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PLEASURE IS ALL MINE

Performing politics, now and then

HE

greatest

denial
that citizens are
having to suffer
is that of
purposeful, pro-
people,
intelligent and
farsighted
political
leadership. The elderly and the
middle-aged are frustrated and the
youth feel exploited losing interest in
the present and future of the country:.
The disenchantment with political
leadership is complete, the forward-
looking social indicators, the
handmaiden of hardworking
enterprising people regardless.

Everything seems stage-managed,
self-contradictory, rife with double
standards and fake, devoid of touch
with ground reality.

Some examples: Minister for
Shipping Shahjahan Khan com-
plained in presence of Roads and
Highways Minister Syed Abul
Hossain that the highway police are
engaged in excessive extortion on the
country's roads, and this must stop.
The road users including motorised
vehicle drivers are fed up.

Minister for Roads and Highways
Abul Hossain warned vehicle drivers
of dire consequences for use of
mobile phones whilst on the wheel.
He instructed the police to be extra
vigilant and serve out severe punish-
ments.

While sharing the serious concerns,
one may not quite lose one's sense of
humour to be a little jocular: consid-
ering the police being censored by the
shipping minister for indulging in
extortion, hasn't the R&H minister
handed his warning on mobile phone
over on a 'plate with garnishes' to ....?

Now, in the absence of proper
technology, it is damn difficult to
establish the “use” unless one is
caught by a CCTV camera or wit-
nessed by the passengers.

I'm afraid, one sees more harass-
ment, further snarling of traffic and
just generally, more misery.
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In certain respects, politicians of the past
might have acted out of a sense of realism, if not
outright respect, yet they were never dismissive
of each other. Those revered leaders must be
turning in their graves bemoaning how grace
has completely run out of today's politics, how
all boats to communication between top politi-
cal leaders are gleefully burned as if they are
living for the day and there is no tomorrow for
them or the people they lead.

The situation here is that all of the
so-called remedial reactions are knee
jerk and off the cuff. It would appear
that the right hand does not know
what the left hand is doing, resulting
in as my younger brother has rightly
put, 'the blind leading the blind.’

Ministerial performance in certain
areas is cause for undisguised disap-
pointment. But overall, political lead-
ership is not only qualitatively poor
but also bankrupt as it is weighed
heavily down by the obsession of
settling old scores. The creativity, if at
all shown is in retro-engineering
which creates more revulsion than
sympathy in the public mind. Rather
than endearing themselves to the
people, the leaders of major political
parties are engaged in a contest of
repelling each other more and more
as well as fostering public disenchant-
ment with themselves.

Look at what has happened to this
land gone dry of well-meaning words
or deeds in politics crucially impact-
ing quality of governance! What our
top leaders say or do, doesn't strike a
responsive chord in us. No rallying
cry for a movement evokes any pub-
lic appeal, yet there used to be a time
when what a political leader would
say or do would at once draw atten-
tion and elicit a responsive chord in

the audience. Now the reaction is one
of derision.

Once we had leaders like AK Fazlul

Haque, Maulana Bhasani, Huseyen
Shaheed Suhrawardy, Bangabandhu
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and Tajuddin
Ahmad, but now we have dwarfs of
political leaders. Those leaders may
have had their differences, they might
have fought tooth and nail on issues
and principles but never did they ever
allow their position, stature or brand
of politics to influence their personal
and social relationships. They would
always keep channels of communica-
tion open, no matter how implacable
they might have been on their respec-
tive political platforms. They would
chat and dine after a torrid bout of a
parliamentary debate or speechifying
publicly jabbing at each other never
getting personal and indecent.

Suhrawardy and Bhasani, short-
lived political allies for a time would
soon fall apart championing different
political ideals with vigour. They
might have made scathing remarks
against each other, with a touch of
sarcasm but never at heart harbouring
ill-will or rancour towards each other.
Sheikh Mujib respected Bhasani and
Bhasani made no secret of his liking
towards the former, even though their
politics were of different stripes. In
fact, Mujib wouldn't hesitate in draw-
ing on Bhasani's political clout with
the masses whenever he had felt the
need to. Bangabandhu and Toaha
were personal friends while their
politics was poles apart.
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Indeed, the diminution of leader-
ship over the long haul is an issue that
is seldom reflected on as we are
immersed in deifying our past leaders
to an extent that neither do we learn
from their pitfalls nor from the way
they bonded with their political rivals.
They respected each other, for they
valued at heart the evident fact that
they would not be what they became
without certain qualities of head and
heart and going through a process as
they did. They were counted for their
followings that gave them the stature.
In certain respects, they might have
acted out of a sense of realism, if not

INJUSTICE ANYWHERE IS A THREAT TO JUSTICE EVERYWHERE

Abu Taher and the Supreme Court of Bangladesh

LAWRENCE LIFSCHULTZ

HIRTY-five years ago a man

who many of us knew,

respected and admired was
executed at Dhaka Central Jail. As in
years past we have gathered -- some
for the first time and others who have
previously attended memorials -- so
that we can remember Abu Taher, his
principles and how the rule of law was
turned into a set of arbitrary and ad
hoc procedures by a regime deter-
mined to rule by illegal methods.

