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Giving the police the 
wherewithal
A step in the right direction

T
HE government's decision to make an allocation of 
Tk. 18 crore in the 2007-08 fiscal year as funds for 
the police to bear the cost of investigations cer-

tainly goes some way toward meeting their requirement. 
Alongside this, the provision of 30 per cent of their basic 
salary as allowances for traffic policemen clearly argues 
the case for greater efficiency on their part. All of this goes 
towards fulfillment of a long-felt need on the part of the 
police department. 

As the record shows so amply, all cases of investigation 
by the police, especially matters relating to a perpetration 
of criminality, were in the past hamstrung by a lack of 
funds. It was not surprising to hear of policemen paying 
from their own pockets or even sometimes resorting to 
dubious means of coming by money to pursue cases. 
Such a situation will hopefully now come to an end and 
make the work of the police that much easier. 

There can be no question that police investigations often 
involve a long, elaborate process of action. Cash-strapped 
investigations cannot be expected to yield positive results. 
In investigations of criminal cases, locating witnesses and 
getting them to cooperate, nabbing suspects and bringing 
them within the ambit of the law, recovering bodies and 
having them undergo autopsies are some of the steps the 
police are required to take. All of these are not only difficult 
but also monetarily exacting tasks. Additionally, when all 
such work earlier had to be done by the police without any 
financial back-up from the department or the government, 
there was a natural inclination on the part of investigating 
policemen to slacken their activities. In the process, it was 
the people directly affected by crime who suffered. One 
other drawback of investigations -- and that again owing 
largely to a lack of adequate funds -- has been a prevalence 
of bias and a lack of propriety involved in them. These draw-
backs have all too often weakened the prosecution of crime. 

The move to provide funds for police investigations into 
crime as also allowances for traffic policemen from now on 
can, therefore, be looked upon as steps in the right direction. 
On the one hand, the police will now be expected to move 
with alacrity in discharging their responsibilities. On the 
other, as a result of such quick movement, the police will be 
able to find clues more effectively than they have been able 
to until now. A provision of investigation-related funds should 
enable the police to move more speedily into preserving and 
collecting evidence of crime. On the whole, the police from 
here on ought to start raising the quality of the work they do.

Woes of Old Dhaka 
DESA, WASA should pay attention

O
VER the past 72 hours water supply in the old part 
of the city has sharply declined. WASA authorities 
have attributed this shortage to inadequate power 

supply. The Executive Engineer of WASA has confirmed 
that in order to operate each of the pumps in the locality 
the required supply has to be 400MW whereas only 
350MW is available. We fail to understand as to why the 
situation cannot be improved since power generation is of 
a record level this year as recently reported in the local 
media compared to last year.

Whatever might be the causes for the reduction in sup-
ply, the truth remains that a large section of the city's popu-
lation in the old Dhaka continues to suffer. Worst of all, as 
reported, students and teachers of many residential edu-
cational institutions are also suffering due to acute short-
age of water, apart from the power outages. Several hun-
dred resident students of Badrunnessa Womens' College, 
Eden College and the Home Economics College are living 
in distress. 

Water and power supplies have long been problematic 
for the residents of old Dhaka and its adjoining areas per-
haps more than in other parts of the city. People of these 
parts are the oldest residents of the city; not only that they 
also happen to be economically active part of the city's 
populace. As it is they have somewhat neglected and it is 
time they received due attention from DESA, WASA, let 
alone Dhaka City Corporation (DCC) itself by way of allevi-
ating poor drainage and water-logging conditions in the 
area. 

We eagerly await some dynamism and real action on 
the ground by all the concerned agencies of the govern-
ment in active cooperation with the local ward commis-
sioners.

M
ORE or less our problem 

is more of less. Our 

leaders are more of less 

than leaders, our ministers are more 

of less than ministers, our judges 

are more of less than judges, and 

more so of the less goes on. Our 

governments have been more of 

less than governments, people 

more of less than people, and the 

state more of less than a state. We 

have increasingly diminished as a 

nation, contracting in expansion. 

