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Demonising dissenters: Dead or alive
New low in Bangladesh politics

C R ABRAR
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HIS week has marked an
important watershed in

Bangladesh's fast eroding
political culture. The universal norm
of respecting the dead not only fell
short, but sunk to a new low when a
diatribe was orchestrated against a
dead professor who held non-
conformist views of society and poli-
tics, and was bold enough to express
them in no uncertain terms. As the
friends and well-wishers of the
deceased planned a befitting farewell
at the central Shaheed Minar, they
also became targets of the tirade and
was declared persona non-grata at the
Shaheed Minar by these self pro-
claimed guardians of the spirit of war
of national liberation.

Such desecration of the dead and
moves to demonise intellectuals
signal ominous portent for
Bangladesh's already tensed and
fractured political mores. A new form
of bigotry is gaining ground and its
protagonists, supported by the ruling
party and its cohorts, have been bla-
tant in pursuing their agenda. Their
main purpose is to terrorize the few
remaining intellectuals who do not
subscribe the views of the establish-
ment, but also dare to challenge them
in talk shows of various television
channels and op-eds in newspapers.

As a backdrop of unfolding of
these events one needs to understand
the psyche of those in the authority
and their henchmen. In a situation
where the parliament has been made
dysfunctional, opposition political
parties virtually decimated through
use of brute force and litigation,
administration neatly lined up along
partisan lines and large segment of
the media and the civil society insti-

tutions brought successfully under
control, it is the handful wayward
talk-showwalas who are misleading
the public. In the absence of any
meaningful platform to debate and
discuss on politics and policies of the
government that affect the ordinary
folks it was these talk-shows and op-
eds that provided the citizenry with

Bereft of decency and civility, the
recent act against late Professor Piash
Karim and decree against the group
of intellectuals is a worrisome trend.
It augurs a new wave of hatred and
revulsion to ideas, ideologies and
political positions that may appear to
be threatening to the current political
dispensation.

such claims. One declaration is
enough to mobilise an ensemble of
supporters to taint the identity of the
concerned individual. Even active
participation in the war of national
liberation is no guarantee to ensure
immunity from such labeling. There
are scores of examples to cite.

The detractors have conveniently

farewell? In all fairness therefore, on
may surmise that those who opposed
Piash's body to be taken to the Minar
themselves were undermining the
great ideals that the language move-
ment and the war of liberation stood
for, and that they did for petty politi-
cal gains.

One would hold the custodian of

them silent this time when a section
of their fraternity is subjected to such
monstrous and unfair attacks. Is it
because they also tacitly endorse the
position of the detractors and their
modes of character assassination,
innuendoes and intimidation? If
issuance of fatwa declaring someone
a Murtad (disbeliever) by a religious

important insights and critical per-
spectives and helped shape their
opinion. Media analysts are in agree-
ment that although aired in ungodly
hours, these talk shows draw the
largest audience and significantly
improve the TRP ratings.

This is not the first time that that
the deceased professor and some
among the group of intellectuals have
came under attack. Senior functionar-
ies of the state, including the chief
executive, were candid in expressing
their disapproval of the late night
talk-shows, occasionally on the floors
of the parliament. The recently
sacked Minister in his last public
appearance in New York was con-
temptuous and obnoxious in express-
ing his opinion of the talk show
“night birds”.

One does not need to be a well
versed in Bangladesh public policy
making to conclude that a plethora
of media related laws that have been
and are being framed by the
Ministry of Information are essen-
tially directed to curb freedom of

The guiding precept to deal with

shunned the fact and the logic that it

the Shaheed Minar the Dhaka
University authority responsible for
pandering to the irrational demand
of a section of student leadership.
Their public endorsement of the
demand was an affront to the senti-
ment of the family and friends of the
deceased and contributed to the
unpleasant turn of events centering
the funeral. The Proctor of the
University has a case to answer as to
how groups who did not take permis-
sion secured their position at the
Shaheed Minar to spew out invective
against the deceased professor and
other intellectuals.

The responsibility also falls on the
leadership of political parties whose
student fronts were involved in the
reprehensible act. After all, the so-
called leaders of the student fronts
were not elected by their rank and
file, they were hand picked by the
mighty leaders of their mother parties
and thus the latter should be held
equally accountable for the misdeeds.
It is gratifying to note at least one

bigot is offensive and amounts to
criminal act, so is declaring an
individual persona non grata to
Shaheed Minar on grounds of
being 'intellectual prostitute’. This
silence of the conscience keepers of
the nation at this critical time
reveals that they do not deserve the
high pedestal where they find them-
selves in. One is also perplexed at
the stark stillness of the rights activ-
ists and women's organizations who
are not moved by the actions of this
self-proclaimed interpreters of spirit
of the war of national liberation. It
also appears that ink of liberal edi-
tors have also gone dry. History will
not absolve the complicity of these
people with the neo-bigots.

