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OP-ED

The main chal-
lenge for the
government 1S
to win the
confidence of
the people, and
AL believes
strongly that it
can do so with
its development
programmes
coupled with
running a clean
administration.
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Why AL may not sit soon
for a dialogue

RIME

Minister

Shekh
Hasina repeatedly
stated that there
should not be a
constitutional vac-
uum in the country
for the sake of
democracy and
holding of January 5
election was a con-
stitutional necessity.
Whether other polit-
ical parties partici-
pated in the election
or not was their
choice, but election must be held.

[t has been an extraordinary election
indeed that the people had witnessed. It is the
most challenged election ever, and was held
amidst mindless violence. Secondly the
majority of voters did not cast their votes and
as such 153 MPs were elected uncontested.
Third, the election was held keeping the 9"
Parliament in existence. Fourthly, several rebel
AL candidates fought against the AL-nominated
candidates and won as "independents.”

AL realises the weakness of its position
because majority of voters could not exercise
their constitutional right to vote for their
candidates. It is reported that even the presi-
dent, the prime minister and the chief elec-
tion commissioner were not required to vote
because their MPs won uncontested.

Sheikh Hasina took oath as prime minis-
ter on January 12 for the third time. AL
claims that it is the first time in the political
history of Bangladesh that an elected govern-
ment handed over power to another elected
government.

Now AL is in the driver's seat and has all
the power to run the country. Whether it
runs for five years or not will depend mainly
on whether it can boost up the growth of
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economic and commercial activities both in
the country and outside.

Analysts say BNP miscalculated the politi-
cal situation. Each political scenario is differ-
ent from that of the past and political flexibil-
ity is resorted to as a strategy to avoid being
marginalised in the country. After all, the aim
of BNP is to come to power and the plan of
action needs to be tailored accordingly to
achieve the goal. This is otherwise known as
political convenience. Inflexibility in politics
often does not work in changed situations.

Two demands -- one by BNP and the other
by Jamaat -- dominated the political scene in
the country. BNP wanted poll-time caretaker
government and amendment of the constitu-
tion to restore it, but AL rejected the demand.
Jamaat demanded scrapping of the trial of their
leaders who should be released on the ground
that the trial was politically motivated.

The aforesaid two issues were totally
separate and consequently people's reaction
had also been different. While it is reported
that 77% agreed with the BNP stance on the
restoration of the non-party caretaker poll-
time government, by and large the people
overwhelmingly supported the trial of
Jamaat leaders charged with crimes against
humanity in the 1971 Liberation War.

Observers say that by supporting the
Jamaat for hartals on the trial issue, BNP's
own demand for the restoration of the care-
taker government appeared to have got
mixed up and lost its focus. The people were
confused about what BNP actually wanted.

Furthermore, BNP did not condemn the
incidents of arson, throwing of petrol bombs
on passengers of transports and derailment of
trains, which resulted in loss of life and limbs.
The ordinary people got fed up with the dis-
ruption of day-to-day life due to unprece-
dented violence and the popularity of BNP
was reportedly severed damaged. BNP failed
to mobilise people against the election.

BNP recently realised the ground reality

that political movement cannot be carried
forward through violent strategy, and it is
reported that it has decided to contest the
first phase of Upazilla elections to be held
some time in mid-February. This was a
sound decision, according to many analysts,

The strategy of boycotting by BNP suited
AL very well. Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
reportedly said on January 20 that BNP
Chairperson Khaleda Zia had to pay for the
mistake she made by boycotting the 10"
national election.

The prime minister reportedly stated that
she was not currently thinking of the next
parliamentary election and her government's
priority has been set to resolve a number of
national issues, such as restoration of law
and order, reactivation of economic activities
in full gear, and speedy implementation of
infrastructural development programmes,
including construction of Padma Bridge. To
project a positive image of Bangladesh
among foreign media and countries, a spe-
cific robust programme of action is being
taken by the government.

AL's attitude appears to be that whenever
election is held, it must win and therefore is not
in a hurry to sit for dialogue with BNP. The
government believes that the implementation
of these programmes, which may take at least
two years, will generate contentment among
people and AL could win the next election.

The main challenge for the government is
to win the confidence of the people, and AL
believes strongly that it can do so with its
development programmes coupled with
running a clean administration.

The Hasina government believes that
under the overall improved conditions in the
country, the Western governments will coop-
erate with the government, although occa-
sionally they will call for another inclusive
and credible election.

The writer is former Bangladesh Ambassador to the UN,
Geneva.

Parliament or Dolls' House?

SHAKHAWAT LITON

HEN the 10th Parliament was

constituted on January 9, the 9"

Parliament was still alive and
kicking with two more weeks of its life to go.
But MPs elected in the January 5 polls did not
have patience to allow it an uninterrupted exit.
They took oath as MPs constituting the 10"
Parliament. Assuming office, MPs belonging to
the ruling Awami League at a meeting of ALPP
elected Sheikh Hasina their parliamentary party
leader, kicking off the process for terminating
the life of the government made by the 9"
Parliament. Hasina was sworn in as the new
prime minister on January 12, beginning the
journey of her new government.