It may sound absurd, but never-

theless it's a fact. And if you accept 

it, then the rest of the story becomes 

as clear as daylight. What is eating 

us is the reverse trend. Things have 

got worse in the course of time. 

There has been a loss of quality in 

everything, a general decline in 

dimensions. We are moving on the 

backfire, walking on the back foot.

The result of which is obvious. 

We have lost height as a nation, 

turning hollow in the thick of things, 

hope into despair, dream into night-

mare. So the food is more of less 

nutritious, light is more of less bright, 

minds more of less sound, and 

thoughts more of less round. 
We have moved backward in 

forward creating many contradic-

tions. A smuggler was made the 

minister of home affairs. A pretender 

with fake credentials was appointed 

the judge of the High Court. And 

then we elected many loan default-

ers to the parliament, expecting 

those who violated law will enact 

laws for us.
Well, endless erosion leads to the 

barebones when the clatter of the 

empty sounds like the fury of the full. 

Then these mores of lesses create 

their own distortions. The doctors 

behave like patients, teachers like 

students, professionals like novice, 

and old leaders walk behind their 

young Prince Charming.  
There is abundance of depletion. 

Starting from politics to culture to 

education to moral integrity, the loss 

of quality is immense. There are 

many pockets of bankruptcy, where 

this nation went dry and spent like 

summer pools, where institutions, 

families and individuals have shrunk 

and diminished from giants to 

midgets, where pride is lost in 

prejudice, truth in lies, attention in 

pretension and devotion in delusion. 

We are an incredibly shrinking 

nation where growth is decay, 

strength is weakness, and power is 

incapacity.
For Voltaire the central horror of 

the pre-Enlightenment world was a 

troika, which included the triumph of 

obscurantism over reason, the 

atrophy of education and critical 

thinking, and the integration of 

fanaticism, the state and the appa-

ratus of torture. The resulting out-

come was the economic and politi-

cal marginalisation of culture, which 

eventually led to the fall of civilisa-

tion.

More of less is the dynamics of 

that marginalisation. It is the expres-

sion of accelerated deceleration, 

when something increasingly 

decreases like a piece of wood 

coming under running shave. And 

the marginalisation of this nation is 

no secret. It's amongst the world's 

poorest countries, one of the most 

corrupt nations in the world, and I 

deplore it when I say that in most 

parts of the world our beloved 

country is seen as a den of extrem-

ists where quarreling factions are 

aggravating an already precarious 

condition. 
In fact, to paraphrase the late US 

comedian Rodney Dangerfield: we 

don't get no respect. That is why cub 

secretaries from another country 

come to meet our head of state. 

Foreign diplomats busy themselves 

meddling in our business. 
All of these are unmistakable 

signs of shrinking. No, the country is 

not losing its geographic territory. 

No, the population hasn't stopped 

growing. The economy was growing 

until the recent slowdown. The real 

estate is booming. Number of 

universities is growing. More stu-

dents are winning GP5 in SSC and 

HSC year by year. The country has 

more rich people than ever before. 

Yet, like a stricken body losing 

weight despite proper diet, this 

nation has emaciated in thirty-six 

years.  It has lost its weight in the 

eyes of others. It has lost hope in the 

eyes of its own people. After all 

these years foreign experts are 

coming to teach us how to build our 

democracy after the US model. After 

all these years we don't have a 

national airline that can fly across all 

continents. After all these years we 

don't find leaders who can lead us 

into the future.

The irony is that the entire nation 

has gone ahead into the past. We 

have folded as a nation, trapped in 

the motion of inertia. If we are 

going anywhere, we are going 

nowhere. If too much is happening, 

nothing is happening. It's much 

ado about nothing. It's like growing 

silence in the midst of clamour. 