All these acts of omission to con-
demn the attack on the dignity of
human person will contribute to
breeding of a culture of impunity for
the perpetrators and further erode
values of shomman, shohabosthan
and shohishnuta (respect, co-

expression, the core human right
acknowledged universally and reiter-
ated in the constitution of the coun-
try. This assault on individuals who
hold views contrary to the ruling
elite is nothing but palpable expres-
sion of intolerance and prejudice. It
therefore undermines the cardinal
tenet of a democratic order: the right
to dissent.

such individuals is to harm their
reputation and the easiest technique
is to brand them as razakars (collabo-
rators of the Pakistan occupation
army). If that becomes difficult to
peddle (i.e., for consideration of age),
then label their parents ot grandpatr-
ents to be razakars. One does not
need to provide evidence to back up

was the ideals of freedom, rights and
liberty that Shaheed Minar epito-
mizes that made the family and
friends of the deceased to consider
taking his mortal remains to that
monument. If the deceased or his
companions were against what the
Shaheed Minar stands for why would
they select the site for bidding final

member of the Cabinet picked up the
courage to give his version about the
role of Piash's family in 1971 that
differed from that of his attackers.
Responsibility also lies on the
much decorated and revered public
intellectuals who in the past had
taken bold stands and high moral
grounds on various social and politi-

existence and tolerance) that are
essential for a democratic polity.
History has provided us with ump-
teen examples of tragedies that befall
on societies and states where dissent
is quashed and angels of freedoms
fear to tread.

The writer teaches International REelations at the

cal issues. One wondered what kept

University of Dhaka. He Is president of Odhikar

Time to value girls and end rape culture

MARIE SOPHIE PETTERSSON and
FARIA SHABNAM
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The key to change is
reversing the system
of silence — chal-
lenging dominant
violent men,
endorsing in-laws,
unsupportive par-
ents, judgmental
community mem-
bers and a legal
system of impunity
and victim-
blaming. While the
blame for rape must
go to the rapist,

Rsmdied only up to class 5 since
her grandfather feared she was
at risk of rape in school being an
attractive girl. At 12, Rokeya’s first
marriage was arranged with a 22-year-
old man who abandoned her after
only 13 months. At 15, Rokeya left
home to take a job in a garments fac-
tory. A single girl, living alone, she
faced sexual harassment and returned
home, Her father confined her to the
house to protect his honour. At 18,
Rokeya was married again, this time to a
60-year-old man with six children. His
first wife soon died, leaving Rokeya to
care for them all. Rokeya had six chil-
dren with him. She tried taking birth
control but her husband disapproved
and beat her up. Later he abandoned
her. With nowhere to go, Rokeya
migrated to Dhaka. There, she was
tricked into prostitution and trapped in
a hotel room with her children for three
days. She was given no food or water

school, engagement of women in
microfinance, awareness of family
planning and creation of jobs for
women in the booming garments
sector. Bangladesh is well on track for
achieving the 3rd Millennium
Development Goal (MDG) of promot-
ing women's empowerment and gen-
der equality.

This is all good. But other statistics
are alarming. A BBS and UNFPA (2011)
nationwide survey revealed that about
nine out of ten (87 %) husbands abuse
their wives. One-third of married
women report rape by their husbands.
One percent of women respondents
claim a family member had committed
suicide due to domestic violence.
Widespread violence against women
remains a key unresolved issue holding
back 50% of the population, especially
women in extreme poor families.

The earlier a girl gets married off
against her will, the more likely she is
to become a victim of rape by her own
husband because she is too young to
consent to the sex her husband
demands. 30% of women in rural
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OKEYA, one of seven children,

Violence affects both the female

victim and her children. Several studies

have shown that a mother's experience
of domestic violence may lead to
behavioural risks (e.g. smoking, alco-
hol or drug use), as well as a range of
negative consequences: psychological
(anxiety, depression), physical (injury,
disability, fatigue) and nutritional
(anaemia, poor weight gain). These
factors all directly impact a children's
welfare. Children exposed to domestic
violence have poorer health and cogni-
tive development (Holden 2003).
Domestic violence during pregnancy
can lead to: delivery complications,
impaired fetal growth, low birth
weight, post-natal depression, and
impaired ability to breastteed and
child malnutrition. These factors often
continue to negatively impact children
into their adolescence, e.g. through
growth retardation.

We asked women about their opin-
ion and experience of gender-based
violence. In the North West, Malati
said “a husband can rebuke his wife if
she spoils food while cooking or if she

Reports show that the majority of
female prisoners in Bangladesh are
women who reported different kinds
of violence (forced marriage, rape,
domestic violence, forced prostitution,
sex trafficking) and were treated as
criminals. This happens despite the
Domestic Violence Act implemented in
2010 with the aim to protect female
survivors of violence.

Many girls remain silent, trapped in
a vicious circle of ever more violence
should they object or resist. Studies
have shown that as coping mecha-
nisms many women start blaming
themselves. Many use religion either to
seek comfort or to justify the injustice
against them, seeing it as a punish-
ment from God.

