 
setting up Taliban-style regimes in 
the Muslim world -- muddies the 
case of those who present the 
Sunni insurgency as a pristine 
example of traditional anti-
imperialist resistance. 

Equally flawed is the compari-
son of today's Iraq with the 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia of 
yesteryear. In the case of 
Yugoslavia, the towering person-
ality of Marshall Josip Tito held 
together half a dozen principalities 
into a federation. With his death, 
the federation began to fray, finally 
imploding in 1991, with Slovenia 
breaking away. 

As for Iraq, a foreign invasion, 

not a natural death, ended the rule 

of the strongman Saddam Hussein. 

To find some parallel, we need to 

dig deeper into history -- in the 

Indian sub-continent -- when 

Imperial Britain overthrew the 

Muslim Moguls as the governing 

authority in the sub-continent in the 

mid-19th century, ending seven 

centuries of rule by minority 

Muslims. 

Muslims lost power and sulked, 

while the hitherto powerless Hindu 

majority quickly adjusted to the 

reality of the new rulers. Replace 

Indian Hindus, 70 percent of the 

population, with Iraqi Shiites, and 

Indian Muslims, 25 percent of the 

population, with Iraqi Sunnis -- and 

the situation almost resembles 

post-Saddam Iraq. 

The rising Hindu professional 

class formed the backbone of the 

Indian National Congress, which 

went on to demand independence. 

Once Muslims realized that the 

principle of one person, one vote, 

would condemn them to permanent 

subservience to the Hindu majority 

in an independent Indian sub-

continent, the emerging middle 

class represented by the Muslim 

League demanded partition. To 

abort such a prospect, the 

Congress Party conceded a loose 

federation of the Indian provinces, 

but the Muslim League rejected the 

idea. 

The subsequent division of the 

sub-continent -- inhabited by 360 

million people in 1947  -- led to 

ethnic cleansing in certain regions. 

This resulted in the deaths of a half 

million to 1 million people, and the 

displacement of some 12 million. 

So far, in Iraq, the estimates of 

the civilian deaths attributed, 

directly or indirectly, to the Iraq War, 

vary between 50,000 to 650,000. In 

a country of 26 million, more than 2 

million have fled, and more than 1 

million have become internal 

refugees -- chiefly due to the ethnic 

cleansing that has occurred in the 

wake of the Anglo-American inva-

sion. 

Partition of Iraq into three inde-

pendent states will create more 

problems than it will solve. 

Besides more ethnic cleansing 

and internal violence, the land-

locked, independent Republic of 

Kurdistan will almost certainly be 

invaded and partitioned by the 

forces of Turkey, Syria and Iran. 

So, consolidation of the present 

informal federal structure of the 

Iraqi state seems the best bet. 

In sum, like 9/11, no single 

parallel can be held up to compare 

the Iraq War of today. But a few 

elements of what happened in the 

Indian sub-continent provide 

useful clues. 

Dilip Hiro is the author of Secrets and Lies: 
'Operation Iraqi Freedom' and After" and, most 
recently, The Timeline History of India.
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