So this nat ion has been 

crammed with void, its space filled 

to be empty which looks puckered 

like a deflated ball. How does a ball 

deflate? It deflates when its blad-

der is squeezed or punctured to 

release air. Likewise a nation can 

also deflate if people, who are its 

bladder, the inflatable lining where 

the energy of a nation is stored, are 

suppressed or squeezed.  

"Enlightenment is man's release 

from his self-incurred tutelage," 

proclaimed Immanuel Kant. He 

explained that true freedom of man 

was to "make use of his under-

standing without direction from 

another."  Then he claimed that the 

motto of enlightenment is to give 

courage to every man so that he 

can use his own reason.

It is the hulk in people that also 

makes the hulk in a nation. The 

people have to have more power 

than casting votes, torching vehi-

cles, and killing each other. These 

passions come from their hunger 

for freedom. Rising above the 

clutter of corruption and narrow 

interests, they should be allowed to 

have the taste of freedom. 

Enlightened country needs enlight-

ened people.

Putting two plus two, a nation is 

pumped up when its people are 

pumped up. In our political life we 

have miserably failed to see that 

equation. We have squeezed the 

people for so many years, leaving 

them flat and thin, that it is now 

taking its toll. The land of shrinking 

people is shrinking itself.

Mohammad Badrul Ahsan is a banker.

An incredibly shrinking nation

MOHAMMAD BADRUL AHSAN

CROSS TALK
The irony is that the entire nation has gone ahead into the past. We have 
folded as a nation, trapped in the motion of inertia. If we are going anywhere, 
we are going nowhere. If too much is happening, nothing is happening. It's 
much ado about nothing. It's like growing silence in the midst of clamour. 

T
H E  c l a s s e s  o f  

Jahangirnagar University 

(JU) were closed sine die 

following the recent unfortunate and 

unexpected crisis in the country. But 

as offices remained open and some 

had to do their research and other 

official works, a very negligible 

number of teachers used to come to 

the respective departments. 

On September 8, after finishing 

my research and official works, I 

was waiting for a rickshaw at the 

porch of our social sciences faculty. 

It was a rainy day and a bearded 

rickshaw puller, breathing very fast 

and looking very weak, appeared to 

take me home. Rain water rolled 

down his head, cheeks and beard 

and I suspected that he could fall 

sick soon. At first sight, I guessed 

that the rickshaw puller standing 

before me might be aged 60 plus as 

reflected by his body structure and 

squeezed skins. But soon I was told 

that the rickshaw puller named Noor 

Muhammad was 40-45 years of 

age. Not a surprising observation, 

perhaps, as poverty makes people 

look awfully old at a relatively young 

age.

As I came to know, two sons of 

Noor Muhammad also pull rick-

shaws on the campus for eking out a 

living. But they are now separated 

from their parents. Thus, bread 

earners left home to let Muhammad 

lean on his labour to look after the 

bread eaters -- two sons and his 

wife. This is a socio-demographic 

feature of the extreme poor families 

in Bangladesh. 

However, that is not the end of the 

s t o r y  f o r  m y  p u l l e r  N o o r  

Muhammad. To add to his misery, 

the wife had been suffering from 

serious kidney ailment, and in 

recent years, reportedly, a total of Tk 

2,000 had already been spent on 

her treatment. Most of the money 

came from debt. Again, she fell sick 

and now needs Tk 500 to take her to 

Dhaka for specialist doctors. The 

two sons living with Muhammad 

used to go to school but now 

stopped going for reasons not 

explained to me. The only asset for 

Noor Muhammad is the rickshaw 

and his labour to feed a family of 

four. He lives nearby the campus in 

a rented one-room house. For the 

last one year, his family hardly ate 

any fish or meat. Rice with "varta" 

had been the daily manue for a 

pretty long time.