This has become a unique case in the

history of parliamentary democracy. But
none of the MPs elected in the 10th
Parliamentary election spoke of the unusual-
ness of the event. This exposed the legacy of
anarchism in the country's parliamentary
history. And in a clear manifestation of con-
frontational culture in politics, the 10th

Parliament apparently punished its predeces-

th

sor by starting its functioning keeping the 9
Parliament alive. Why did the new parlia-
ment take this action? There are some rea-
sons behind it. The 9" Parliament committed
a grievous error by curtailing the powers of
the 10th and the future parliaments by
imposing a ban on amendment to more
than 50 articles of the constitution. It did it
through the 15" Amendment in June 2011.
Consequences of this are immense. It
means that if parliament, at present or in
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future, wants to bring changes in any of the
articles concerned for further advancement of
citizens' fundamental rights, it will not be able
to do so until or unless the ban is lifted. The
underlying truth is that the amendments have
curtailed people's power largely by restricting
parliament's jurisdiction to bring changes in
those 50 articles. Thus the constitution’s 15th
Amendment appears to be a curse of the brute
majority enjoyed by the ruling AL in the last
parliament. But none of the treasury bench
MPs in the 9th Parliament spoke against such
self-defeating amendments.

We may be unable now to exactly forecast
whether the 10th Parliament will follow the
path of its predecessors to bring more such
amendment to the constitution to bulldoze
people's power which is expressed in ballots to
form the parliament. But there is a looming
danger of it as the AL enjoys three-fourth major-
ity in the 10th Parliament. The previous conse-
quences of the brute majority frighten us.

Consider some of the amendments
brought in the constitution by the House in
the past. The 4th Amendment the then AL-
led government brought in the constitution
in 1975 had extended the tenure of the 1st
Parliament by around two years. That had
denied the people's constitutional right to
exercise their franchise to elect MPs to form
the parliament. The 4th Amendment also
introduced one-party system -- Baksal --
discarding multi-party democracy. Through
this amendment, the then regime switched
over to the presidential form of government.
The bloody changeover of August 15, 1975
made more grisly attacks on the people's
power. The martial law regime, without any
legal authority, forcibly dissolved the erst-
while parliament elected by the people in
the first general election in 1973,

In the 2™ Parliament formed through the
general election in 1979 during the martial
law regime of General Ziaur Rahman, treasury
bench MPs who were more than two-third
majority were unable to act as per their oath
of office to preserve, protect and defend the
constitution. Rather, they voted for bringing the
5" Amendment to the constitution to give legal
coverage of all illegal actions of the then martial
law regime. After more than two decades, the
Supreme Court declared the amendment
unconstitutional and void as it destroyed the
basic structure of the constitution.

The 2™ Parliament, however, had to face
attack by the martial law regime-led by
General Ershad, who grabbed power in
March 1982 by overthrowing President
Sattar's government. The military ruler, with-
out any legal authority, ended the life of the
second parliament. Ershad, however, had to
return to the parliament for legal cover of all
his illegal actions. The 3rd Parliament
formed in 1986 was used by the dictator to
amend the constitution to legitimise all his
actions, including grabbing power. Treasury
bench MPs again remained silent and acted
on desire of the martial law regime.

In November last year, treasury bench
MPs of the 9" Parliament voted for passage
of a bill amending the Anti-Corruption
Commission law. A controversial provision
was introduced to protect government offi-
cials from graft charges. The amendment has
made it mandatory for the anti-graft body to
take government permission to file cases
against government officials on graft charges.
But the ACC does not need to take permis-
sion from anybody to sue an MP on graft
charge of. MPs, however, did not say any-
thing against giving administrative protec-
tion only to government officials.

Over the years, the acute failure of MPs to
perform their duties prevented them from
being people's representatives in the real sense.
On the contrary, having been elected as peo-
ple's representatives they have acted against
people's will in many cases. And their failures
have made the executive branch of the govern-
ment appear as an uncontrolled juggernaut
diminishing the prospect of good governance.

The culture of handicapping MPs makes
them like dolls. This reminds one of Henrik
[bsen's historic play “A Doll's House.” Many
say Ibsen was inspired by the belief that "a
woman cannot be herself in modern society,”
since it is "an exclusively male society, with
laws made by men and with prosecutors and
judges who assess feminine conduct from a
masculine standpoint.” But famous British
dramatist Michael Meyer argued that the
theme of A Doll's House was not women's
rights, but rather “the need of every individual
to find out the kind of person he or she really
is and to strive to become that person.”

The writer is Senior Reporter, The Daily Star.

