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OP-ED

Our leaders
have to put
their heads
together and
consult each
other about
what could be
done to save
democratic

polity.
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Climb not too high

SYED ABUL MAKSUD

ANGLADESH is now in the grip of a crisis,

one whose magnitude and dimension

surpasses anything of the kind in the
history of the country. Both the ruling party and
the opposition are adamant and unbending,
Nearly 100 innocent people have been killed in
petrol bomb attacks and street violence since the
indefinite blockade and hartal was imposed by
the BNP. Dozens have died in "crossfire” and
“encounter”, Both sides have crossed their limits,
But as the saying goes: Climb not too high.

The French Revolution was the greatest demo-
cratic movement the world has ever seen.
Madame Roland, an activist of the French
Revolution and follower of the ideals of Rousseau
and Voltaire, said,'O, democracy what crimes are
committed in thy name."' Madame Roland refused
to compromise her principles and accepted her
fate of death on the guillotine - a fate now facing
our democracy.

Democracy is not only a form of government
but also a philosophy and value. Democracy is a
culture. Several members of the cabinet and lead-
ers of the ruling 14-party alliance have built a
reputation of using filthy language, indecent
remarks and ugly metaphor against their political
opponents and dissentors. Democracy allows
dissent.

Leaders of different parties and representatives
of the civil society have been urging repeatedly to
hold talks in order to break the deadlock. The
ruling party leaders have turned a deaf ear to their
request. The information minister categorically
said that BNP is an organisation of arsonists and
terrorists, so there can be no dialogue between
humans and demons.

At an informal discussion in a weekly cabinet
meeting on February 2, a number of ministers
came down heavily on the civil society and

holding a dialogue but not equally vocal against
burning people to death. This is an utter denial of
truth. On February 4, finance minister AMA
Muhith said Khaleda Zia is a 'stupid leader’, who
is trying to destroy the future of the country. Her
activities are totally anti-state, he added.

We have reasons to worry. The bureaucrats,
police officers and people heading state agencies
have been speaking the language of politics. Some

of killing not two but many criminals if they want
to. But the function of the Police force is not to
kill anybody but to protect them from killers.
Extra-judicial killing in the hands of law enforcing
agencies has been a serious transgression

In a parliamentary system, the President is the
titular head of state, save only the appointment of
the Prime Minister and the Chief Justice, the
President acts in accordance with the advice of

police officers are addressing meetings as if they
are not public servants but the home minister.
Each and every man in the country wants the law
enforcing agencies to nab arsonists and makers of
petrol bombs. The DIG, police of Chittagong
region Mr. Islam said, 'We (policemen) have the
ability to kill two people for your (arsonists)
every single killing." Everybody knows police are

the Prime Minister. But in case of any political or
social crisis, the President as the guardian of the
people can exert considerable influence on the
conflicting groups and play a part in solving
socio-political deadlock. That was why the leaders
of the civil society have made an appeal to the
President to use his good offices to prevail upon
the government and the opposition to break the

that appeal.

No matter from whichever angle the situation
is considered, the political situation is close to the
point of no return. Considering the political
reality, impartial citizens would want to see Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina adopt a less unbending
attitude towards the categorical imperative of
political conciliation.

The present government spent exactly one year
undisturbed. The parties that did not participate
in the 'last year's effective one-horse race' can with
a fair amount of reason talk of fresh elections.
The case for a fresh election is no longer the quib-
ble as it sounded a year ago.

At present our political culture is at its lowest
ebb. The vengeance is too much to bear. The
hypersensitivity of the government to any criti-
cism is at an all-time high. In a democratic cul-
ture, politicians criticise their opponents for valid
reasons. It is indecent and unethical to spit
venom of hatred on the opponent. One should
realise that hate is most harmful to the person
who hates, and not to the person who is hated
and insulted. Those who want political solution
through dialogue are called 'cancerous' elements
and 'septic boils' of the society. The policy-makers
of ruling party have not learnt any lessons from
the past.

The nation is passing through a serious turbu-
lent time. Our leaders have to put their heads
together and consult each other about what could
be done to save democratic polity. If pragmatic
approach is not taken by the government and
opposition leaders and the problems are not
solved peacefully, the future seems dark. Still
many people are optimistic. But optimism fights
back in a pitch dark tunnel of an unrewarding
politics that holds little light at the end of it. It
may be a blind tunnel with no way out.

alleged that the civil society was very vocal about

equipped with lethal weapons. They are capable

political impasse. There was nothing wrong in

'An election at this time will not solve our problems
under the present constitutional provisions'

Dr Badiul Alam Majumdar, Secretary of Sujon, talks about the current political situation and
the latest civil society initiative for dialogue to The Baily Btar's Sushmita S Preetha.

The Daily Star (TDS): In the current political
situation, how effective do you think your
endeavour of initiating a dialogue between the
two parties will be, when both parties seem
adamant in holding on to their respective posi-
tions?

Badiul Alam Majumdar (BAM): Negotiation is
the language of democracy, and politics the art of
compromise. People are getting fed up and voices
are being raised in the country. The initiative we
took is a reflection of that voice, of people's expec-
tations. We expect that the political parties will
come together and in the best interest of the peo-
ple, sit down and ultimately solve the problem
amicably. There will have to be a negotiation or
settlement of the issues. Otherwise we will be in
deep trouble as a nation, facing an uncertain
future,

Even mortal enemies sit down together. If we
look at our own history, the CHT Peace Accord
was signed between the government and the
Shanti Bahini. Though they indulged in activities
that were very serious, we realised that we would
have to sit down and settle the issue. In 1990, the
two major political parties, BNP and AL, forged a
joint declaration. So it has happened before.

