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Restoring common
lowest slab

Implement it immediately

E welcome the news that the government is

considering restoring the common lowest

slab facility for all consumers. This is an over-
riding issue which we think should have been addressed
much before. With the common lowest slab withdrawn
since March, consumers now are faced with a steep rise
in their monthly electricity bills at a time when spiraling
prices of essentials are adding to their woes. In the
month of Ramadan, the situation has only worsened.
Therefore, instead of merely thinking about it, the gov-
ernment must immediately implement it and restore the
common lowest slab facility in order to relieve consum-

ers of hefty electricity bills.
Before the common lowest slab, consumers had to pay

a mandatory minimum bill and additional bill for con-
sumption above the 100 units mark. Whereas now, there
has been a change in the power tariff structure according
to which consumers have to pay at three different rates
depending on their consumption per month withoutany
common slab, i.e. consumers using below 100 units pay
Tk 3.05 per kilowatt; those using above 100 units and
below 400 units pay Tk 4.29 per unit and those above 400
units Tk 7.89 per unit.

Bangladesh Energy Regulatory Commission (BERC)
has so far justified this rate by repetitively stating that it
was necessary to reduce pressure on government subsi-
dies for power generation. It has also come up with the
explanation of increased production cost of power from
fuel-based rental plants following rise in oil prices in
international market. As we have said in this column
before, increased production cost was the result of the
government's policy on rental power generation, which
should not be passed on to the common people.
Therefore, we think the government's plan to restore the
common lowest slab should be translated into reality

without further delay
BERC was established to bridge the gap between the

producers and consumers of power. However, we have so
far found it concerned only with the producers' concerns
and not with the consumers' plight. We hope that it will
also be equally concerned with the consumers' woes.

Pranab Mukherjee, India’s

new president
His experience gives the office a
new sheen

HE election of Pranab Mukherjee as president of

India is important for a couple of reasons. In the

first place, it is reflective of the clout the veteran
Bengali politician has had on Indian politics, given his
experience in government. In the second, it promises to
be a marked change from how the presidency has been
looked upon in the past five years under Pratibha Patil,
against whom allegations of impropriety have been lev-
elled on a fairly regular basis. Mukherjee's elevation to
the presidency is also significantin light of the fact that he
did not have the unanimous support of all political par-
ties. His rival PA. Sangma did not have a chance against
him, of course. Even so, Mukherjee would have been
happier had a wholesale consensus built up around him.
There is too the belated support he drew from West
Bengal chiefminister Mamata Banerjee.

All said and done, though, president-elect Pranab
Mukherjee is the one man who at this point can restore
Rashtrapati Bhavan to the sanctified image it has generally
had since India attained freedom in 1947. Mukherjee steps
into a presidency which in the past has been exalted by the
presence of Rajendra Prasad, Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan,
Zakir Hussain, V.V. Giri, Shankar Dayal Sharma and others
of equally high intellectual brilliance. In a sense,
Mukherjee has a certain edge over them in that he arrives
at the presidency after substantive experience gained at
such important ministries as finance, defence and foreign
affairs. A Mukherjee presidency, therefore, will be one that
cannot be taken for granted despite the holder of the office
traditionally being a figurehead. For once in a long time,
India could look forward to an activist president who has a
good record as a consensus builder.

We in Bangladesh welcome the rise of Pranab Mukherjee
to India's presidency. In every position he has served, he has
been careful to understand Dhaka's concerns when it came
to dealing with Delhi on various bilateral issues. His position
on a sharing of the waters of common rivers and on other
matters has been one of respect to Bangladesh's people and
political leadership. Like the people of India, we in
Bangladesh look forward to a thriving, throbbing presi-
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New lion of Damascus: Fight or flee?

HAT
was
how

American aca-
demic David
Lesch por-
trayed Bashar-
al-Assad in a
biography. To
the rest of the
country, Bashar is better known as
"Bessho,” (baby Bashar). Despite
having lost three of his closest confi-
dantes in what was undoubtedly an
audacious attack inside one of the
most heavily guarded sites in
Damascus, the national security
headquarters, Bashar hangs on to
power defying the world. Both the
serving defence minister and deputy
defence minister and a former
defence minister were taken out by
a suicide bomb. This coupled with a
string of top military leaders total-
ling some 24 generals defecting in
the last couple of weeks had both
the opposition and foreign observ-
ers believing Bashar was done for.
Unfortunately, things are seldom
that simple in the Middle East.
Bashar still has his younger brother
Maher al-Assad, commander of the
army's Fourth Division, who has
driven rebel forces out of a
Damascus district. As long as Maher
commands, Bashar has hope.