Muhammad had been pulling 

rickshaws in JU campus for a long 

time. In fact, there are roughly 200 

rickshaw pullers (both official and 

unofficial) in the campus who are 
addressed as "mamas" (maternal 
uncle) by the students. It is true that 
they feel eulogised by the address 
but, equally true, they feel the pinch 
from the treatment of some students 
alleged to be to nagging while 
paying the due fare. However, 
before the university was closed 
sine die, the daily income of a rick-
shaw puller in the campus was Tk 
100-150. With this amount, so said 
Noor Muhammad, he could buy 
roughly 4 kg of rice which he needs 
daily for his household consump-
tion. Remember that a rickshaw 
puller needs more calories than the 
average norm of 2,100 as recom-
mended by the FAO. 

The recent most crisis in the 
country and closure of the campus 
sine die appeared as a bolt from the 
blue for this poor family. Noor 
Muhammad's daily income (and of 
other rickshaw pullers as well) came 
down by more than half to stand at 
Tk 60-65. No "nephews" and no 
"nieces" for Noor Muhammads and 
the like to take a ride and pay them 

for living. As I was told, he was then 
unable to meet even the daily 
requirement of rice, not to speak of 
other commodities. Already Noor 
Muhammad had to borrow Tk 500 
just to maintain his daily food 
requirements. The soaring prices 
are adding salt to the already 
inflicted injury. How would he pay 
the amount borrowed? "Well, if the 
university opens, I shall be able to 
double my income and then attempt 
to gradually repay the debt."

When I informed that the cam-
pus might be open very soon -- 
possibly within a few days or so -- 
Noor Muhammad stood erect and 
seemingly felt a sigh of relief. To 
be sure of my utterances he 
asked: "Is it so, sir? Are you 
speaking the truth? That's good 
news to convey to my wife. I direly 
need Tk 300 to take my wife to a 
specialist doctor very soon. I hope 
I can make it provided the campus 
is open."  Meantime, from my 
wallet, I gave Noor Muhammad Tk 
300 and said: "Go and take your 
wife to a doctor. You need not 

have to return the money. Always 
take care of your health. For you, 
health is wealth. For others, 
wealth is health."

The above case study is just a 
tip of the iceberg. Thousands of 
rickshaw pullers like Muhammad 
might be hard hit by the closure of 
educational institutions all over the 
country. Now that the universities 
are open, probably, they could heal 
some of their economic wounds 
during any crisis, political or natu-
ral, the poor like Noor Muhammad 
suffers the most. Be it a hartal, a 
curfew or a deteriorating law and 
order situation, it is the poor who 
gets the worst treatment in terms of 
loss of income. Therefore, as far as 
possible, crisis should be averted 
for the poor's sake. The solvent 
can somehow tide over the crisis. 
But crisis cripples the poor most. 
We want no more crises, no more 
closure, and no more chaos. The 
opening of the universities would 
help the Noor Muhammads earn 
an income just to be on an even 
keel. No fish, no meat or milk, but 

rice with "varta" is what they need. 

And we should allow them with this 

opportunity of unhindered transac-

tions -- a freedom to trade com-

modities, labour, or other things. 

We should not forget that, more 

often than not, what is "fun" to us is 

a foul to them -- the millions who 

are crushed during political or 

economic crisis.

The university is open now. The 

bells of the rickshaws in the early 

morning, on the road passing 

adjacent to my home, wake me up 

from the bed. I feel comfortable to 

note that Noor Muhammads on 

the campuses of Bangladesh 

would be able to earn a few bucks 

more than before just to help them 

survive the economic onslaughts.

Abdul Bayes is a Professor of Economics at 

Jahangirnagar University.

Crisis always cripples the poor most
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BENEATH THE SURFACE
The university is open now. The bells of the rickshaws in the early morning, on the 
road passing adjacent to my home, wake me up from the bed. I feel comfortable to 
note that Noor Muhammads on the campuses of Bangladesh would be able to earn 
a few bucks more than before just to help them survive the economic onslaughts.

