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How can groups
of heavily
armed men who
patrol the bor-
ders or stand
guard at the
check points
with means to
call up backup
support in an
instant feel
their own lives
to be “so
endangered, if
they did not
open fire...they

would have
been killed.”

THEIR OWN LIVE
so endangered.. ..

NAsIM FIRDAUS

HESE were the words of Devandra
I Kumar Pathak, DG, BSF, at a press

briefing defending killing of unarmed
Bangladeshi civilians by the BSF at the bor-
der. The quotes from the press briefing said:
“It was necessitated because their own lives
were so endangered if they did not open
fire...they would have been killed.” If this
quote is correct then it is scary. If BSF men,
armed with weapons the likes of which the
Bangladeshi villagers have never seen before,
feel so vulnerable then imagine what the
Bangladeshi villagers who cross the border
every day feel. Imagine the risk they put
their lives into because of cattle smuggling.
Smugglers bring goods that help the Indians
become richer and are attractive to
Bangladeshis. Imagine the small traders who
engage in exchange of small things of every-
day use with their Indian counterparts. They
must all be hiding arms that are deadlier
than those used by the BSF men!!! For how
would these cow traders, small scale border
traders and smugglers be more threatening
than the BSF men if they are not carrying
heavy arms, mortars and shells? One won-
ders how many heavy weapons Felani and
her parents carried while walking across the
border in the hope of getting a good groom
for her. How many of the BSF men would
have been endangered by Felani? Could
Felani, an unarmed innocent girl of tender
age, be so dangerous that she could have put
the lives of these brave men of the BSF in
danger?

The civilised world would shudder at the
border killings even if it were just one. Yet
heavily armed BSF men felt threatened
enough to shoot and kill 106 people in
2007 only. Add up all the killings by BSE
recorded or unrecorded, through the forty-
three years of Bangladesh's existence, and
the numbers would defy commonsense.
How can groups of heavily armed men who
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patrol the borders or stand guard at the
check points with means to call up backup
support in an instant feel their own lives to
be “so endangered, if they did not open
fire...they would have been killed.”

Borders are after all imaginary lines that
were, in the case of India and Bangladesh,
drawn by a man called Radcliffe with a red
pencil on a map. It is said that before putt-
ing his red pen to the paper Radcliffe hadn't
set his foot in this part of the world. Yet he
dared to divide a people of whom he knew
nothing, giving the stronger an upper hand
to kill the weaker. The villagers living along
that red pencil line are the marginal farmers
and cattle traders who are constantly in
search of a living needed to sustain dear life.
The cattle traders know one truth, and that
is, India has excess cattle. Letting the smug-
glers trade them across the border while the
BSF looks the other way is obviously profit-
able for all and therefore acceptable. The
people who get killed are those who cannot

see the red line and don't know or don't
believe in the danger they put their lives in
when setting their foot across Radcliffe's red
line. Borders are porous with or without
fortified walls, barbed wires and armed
check points.

It would have been a more decent and
acceptable remark if the director general had
said “sorry” for the past killings, which can
in no way be justified, and left it at that. It
would have provided ground for respect of
Bangladeshis for the delegation leader, the
BSE and their countrymen. Gulliver could
not be put down by the Lilliputians; armed
BSF men should not fear unarmed marginal
farmers, cattle traders and smugglers who
are no more than Lilliputians that cross the
border every day in search of a better living.
The real smugglers, the big fish, are wiser
and don't get killed at the border.

The writer s a former Ambassador.
E-mail: ambnfid@yahoo.com

What makes a bomb hurler

HEN a

gun-

man
shoots people
down in a
movie theatre
we attribute it to
mental health
conditions of
the gunman in
question. When
a cop pulls a
trigger on an
un-armed man we call it self-defense.
When a foreign man sits in a plane with
explosives in his underwear we call it
terrorism, In trying to identify a causal
mechanism we spin words and politics
to find an explanation that fits our pre-
conceived narrative, based on race,
religion, and income. But think about
this: Is it possible that they all have
mental health issues? Is it possible that
they are all acting in self-defense? Is it
possible that they are all terrorists?