As you can see, there are even international
players, and our development partners and the
UN is getting anxious and speaking out. The UN
secretary general himself is concerned about the
situation in Bangladesh. All these will put some
pressure on the parties. When we say parties, we
don't just mean the two political parties; dialogue
must take place in the broader context, with the
involvement of other stakeholders.

TDS: What should come first: ending violence
or initiating talks? If the government were to
relent to all the national and international pres-
sure and sit in dialogues, it would almost seem
as if the BNP violence has paid off.

BAM: Our position is that both things should
take place parallelly. This sheer madness cannot
go on. The opposition needs to realise that this
violence cannot go on forever and come to their
senses. Similarly, the ruling party has to realise
that they cannot win by using force in the long
run. Otherwise we will become a totalitarian state
and that will not be in the best interest of anyone.
A fascist type of force will emerge, and we may
end up having an extremist Taliban type of force

in response to the totalitarian state. [ say often
that if you play fire with fire, you end up with
ashes. I am sure there are enough people in both
parties and even outside who see this possibility
and will do their part to avoid this.

As for violence paying off, is that not what has
happened before? In '96, the AL-led alliance was
able to force the BNP to swallow the caretaker pill.
You can look at it as win and lose, but the posi-
tion of the ruling party is unsustainable and
unreasonable.

TDS: But some would argue that if AL doesn't
take a strong stance, then the country would
turn towards religious extremism/fascism.

BAM: People need to understand that these two
parties are the only ones in the middle - be it
right of the middle or left of the middle. And they
don't really have any major differences if you look
at their economic policies or party politics, for
instance,

Some people instigate and churn irresponsible
rhetoric that they have to annihilate each other.
This is unrealistic. We have to have inclusive poli-
tics, face each other, live together. So we have to
address this politically; we cannot take a group of
people and drop them in the Bay of Bengal.
Pluralism is an essence of democracy. Some peo-
ple may say, “We will annihilate them” or “If we
don't annihilate them, they will finish us”, but
that is not possible.

TDS: Even if they were to sit in dialogue,
there are some core issues that need to be
resolved for any sustainable outcome of the
dialogue.

BAM: We need a sustainable solution, and the
instability we see every few years, during or post-
elections, must come to an end. What we expect is
consensus on certain major issues. And I catego-
rise them into three sets of issues: 1) election-time
government to ensure peaceful transfer of power
and participatory elections; 2) election-time con-
ditions, e.g. changes to the constitution of the
election commission and the legal framework.
Beyond these, to prevent such instability in the
future, we'll have to initiate deep reforms on some
major national issues. E.g. the parties must come
to an agreement about the completion of the war
crimes trial and the judgments must be put into
effect in the quickest possible time. And the
Jamaat issue also needs to be resolved. The govt.

can make this decision on its own under the exist-
ing constitution or through the parliament. In
addition, political parties must be made demo-
cratic and accountable and parliament must be
effective. Looting, squandering, and corruption,
must be addressed and my personal view is that
there should be ICT-like special tribunals to try
corruption cases.

In a nutshell, we (Sujon) are proposing an
agreement on these three sets of issues and urging
that a national charter be formulated and signed.
This is not yet the position of the platform.

TDS: The reaction of the government has not
been very positive. You are being termed as
mavericks, even architects of 1/11. How would
you respond to that?

BAM: These are rhetoric, and as Dr Huda has
said a couple of days ago, at times politicians
make statements that are not their final words. As
the politicians love to say, there is no last word in
politics. Furthermore, we urge the politicians to
rethink and realise the gravity of the situation and
change their minds.

TDS: If the initiative for a dialogue fails, what

role, if any, can the civil society play to end this
stalemate?

BAM: The civil society is not that strong in this
country and everybody is divided, be it the jour-
nalists, lawyers, teachers or intellectuals. All of
them were united until 1990, but patronised
politics in the succeeding years is really responsi-
ble for making the civil society partisan. Only a
very limited number of people who speak their
minds can be viewed as non-partisan. I don't
think civil society really has the strength to
impose something, but then again, our initiative
has captured the imagination of many. Even
though we are not as strong as we were in the
1990s, we feel that the politicians will come to
acknowledge that the positions they are taking do
not have wide public support.

TDS: Is ultimately an election the way out of
this situation?

BAM: Election-related dispute in a sense is the
tip off the iceberg. The current violence obviously
must be condemned, and culprits brought to
justice, Having said that, the danger we now find
ourselves in was not altogether unexpected. I spoke
to one of our most esteemed lawyers a few days
ago, who was an amicus curiae when the 15th
Amendment was placed in front of the Supreme
Court. He had warned, 'There will be civil war if
you proceed'. If you look at the parliamentary pro-
ceedings of the Parliamentary committee, all the
senior politicians came to a consensus, including
Tofael Ahmed, Rashed Khan Menon and Suranjit
Sengupta that caretaker system must not be abol-
ished. They had predicted that it would lead to dire
consequences. I strongly believe that the 15th
Amendment is the real reason for this political
impasse.

If the ruling party says there should be another
election under the present constitutional system,
it would not solve the underlying problems. I am
on recording saying that if there is no neutral
system, the partisan law enforcement and bureau-
cracy will make sure that the ruling party returns
to power again, because otherwise many of them
will face the music. In my view, having an election
at this time will not solve our problems under the
present constitutional provisions. We need a nego-
tiated settlement of the three sets of issues I have
mentioned, which will hopefully lead to a sustain-
able solution,

The writer is a noted author, researcher and social activist.
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