The chain of events that has
unfolded since the inception of the
Syrian uprising means there is no
turning back the clock. Yet Bashar
hangs on defiantly, albeit with sup-
port from foreign friends who block
the UN from endorsing a military
intervention. What is ironic here is
that Bashar was never destined to
lead his people. His father Hafez Al-
Assad had been grooming Bassel to
take the reins of government, which
was cut short in 1994 in a car acci-
dent outside Damascus. Bashar was
recalled from London, given a crash
course in military and political
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affairs, and the government machin-
ery went into overdrive to revamp
the image of the "new leader” in
waiting. Known as a quiet introvert,
Bashar inherited Bassel's inner cir-
cle and within two years a new
Bashar had emerged, outwardly
more confident with a better phy-
sique and caretfully tailored voice to
fit that image.

As Bashar took the reins of gov-
ernment in mid-2000, there was
anticipation that he would break

away from the repressiveness of
Hatfez's policies and usher in hope.
Initial steps taken by the younger
Assad pointed to a more optimistic
future. A number of political prison-
ers were released from prison, dis-
cussion forums sprouted up in the
capital city on the future direction
of the country. There was genuine
talk of reform as foreign advisors
were sought to help revamp the
administration and technocrats, for
the first time, were brought in to

Male insecurity

ROWI
NG
vio-

lence against
Indian women,
such as the
aggravated
sexual assault
on a young
student in
Guwahati, has deeply shocked the
public. Violence against women is the
fastest rising crime among all cogni-
sable offences under the Indian Penal
Code.

National Crime Records Bureau
statistics show that between 1953 and
2011, the incidence of rape rose by
873%, or three times faster than all
cognisable crimes, and three-and-a-
half times faster than murder.

In India, a woman is raped every 22
minutes, and a bride burnt for dowry
every 58 minutes. The number of
crimes against women, including
sexual harassment, cruelty by the
husband or his relatives, abduction
and tratficking, annually exceeds
2,61,000.

Separate numbers aren't available
for the harassment faced by women
for not bearing sons, and for that
South Asia barbarian speciality called
acid attacks, which disfigure a woman
for life for rejecting a man's advances.

The sexual assault on the woman
outside a bar in Guwahati was aggra-
vated by a media-person's apparent
instigation to strip her so a TV chan-
nel could scoop the story.

The police failed to respond in time
to distress calls, trivialised the inci-
dent, and delayed arresting the
molesters. Even more unethically, the
victim's identity was disclosed by the
media, by a member of the National
Commission for Women, and worse,
by the chief minister's office.

Guwahati has a relatively calm,
polite public culture. Beneath the
surface hides a lot of sexual frustra-
tion. In November 2007, a 17-year-old
Adivasi girl was stripped and paraded
in Guwahati.

Guwahati has witnessed a more
rapid spread of consumerism and
ostentatious spending than many

other fast-growing cities. Most of its
127 bars are only a few years old. But
they are marked by raucous music,
vulgar display of wealth, testosterone-
driven competition for female atten-
tion, swagger and rowdiness, lubri-
cated by alcohol.

Such behaviour, Bollywood-style
gangster mannerisms, and boastful
cellphone conversations are now
commonplace across India.

Young men are often exposed to
sex primarily through Bollywood
songs choreographed to suggestive
movements or Internet pornography.
They are in constant search of objects
of desire whom they must conquer by
showing off and aggression.

Such conquest has nothing to do
with a natural, easy, passionate rela-
tionship of atfection or love to which
physical contact comes organically.
It's devoid of values such as compas-

tackle the bureaucracy.

Yet in less than two years, Bashar
had retracted to his father's hard-line
position in cracking down on a fledg-
ing democratic movement. The
young president was unable to break
free from the security apparatus built
up over the decades by Hafez al-
Assad, and the initial spark of hope
ignited by his ascendance to power
was shattered when the new regime
chose to quash the rebellion of the
tribes in Deraa in 2010. The revolt
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Given realities on the ground, the last bastion of

hope for Bashar may well rest with his hardliner

brother Maher. Were Maher to fall, the strategic
landscape could alter dramatically and the end-

game drawn to a decisive close.

was not so much aimed at the
regime, but at Rami Makhlouf, one of
Assad's cousins who it is said con-
trols nearly half the Syrian economy.
Malkout's legendary corruption is
supplemented by a horde of aides
close to the regime that have effec-
tively divided the country into their
personal fiefdoms. The other point of
massive public discontent was with
Maher commanding the elite
Republican Guard and being head of
the best Syrian unit, the 4" Division.

rives agg

nine" characteristics like modesty,
gentleness, soft speech and hard
domestic labour.

These retrograde patterns of
inequality are changing, but not rap-
idly enough. Meanwhile, a new cul-
ture bred by India's "fast-track” capi-
talism and the market forces is super-
imposing itself, producing an awk-
ward amalgam. For instance, female
foeticide is more common among the
more educated and affluent than the
underprivileged.

As women get educated and join
the labour force, they become more
visible, independent and selt-
confident. For more than a decade,
girls have dominated school-leaving
examinations' toppers’ lists. And
women are proving more diligent
and reliable than men in call cen-
tres, offices, tactories and outdoor
sales jobs.