Yet, this year we commemorate not
only the anniversary of Taher's death
but also the fulfillment of a life long
goal held by a determined group of
people. Their purpose was to pursue
justice, in the elusive hope that one
day, justice could be achieved. We all
live with dreams and hopes. It is truly
a rare day when the "dream of justice”
is realised in a way that one thought
was simply beyond reach.

This year on March 22, such a
dream became a reality. It was an his-
toric moment for the country and a
highly emotional one for Taher's family
who never thought this day would
come. In my view, what happened also
has great significance for Bangladesh
as a society. In a world and a society
filled with injustice a step towards
justice is a step towards hope.

It is rare in any country when the
highest court in the land takes a stand
commensurate with the principles
that it is actually expected to uphold.
So often do the courts fail us, given
the threats and constant political
pressures, designed to subvert justice
at every turn.

This time was different. The
Supreme Court bench, with responsi-
bility for reviewing the Taher case,
under the guidance of Justice
Shamsuddin Chowdhury and Justice
Zakir Hossain, declared Abu Taher's

trial illegal and unconstitutional.
Justice Chowdhury observed that the
so-called Special Military Tribunal No.
1 and the trial it purported to hold
inside Dhaka Central Jail was not in
accord with any law in existence.

It was a lawless procedure held not in
a court but in jail with the newspapers
of this country forbidden to mention
one word about the proceedings. The
one editor, Anwar Hossain Manju of
Ittefaq who published a brief mention
of Taher's trial was immediately threat-
ened with dire consequences if one
more word on the case appeared in his

never took place.”

The Court described Taher as a
martyr and patriot. It also said that
General Ziaur Rahman would have
faced a "murder trial" for Taher's
death were he alive today. The Court
went further and declared: "The so-
called trial and execution of Colonel
Abu Taher was a cold blooded assassi-
nation which was masterminded by a
person no other than Ziaur Rahman."”

Several days before the Supreme
Court's verdict I sat in the Court and
listened to Shahdeen Malik, the attor-
ney for Taher's family, recount the

This year we commemorate not only the anni-
versary of Taher's death but also the fulfill-
ment of a life long goal held by a determined
group of people. Their purpose was to pursue
justice, in the elusive hope that one day, justice
could be achieved.

newspaper.
Indeed, Abu Taher in his statement
to the Tribunal in July 1976 was pre-
scient when he stated: "The ordinance
promulgated on June 15th 1976is a
black law. It was promulgated merely
to suit the designs of the government.
The ordinance is illegal. So, this tribu-
nal ceases to have any right legally or
morally to try me...The act of this
Tribunal has put to shame what good
things human civilizstion achieved
through constant endeavour from the
beginning of time until today."
Thirty-five years later the Supreme
Court of Bangladesh agreed with
Taher. The Court declared Taher's trial
and that of his colleagues to have
been "a hoax, a sham and a fiction."”
The sentence passed by the "fake
tribunal” was "set aside and
quashed...as if...such a farcical trial

events of July 1976. He described a
time when it was hard to believe how
low Bangladeshi society had sunk. It
was a country where assassinations
were followed by secret military tribu-
nals with pre-determined death sen-
tences.

And soon, thereafter, mass execu-
tions would take hold of the country
in the autumn of 1977 without even
the pretense of special military
tribunals being staged in the jails.
Instead, in violation of all lawful
military procedures soldiers and
airmen were forcibly taken in groups
to the gallows or lined up in front of
firing squads.

Shaheen Malik eloguently called
upon the Court to rescue the "rule of
law" by overturning Taher's verdict as a
logical consequence of the Court's
earlier decisions in the 5th and 7th

Amendment cases. On March 22nd of
this year, Justice Chowdhury and Justice
Hossain, showed great courage, and
rescued the "rule of law." By doing so,
they have profoundly assisted
Bangladeshi society to return to that
path of modern civilisation which Taher
referred to in his own statement.

Taher noted that Zia's "Special
Military Tribunal No. 1" had "put to
shame what good things human civili-
sation had achieved through constant
endeavour.” By denouncing Zia's
Tribunal as unlawful and criminal, the
Supreme Court has taken a major step
in undoing the shame this country
has lived with for the crime its gener-
als committed 35 years ago. Justices
Chowdhury and Hossain are to be
commended. Their great task, how-
ever, remains unfinished.