C
HINA is not what you 

expect, whatever you are 

expecting.  It was certainly 

nothing like I expected even 

though I traveled to it with very few 

solid preconceptions or well-

formed ideas about what I would 

find.  Nevertheless, it still took me 

by surprise.

I suppose that I had expected to 

see cities similar, in developmental 

terms, to the best of the sub-

continent, perhaps, or, at the most 

comparable to Bangkok or Kuala 

Lumpur.  But the two medium-

sized cities that I visited (China has 

at least a dozen larger) were closer 

in feel and pace and modernity to 

Singapore, or what I would imagine 

Tokyo or Hong Kong to be.  Big 

cities look pretty much the same 

anywhere in the world, once they 

have passed a certain develop-

mental threshold, and both 

Kunming and Dalian clearly 

passed this a long time ago.

What I found were sparkling 

clean, spacious, visually stunning, 

absolutely modern  metropolises, 

with wide, well-paved, uncrowded 

boulevards and avenues, and 

attractive, well-constructed apart-

ment buildings.  The shopping and 

central business districts could 

have been anywhere in Europe or 

North America.

S u r e ,  t h e r e  w e r e  s o m e  

depressed parts of the cities: block 

after block of smoke and ash 

coloured cement and cinder-block 

public housing complexes in parts 

of Dalian, and smaller, more 

cramped, more dingy apartment 

buildings, with peeling paint and 

dusty windows, in parts of 

Kunming, but these were more 

similar to council estates in Europe 

or projects in the US than to the 

squalid slums of the third world.  

They were drab and depressed but 

not cess-pools of disease and 

despair.

In both cities I visited, cranes 

dotted the sky-line, glass and steel 

sky-scrapers as well as high qual-

ity brick and cement structures of 

charm and grace were everywhere 

to be seen, all the streets were 

metaled and paved and in superb 

condition, there were no mud or dirt 

roads or make-shift bamboo or tin 

shacks.  

E v e r y t h i n g  w a s  c h e a p .   

Everything worked.  There were no 

crowds anywhere.  Trees and 

parks and promenades abounded.  

Traffic was smooth and orderly.  

The cities were well-planned and 

easy to navigate.  There were 

many nice places to go and an 

atmosphere and environment 

conducive to doing so.

Of course, this is not the whole 

China story.  I am sure that rural 

China, specially in the western part 

of the country, is an entirely differ-

ent story.  I am sure that life is far 

grimmer there.  But, be that as it 

may, the cities were still impressive 

far beyond expectations.  Not for a 

moment was I expecting cities of 

charm and character.  Not for a 

moment did I expect the air to be so 

clean or the streets so uncrowded.

The people were not what I 

expected, either.  They seemed 

pretty content and comfortable, as 

far as can be gathered by casual 

interaction or merely by watching 

them go by in the street.  They 

were friendly, open, and helpful.  

No English, of course, but they 

tried their best.  One armchair 

dissident I sat next to on one of my 

flights was perfectly happy to 

share, at some length and consid-

erable wit, his decidedly low opin-

ion of his government.  The young 

people, specially, were no different 

from their counterparts anywhere 

else in the world.  The notion of 

China as a world apart has to be 

rethought.

From the point of view of 

Bangladesh, China is a massive 

success story. Moving so many 

millions out of poverty and so many 

from rural to urban areas is a stag-

gering achievement.  In countries 

such as ours there is no more 

crucial challenge than to ensure a 

decent standard of living for the 

millions below the poverty line, and 

in this regard there is surely much 

for us to learn from China.

So what are the lessons to be 

learned for Bangladesh?

China, I suspect, is something of 

a Rorschach test, with each person 

seeing something different and 

taking away a different lesson from 

the experience.  Many, to be sure, 

will take away from the China 

miracle the lesson that developing 

economies need to be guided by a 

strong government that brooks no 

opposition, and that China is a 

shining example that economic 

advancement should trump indi-

vidual rights and freedoms.