Let us stop this silence. Let girls
speak up, report violence and become
educated breadwinners free from fear.
However, women's increased mobility
and participation in the workforce has
come at a cost. The more educated girls
and women are and if they are bread-
winners, the more likely they are to
become victims of violence. Some

everyone else who

while men came to sexually assault her.
Rokeya took her children out of school,
sold all her assets and resorted to beg-

Bangladesh reported that their first
sexual experience was forced (World

defies her husband's orders or
requests”. Gouri believes that husbands

argue that this happens due to percep-
tions that educated working women

does not speak up
against rape 1s
effectively endorsing
rape culture.

ging. Still she was not safe on the streets.
As a single mother, men would often
ask Rokeya and her teenage daughters
for sexual favours.

Do we want more stories like
Rokeya's in Amader Shonar
Bangladesh? Bangladesh is on track
for attaining middle income country
status. There is a growing private sector
and our government is committed to
eradicating extreme poverty.
Bangladesh is a front runner in boost-
ing women's empowerment in South
Asia. Look at girls' enrolment in

Health Organization, 2012). Married
girls often become pregnant as early as
her husband and in-laws demand it.

Many girls entering their teenage
years are seen as economic burdens to
their parents. Once a girl gets married
oft, sold by her parents for a cheap
dowry, she is ‘'owned’ by her husband
and moves in with the in-laws. She has
no protection against violence. She
becomes voiceless. These are the risks
faced by two-thirds of women in
Bangladesh aged 20-24 who were
married before the age of 18 (Plan and
ICDDRB 2013).

are superior to their wives and wives
should be under their control.
Madhabi viewed that a husband can
rebuke his wife if she makes mistakes,
refuses to show obedience to him, or
goes otutside their home without his
permission.

In the majority of cases, survivors of

rape and violence have no means to
object. If they do, they are likely to be
outcast, stigmatised and abused by
their parents, in-laws, husband and

community. If they have the courage to

report the violence, the legal system is
likely to consider it their own fault.

pose a threat to male authorities in
their lives. Thus too many women
remain uneducated, unskilled house-
wives. Such life destinies are to the
detriment of the life opportunities and
future well-being of both the girls
themselves and their children. But it is
also preventing extreme poor families
and the entire nation from fulfilling
50% of its economic and intellectual
potential.

The key to change is reversing the
system of silence — challenging domi-
nant violent men, endorsing in-laws,
unsupportive parents, judgmental

community members and a legal sys-
tem of impunity and victim-blaming,
While the blame for rape must go to
the rapist, everyone else who does not
speak up against rape is effectively
endorsing rape culture.

Crucially, men must stand up and
promote non-violent, non-dominant
models of masculine behaviour which
value women and girls as equals. We
need fathers, husbands and in-laws to
allow girls to consent to marriage, sex
and having children. Girls need the
freedom to educate themselves and
contribute to the economy side by side
with men and boys free from fear of
disapproval or violence.

Many NGOs, government and
donor supported projects show the
violence against women and girls can
be stopped through counselling and
awareness raising with entire families
and communities. A solution is possi-
ble. It needs to be replicated and scaled
up across the extreme poor villages of
Bangladesh.

These problems and solutions need
to be captured in the UN Women
Background Paper on Gender Equality
and Women's Empowerment for the
7th five Year Plan, and in the post-
2015 Sustainable Development Goals.
These are both in alignment with the
Bangladesh Poverty Reduction Strategy
and the UN Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW) to which Bangladesh is a
signatory. Let us all keep Rokeya's
heart-breaking story in our minds and
let it drive us to say “no more, ar na”.

The writers are Gender Adviser and Programme
Analyst and Nutrition Coordinator at (EEP)/Shiree,

-

Group.

» Effective management of corporate services in respect of corporate relations, land asset

acquisition, Govt. liaison and litigation issues.

» HR administration of all the corporate functional chiefs/heads who will have dotted

reporting line to the incumbent.

The candidate should be post-graduate in Business Administration or equivalent from a reputed
University with more than 12 years in a senior leadership role in large reputed organizations.
Proven track record of result orientation in the above portfolios with excellent analytical,
written and communication skills and ability to work pro-actively and independently as well
as in a team would be desired. Exposure to ERP environment will be an added advantage.

If you are willing to explore your potentials in the above challenging career prospect please
submit your resume within 15t November, 2014 electronically to recruit@proedge-asso.com
or manually through courier to Pro-edge Associates Ltd. House: 16, Apartment: SW1, Road: 10,
Gulshan-1, Dhakal212, Bangladesh, For job specifications and detail pre-requisites please visit
www.jobs.proedge-asso.com,
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M&cJ

PASSIOM AN LS INNOVATION

Career Opportunity

The M&J Group a leading apparels conglomerate, in pursuit of its vision has set itself on a fast
track for multi-dimensional expansion while serving the world class global players in apparels
market. In keeping pace with this journey, it needs talent to strengthen the position of
Executive Director.

Reporting to the top management, Executive Director will take the lead role in setting ME&J
Group's strategic objectives and transforming those into reality. Besides, he will be responsible
for the following three portfolios:

e Standardization and mnnitﬂrin;g-nf'HR policies, practices and resource sharing in respect
of talent management, compensation & benefits management, training and development
and employee relations assuring uniformity across the business units throughout M&J

respectively.

Raseas o e
nag t & hr consulting

WwWW.proedge-asso.com