In India, a woman is raped every 22 minutes, and
a bride burnt for dowry every 58 minutes. The
number of crimes against women, including
sexual harassment, cruelty by the husband or
his relatives, abduction and trafficking,
annually exceeds 2,61,000.

sion, sensitivity, cooperation, and
caring.

Male conduct sometimes bursts
into lascivious mob-style violence.
More often, it takes the form of lewd
taunts, or forced contact with and
groping of women's bodies. No won-
der women feel unsafe in every city --
even in broad daylight.

Beneath the aggression lies deep
insecurity among young men, who
are typically under-socialised and
denied an opportunity to interact
naturally with women.

In our societies, boys and girls
rarely meet or play together. Sexual
segregation occurs early, and stereo-
types are formed well before adoles-
cence.

Under the stereotypes, male "vir-
tues" like bravery, physical strength,
"toughness,” and refusal to cry, are
celebrated. Girls must imbibe "femi-

This is producing new insecurities
among men, who seek to control
women in various ways. Recently, a
village panchayat in Uttar Pradesh
decreed that no woman can use a
mobile phone. The all-male panchayat
fears that women might talk to strange
men and lose their "purity.” However,
no restrictions are imposed on the
men they might talk to!

Other examples include conserva-
tive dress codes imposed on women by
colleges and religious leaders, attacks
on women in pubs by Hindutva fanat-
ics, and public stripping of "inappro-
priately” dressed women even in sup-
posedly cosmopolitan Mumbai.

Why, even police chiefs in many
cities warn women against dressing
"provocatively.” In 2007, the Delhi
police issued "security tips" for stu-
dents from the Northeast, who fre-
quently face harassment: "Revealing

By turning back on genuine griev-
ances of his people against an inept
and corrupt system of governance
that kept the vast majority of the
people in abject poverty, Assad
dashed hopes for a better future and
the Syrian revolution was born.
Today, Bashar finds himself on the
back foot because of the murderous
campaign against his people that
has left nearly 20,000 dead and hun-
dreds of thousands fleeing across
the country's borders as refugees.
With large swathes of the country
beyond the regime's control, the
question is what Assad will do now.
Will he seek a sate exit? Orisita
fight to the death? Despite the criti-
cal blow of losing some of his clos-
est aides in the suicide bomb, the
regime shows no signs of relinquish-
ing power.

According to the British Guardian
newspaper of July 18, Bashar "tele-
phoned the United Nations observer
chief, General Robert Mood, and
took a condolence call from
Lebanese supporters at the dis-
creetly guarded Malki residence he
shares with his wife, Asma, and their
children in the heart of the capital,”
basically debunking rumours that
the president had fled the capital to
organise a last stand in the coastal
heartland of his Alawite sect. There
is no denying that the Assad regime
finds itself short of critical support
with the demise of top military and
security chiefs in the latest bomb
attack. Also, atter so much blood has
been spilt, there are now very few
countries that may offer the
estranged leader a safe haven. Given
realities on the ground, the last
bastion of hope tfor Bashar may well
rest with his hardliner brother
Maher. Were Maher to fall, the stra-
tegic landscape could alter dramati-
cally and the endgame drawn to a
decisive close.
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dress be avoided. Avoid lonely
road/bylane when dressed scantily.
Dress according to sensitivity of the
local populace.”

The NCW chairperson herself has
now joined the chorus advising
women "not to ape Western culture”
and "dress carefully.” (Read, blame
the victim for her harassment!)

In South Asia's patriarchal society,
where gender discrimination is perva-
sive from cradle to grave, many
women internalise male prejudices. A
recent medical survey found that only
8% of Indian children with poor eye-
sight regularly wear glasses. 49% ot
the girls who need glasses say they
don't use them for "cosmetic” rea-
sons, and 83% refuse because that
would hamper their "marriage pros-
pects.”

Even worse, a Unicef report this
year finds that not just 57% of Indian
males but also 53% of females in the
15-19 age-group believe that wife-
beating is justified. Such sanctifica-
tion of domestic violence doesn't
speak of a civilised society.

It won't be easy to fight entrenched
patriarchy and male chauvinism with-
out a campaign of Social Reform.
Social Retorm, which combats male
chauvinism, casteism, communalism
and other forms of parochialism and
hierarchy, and promotes
Enlightenment values such as reason,
freedom and equality, was an early
component of the Freedom
Movement.

Social Reform lost momentum long
ago and has fallen otf the agenda
altogether. There is no alternative to
reviving it. Progressive intellectuals,
teachers, enlightened politicians and
concerned citizens must contribute
to this revival. This is a litmus test of
their leadership.

As for now, our administrators,
and especially the police, must all be
put through gender sensitisation
courses. We must hold their feet to
the fire in demanding that they pro-
vide the security and freedom women
deserve.
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