I am not so sure, though, that 

that is the right lesson to learn.

Certainly there are advantages to 

a one-party state with limited rights 

to oppose the government.  Sure, it 

must be nice to be able to draw a line 

between two points and say: go 

build a road here.  Sure, it helps if 

you are able to relocate people from 

entire rural districts to distant cities 

without a murmur of dissent.  Sure, 

there are benefits to be able to take 

unpopular but necessary action 

from time to time without having to 

worry unduly about public opinion.

But it should not be overlooked 

that the parts of China that are 

doing the best are precisely those 

which have the greatest autonomy, 

and not just economic autonomy, 

but political autonomy, too.  The 

parts of China that are most open 

to the outside world and receptive 

to new and foreign ideas.  The 

parts where the old-style commu-

nist social and economic order is 

being swept aside.

The young Chinese I met were 

almost all, to a man (and woman) 

open and open-minded.  They read 

Adam Smith, watch CNN, and surf 

the internet.  They were not shy to 

speak their minds and be critical of 

their government.  They were 

curious about other countries.  

They were individuals with a fully 

developed sense of their individual 

identity and right to determine their 

own destinies as they themselves 

saw fit.

Democracy, as it is commonly 

understood, may take time to 

establish itself.  But the culture of 

questioning and argument and 

dissent is alive and well.  Individual 

freedoms are by no means abso-

lute, but there appears to be a 

growing respect and demand for 

them.  I do not think this process 

can or will be reversed and I think 

that this opening up of the Chinese 

mind will continue to propel itself 

forward of its own inexorable 

momentum.  I think.

For me, the lesson to be learned 

from China was quite different.

For me, the most remarkable 

thing about China was how well it 

seems to have come to terms with 

modernity.  Bangladesh and China 

have many of the same characteris-

tics.  We are a traditional, rural, 

largely agricultural society.  Our 

pastoral culture is well developed 

and sophisticated.  China's is no 

less so.  It is no less ancient, no less 

grand, no less proud.

Nevertheless, China has recog-

nised that it must change.  And it is 

changing without feeling that it is 

compromising its age-old culture 

and identity.  The men and women 

I saw on the streets were farmers 

and herders one generation back 

but have made the transition to 

urban life, where they work happily 

as shop assistants and factory 

workers, taxi drivers and typists.  

This is the brave new world.  

I heard time and again that 

China had understood that in 

today's world there was no way 

they could raise rural incomes 

sufficiently, and so that in the next 

decade we will see the migration of 

300 million from rural China to 

urban centres.  It will be the biggest 

migration in human history.

We will have to do the same.  

This is the first year that the major-

ity of the world's population is to be 

found in urban not rural areas.  

Soon, more Bangladeshis will live 

in cities than in villages.  This will 

be a difficult and wrenching trans-

formation for us.  But the Chinese 

have accomplished it, and created 

attractive and spacious cities 

brimming with jobs and opportunity 

to accommodate this transforma-

tion.  We must do the same. 

In China I see no hang up about 

moving away from ancestral val-

ues and ways of life.  I see no hang 

up about modernity.  I see no hang 

up about young people adopting an 

urban life-style.  I see no hang up 

about people abandoning the old 

ways of doing things and the tradi-

tions of their fore-fathers.

Today's China is different from 

the China of the past, but the 

Chinese do not feel that the soci-

etal and cultural transformations 

they are going through make them 

any less Chinese.  Nor does it.  

They are merely coming to terms, 

with as much grace as is manage-

able, with the 21st century.  

Bangladesh would do well to do the 

same.

Zafar Sobhan is Assistant Editor, The Daily Star.
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STRAIGHT TALK
Today's China is different from the China of the past, but the Chinese do not feel 
that the societal and cultural transformations they are going through make them 
any less Chinese.  Nor does it.  They are merely coming to terms, with as much 
grace as is manageable, with the 21st century.  Bangladesh would do well to do 
the same.
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