To ban Jamaat or not

FARID HOSSAIN

EW believe Islamic fundamentalist party Jamaat-

e-Islami Bangladesh when it persistently denies

that it has been involved in the recent spate of
violence that saw Hindu women gang-raped, their
houses torched and their properties looted or vanda-
lised. The attacks on the Hindus soon after the January
5 parliamentary elections in the Jamaat-dominated
districts, especially Sathkhira and Chapainawabganj,
have been particularly harrowing. The attackers made
little effort to hide their motive. "We are giving you a
hard lesson for going to the polling stations to vote,”
the victims quoted some of the attackers as shouting as
they swooped on the Hindu men, women and children
before setting their homes ablaze.

Jamaat has a history of resorting to violence to elimi-
nate the country's minority Hindus, Buddhists and
Christians since the Pakistan days. Hindus, who account
for about 10% of the country's 160 population, have
been the Islamist party's prime targets. It has long con-
sidered Hindus as the most reliable vote bank for the
largely secular Awami League, now the country's ruling
party. Jamaat believes that it is because of the Hindu
votes the Awami League has an edge over BNP, a trusted
ally. The ethnic-cleansing type of violence against the
Hindus has another motive. It's Jamaat's way of instigating
a hostile sentiment in a section of the population who still
wrongly blame India for many of the woes that aftlict
Bangladesh. Jamaat stands to gain heavily if it can do so.

Jamaat's bloody campaign against the Hindus and
secular forces during Bangladesh's 1971 independence
war is a strong enough proof of the party's deep hatred
against the non-Muslim minorities. The Islamist party,
led by Ghulam Azam in the then East Pakistan, had
been the most trusted collaborator of the Pakistani
army, which unleashed mass killings and atrocities
leaving at least 3 million innocent civilians killed,
200,000 women raped and 10 million people fleeing to
neighbouring India. Top leaders of Jamaat have now
been put on trial on charge of crimes against humanity
committed during the country's independence war.

Back in 1971, Jamaat killed and raped people in the
name of saving Islam. Four decades later nothing has
changed in the party's spirit and motivation. It abuses
[slam, a religion of peace and democracy, to try to
attract religious-minded people to its fold. In theory, it
describes itself as a party of peace and communal har-
mony, but in practice it is an organisation that pro-
motes terrorist activity and supports, openly or clandes-
tinely, the elements which sow the seeds of animosity
among the religious communities. In the open, Jamaat
poses to be a moderate Islamic party. But in practice it
funds and creates fanatic groups. Even terrorist groups
such as Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-Islami (HUJI) are reportedly
linked to Jamaat. HUJI has reportedly been involved in
a number of terrorist attacks in Bangladesh, especially
targeting Sheikh Hasina and secular forces. It has also
been accused of being involved in some recent terrorist
attacks across the border in India. HUJI draws funds
and support from jihadists in Pakistan.

Jamaat has long patronised its ferocious student
wing Shibir in violence against secular opponents in the
universities, especially in Rajshahi University campus,
known as its stronghold. Notwithstanding its claim of
being a moderate Islamic party, at heart Jamaat remains a
communal party that secretly promotes terrorist activities.

This true character of Jamaat has been exposed by the
on-going war crimes trial of the party's top leaders,
including its chief Motiur Rahman Nizami. Soon after
the trial was ordered in 2010, armed cadres of Jamaat and
Shibir began hit-and-run attacks on police. The tactics
have aimed at harassing the law enforcement agencies
and breaking their morale. It also has hijacked BNP's
anti-government campaign thanks to the weakness of the
leadership of the country's largest opposition party.

So, during the recent opposition campaign of hartals
and oborodhs, it was Jamaat and Shibir activists who
had been seen on the streets, though mostly in the hit-
and-run attacks. The random use of petrol bombs that
burned and killed many on board buses and trucks is
blamed on Jamaat activists. Can Jamaat deny its
involvement in the torching of nearly 500 educational
institutions which were meant to be used as polling
stations for the January 5 polls?

Jamaat, a party banned after Bangladesh's victory in
the 1971 war, has come this long way not only because
of its own merit. Patronisation by BNP and the anti-
Awami League rightist forces, and support from outside
the country, made it possible for the Islamist party to
rise as the country's fourth largest political party.

Jamaat is disqualified from taking part in any elec-
tion as it has lost its registration with the Election
Commission as a political party because its avowed
principles go against the country's constitution.

According to many people, the EC move has pro-
vided an opportunity to totally ban the party. They say
Jamaat does not belong to Bangladesh and it has been
a shame that it has existed and flourished, and was
allowed a share in the 2001-2006 government of
Khaleda Zia.

Today, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina's government is
under more pressure than ever to ban Jamaat, especially
after the brutal attacks it unleashed on the Hindus.

The writer is former Bureau Chief, AP,
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