The injustice done to Abu Taher
has been remedied to the degree it
could. Even this much was a dream
until March 22nd. It is very difficult to
truly correct a crime that has hap-
pened in the past. Whatever is done
will always be insufficient. A life can
never be brought back. There is no
way "to set right” the experience of
three small children growing up with-
out the daily presence of their father
or a young woman losing her husband
in the prime of life. In matters of the
heart like this there can be no repair
adequate to the event. No court can
touch this realm.

If democracy is to triumph over
dictatorship, the "rule of law" must be
secured against attempts by ambi-
tious military men to supersede civil-
ian rule. This country was born out of
Pakistan's denial of the outcome of
the 1970 election. On March 25, 1971,
after weeks of non-violent civil dis-
obedience demanding the implemen-
tation of the election, a terrible mas-
sacre began on the grounds of Dhaka
University. It marked the beginning of

ar

o'

.y
$

outright respect, yet they were never
dismissive of each other.

Those revered leaders must be
turning in their graves bemoaning
how grace has completely run out of
today's politics, how all boats to com-
munication between top political
leaders are gleefully burned as if they
are living for the day and there is no
tomorrow for them or the people they
lead.

Khaleda Zia has invited Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina to an Iftar
party scheduled for political leaders
on August 4. The prime minister, for
her part, has invited the opposition

the War of Liberation.

On August 15, 1975, a group within
the army aligned itself with a complex
set of forces and set this country back.
It appeared that the Pakistan model
was being restored in an independent
Bangladesh. Years of military dictator-
ship or quasai dictatorship prevailed
where the assassins of Mujib lived as
"protected persons” under the
regimes of Zia and Ershad. In August
2007, after soldiers and students
clashed at Dhaka University, the coun-
try moved dangerously close to yet
another period of military dictator-
ship. The DGFI once again became a
feared organisation as it picked up
professors, students and other civil-
ians. Torture in secret interrogation
cells was back on the agenda.

With great maturity and discipline,
the faculty and students of this and
other universities, demanded in non-
violent demonstrations and candle
light vigils, the restoration of demo-
cratic institutions and the release of
political prisoners. The courage that
was shown was impressive. A divided
rmy and caretaker government
backed away from the precipice.

Prominent friends of Bangladesh
such as Senator Edward Kennedy
called upon the caretaker government
and the army to release its prisoners
and to end the cruel torture of its
detainees. For months many of us had
feared that for the first time since
March 25, 1971,

leader to an Ifter party she is having
for political party leaders on August 6.
If past is any guide, merely invitations
had been reciprocated but not by
their presence at each other's party.
They should break with the tradition
this time around.

It is time, two-party rendezvous-
centered socialising culture, Track I1
politicking, so to speak, that is free
from steaming hot mainstream politi-
cal rivalry and adversarial public
positionings, is developed.

The writer is Associate Editor, The Daily Star.
E-mail: husain.imam@thedailystar.net
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here are not merely academic. They are
critical to the lives and security of the
people of this country. If a civilian
democracy is to endure, its legitimacy
must be grounded in programmes that
achieve economic and social justice for
a population that is struggling against
poverty and underdevelopment.

Whether the path is social demo-
cratic, socialist or capitalist, the
"rule of law" and the right to
habeaus corpus and a fair trial can
only be institutionalised if the state
and its judiciary can become a guar-
antor of a just society. The French
philosopher and mathematician,
Blaise Pascal, once wrote: "Justice
and power must be brought
together, so that whatever is just
may be powerful and whatever is
powerful may be just.”

This is the challenge ahead. In my
view, the March 22nd decision by
Justices Chowdhury and Hossain was
a watershed. Although the Court's
decision was a major step forward,
there are still matters of great impor-
tance that must be addressed if demo-
cratic institutions are to endure, and
not be attacked again by those ele-
ments that still harbour ambitions of
dictatorship.

The writer was South Asia Correspondent
of The Far Eastern Economic Review
(Hong Kong).

E-mail: OpenDoor.Lifschultz@gmail.com

the Dhaka
University campus
might become the
scene of a grim

massacre of inno-
cents. Where that

would have ended
one could only
imagine.

Thus, the ques-
tions we explore

While it is not the policy of The Daily Star to serialise
articles, given the degree of public interest regarding
matters revolving around the execution of Col Taher,
the topicality of the matter, as well as the importance
and the quality of the article, we are making an excep-
tion and publishing Lawrence Lifschultz's, “Injustice
Anywhere Is a Thereat to Justice Everywhere” in six
installments starting today.
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