As social scientists we can appreciate
the causal link between acts of cruelty
and mental health issues (such as lack
of empathy), but to ascribe all of the
world's cruelty to psychiatric disorders
is to assume that a complex mix of
environmental risk factors, genetic risk
factors, social learning, other afflictions
and malaises of the human mind --
such as greed, hunger for power, need
for control, misguided ideologies, reli-
gious extremism -- have not afflicted
mankind, have not affected the actions
of people, particularly people in power
and the people they have control over,

We need to look above and beyond
psychiatry -- without negating its role --
and how normalisation of violence may
play a role in the use of violence; there
is considerable evidence, including my
own research, of the importance of the
intergenerational transmission of vio-
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lence suggesting that witnessing vio-
lence, including inter-parental violence
during childhood, is associated with a
greater likelihood that they either per-
petrate or experience violence them-
selves, The basis of this concept comes
from Bandura's studies examining
aggression used by children which
suggested that children develop vio-
lence as a habitual response to conflict
through “observational learning.”
However, not all children who witness
violence as children use violence as
adults. This is because children are able
to distinguish between positive and
negative outcomes, such that, if they
find that violence is an effective way of
conflict resolution or a means of gain-

released from the study early” (Mintz,
2008). The remaining prisoners gave in
to the degrading demands made on
them by the guards but became “zom-
bie-like” and “listless” as the guards
unleashed what can only be termed evil
on the prisoners (Mintz, 2008). As
such, Zimbardo, by conducting this
experiment, created a recipe for evil that
Mintz identifies as: an imbalance of
power relations, anonymity
(deindividuation), demonisation of
victims, severe stress, oversight of abu-
sive practices, absence of self-reflection,
and boredom juxtaposed with unhy-
gienic living conditions in a chaotic
environment. This lethal mix made the
guards of the experiment become who

We need to look above and beyond psychiatry --
without negating its role -- and how normali-
sation of violence may play a role in the use

of violence.

ing control, they are more likely to use
violence instead of other methods of
conflict resolution such as negotiation,
verbal reasoning, self-calming tactics,
and active listening (Black et al., 2010).
In assessing antecedents of violence,
we also need to look at how evil can be
created by positions and roles that indi-
viduals hold and/or are given. An exam-
ple of that is the well known Stanford
Prison Experiment by Zimbardo in
which participants with no prior mental
health issues internalised their roles as
prisoners and guards to which they
were randomly assigned “so completely
that the 'guards' became cruel and
sadistic, and half the 'prisoners' suffered
such severe distress that they had to be

they became, much like the guards who
committed the Abu Graib prison atroci-
ties in Iraq.

So when we see a violent man -- the
bomb hurler -- let us ask ourselves these
questions: is it possible that he grew up
in a violent environment and learned
violent scripts from his surroundings? Is
it imaginable that witnessing and per-
haps even experiencing violence has
made violence normative for him? Can
we picture him thinking about violence
as a part of life? Can we almost hear
him say that if he doesn't inflict vio-
lence, it will be inflicted on him? Can
we imagine him being turned evil by
others in the way Zimbardo identified?
Indeed. We will never know the abso-

lute truth, but all and any of the afore-
mentioned factors may as well apply to
him.

Let us also think about that very
moment when the act of violence is
committed. Who does he think about
when he raises his hand to hit someone
or hurl a bomb? Maybe he thinks
whether his handler would be happy
enough with his work to give him
another job. Maybe he thinks about his
mother at home safe and away from the
scene of action. Maybe he is pleasured
by the fall of the “enemy.” Maybe he
feels sense of power for the first time in
his life. Maybe he feels he has control.
Maybe it is just another act of violence.
Maybe he isn't thinking at all.

Or maybe this is his war and he's
fighting the good cause, as he has been
brainwashed to believe. And like two
Pakistan army officials from 1971 that
Yasmin Saikia interviewed, Amin and
Alam, he perhaps has a banal approach
to violence, as Arendt (1963) would
say; he is doing his “duty,” not thinking
about it (p.220). Much like them, he
perhaps has no choice within the insti-
tution in which he operates and has
been “persuaded to join the horrific
activities” to the extent that he does not
even accept that his actions are wrong,
or worse, pretends that his actions did
not kill innocent people, because he is
killing the enemy.

“Terror is meant to strike us dumb.
Finding words with which to face it is an
act of reconstruction” (Neiman, 2012).
But reconstruction does not provide
closure when acts of terror start to look
like "new terrorism" with maximum
destruction and marked religious
underpinnings.

The author is Assistant Professor, School of Social
Work, University at Buffalo, SUNY and member of the
AlalODulal Editorial Collective.

Leave the undergrad
admission tests to
academics

MD. RizwANUL [SLAM

EWSPAPER reports state that the Ministry

of Education has issued a directive to all

universities to admit students at under-
graduate level on the basis of results in secondary
and higher secondary examinations. The ministry
says that concern for saving time and money of the
guardians has propelled this directive. As well-
intentioned as it may be, the directive in the current
state of affairs is fundamentally flawed. While it
would save time and money, it would mean expedi-
ency at the cost of quality of the admission process.

The political desire (it has much to do with poli-
tics only) for taking numbers as a surrogate for
quality in education has made the examiners
extremely lenient in marking, and the country is
fortunate (!) to witness such an explosion of 'talent'
that probably we are on track of being in the record
books for producing the highest proportion of
young talents on earth. But the problem is, as teach-
ers in the tertiary level, we often find that the 'tal-
ents' do not possess the attributes of the highest
achievers and shockingly are not always groomed
for higher education. The exponential growth of the
number of full grade point average (GPA) achievers
in secondary and higher secondary examinations
over the last couple of years is simply unrealistic.
Dispensing with the stardom-centric so-called merit
position and division based result and introducing
GPA system was a very good move but over-
emphasis on projection of progress through positive
results without any real concern for quality is push-
ing it to the brink.

This directive of the ministry, if followed, would
make the already stretched and corruption-prone
public examinations even more so. Though integrity
in medical college admission tests has been an issue
and occasionally even admission tests in public
universities have not remained unscathed from the
same question marks, the corruption in public
examinations has been much bigger an issue than
in admission tests. As there is an influx of 'talents,’ it
is not clear that when students with identical grade
points apply for admission, which factors would
determine who gets admission. It can be assumed
that age and other merit-neutral subjective factors
would kick in. Our bureaucracy will devise innova-
tive mechanisms for dealing with it but the problem
is that we cannot be so upbeat in believing that
such mechanisms would be able to protect the
quality and integrity of the admission tests.

Moreover, if the directive is implemented the
whole dynamics of the admission process would
change, since the admission process would then
ultimately depend on the results of public examina-
tions administered by education boards which are
controlled directly by the Ministry of Education.
The university administration, which is almost
entirely beyond the control of bureaucrats, would
lose their control on the admission process. The
result will not just be loss of academic freedom or
discretion but, given the way Bangladesh works,
students from under-privileged sections of the com-
munity may lose out.

Although the directive, at least in the current
scenario, is in the opinion of this author grossly
flawed, there is much to be done for saving the time
and money of the guardians. Radical reforms of the
existing admission process are possible and may be
desirable but they have to be undertaken by aca-
demic administrators who understand academia.
Eminent writer Muhammed Zafar Igbal has for
quite some time advocated radical overhaul of the
system, He has quite cogently presented that multi-
ple admission tests in public universities (which can
often be for individual subjects within the same
faculty) is a source of revenue for public universi-
ties. His calls for a unified admission test for mul-
tiple universities have fallen on deaf ears. For a
start, the university administrators may endeavour
to take as few admission tests as is possible within
a university.

In this regard, the unit based system followed in
Dhaka University, Jagannath University, Shahjalal
University of Science of and Technology, etc., is
commendable.

If the ministry wants to save the time and money
of the guardians, it must first ensure that the sec-
ondary and higher secondary examinations can
distinguish the best students from the rest. In the
meantime, the bureaucrats in the ministry would do
well if they invest their resources in improving the
quality of education in secondary and higher sec-
ondary levels and leave tertiary education to the
academic administrators who can do it much better
than the bureaucrats. For centuries, academic mat-
ters have been left to the academics for good rea-
sons; let our bureaucracy not intrude on this sphere.

The writer Is an Assistant Professor of Law, BRAC University.
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