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We may not
have decisive
power to

enforce a
peaceful
solution, but
such power as
we have must
be used to the
full. This is not
a time for
diplomatic
niceties. It is a
time to stand
up and be
counted

FREEDOM
IN THE OFFING

RECINALD PRENTICE

N the absence of a political
solution the crisis thrown up by
the events in East Pakistan can
only get worse. This applies to both
Pakistan and India. In East Pakistan
there is bound to be continuing
repression, using the most brutal
methods, simply because this is the
only way in which a few thousand
troops can maintain power over 70
million hostile people. The troops are
heavily out-numbered. Their supplies
and reinforcements have to travel
3,000 miles round the south of India.
Parts of the country are very good
territory for guerrilla forces. The
guerrillas can take shelter in India
and will be reinforced by recruits
from among the refugees. More than
one observer has predicted an
escalation of the fighting into a
Vietnam type of situation.

From the Indian side the prospect is
equally depressing. In the border states
the local officials, doctors and nurses
are doing a wonderful job in keeping
most of the refugees alive. But this is
happening in a country which is des-
perately poor and most of it is happen-
ing in West Bengal, which is one of the
poorest and overcrowded areas in the
world. The local administration is
obsessed with the refugee problem at
the expense of other duties; local devel-
opment projects are postponed; schools

letting the refugees work, because there
is already very high unemployment.

The world must take a larger share of
this burden. So far the total aid com-
mitted from the rest of the world
amounts to well under half the esti-
mated cost to India for a six-month
period. All countries must commit
much larger sums of aid and recognise
that this may have to continue for a
very long time. But however large the
aid contributions, India will inevitably
pay an enormous price and this will
become much greater as time goes on.

This downward spiral can only be
reversed by a political solution accept-
able to the people of East Pakistan. In
practice, this must mean a solution
acceptable to Sheikh Mujibur Rahman
and the Awami League. The pattern is
the familiar one of a colonial situation
breaking up, in which the only people
who can make an effective settlement
are the leaders of the political party
which has the confidence of the popu-
lation. Yahya Khan must either accept
this, or continue with his policy of
suppression -- a policy which is bound
to fail sooner or later.

Supposing that Sheikh Mujib were
released from prison, the Awami
League recognised again and genuine
discussions were held, what would be
the outcome?' The six-point
programme on which the Awami
League won the election last autumn
provided for East Bengal to be self-
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Pakistan during the Liberation War.
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surely this: whether the settlement is to
be some kind of loose federation, or
whether (more probably) it is to be
complete independence for Bangla
Desh, will have to be decided by the
Awami League, as the only credible
representatives of the people of East
Bengal. They must make the decision
and the military rulers of West Pakistan
must accept that decision.

At present the military rulers are in no
mood to do anything of the kind. They

are closed to the children because they
are packed with refugees. An explosive
situation may well develop in the refu-
gee camps as a result of months of
enforced idleness. An equally tense
situation may develop among the local
people, who see the refugees getting
more food than themselves and getting
although they do a full week's
work. But this cannot be solved by

it free --

own destiny.

governing for most purposes, but with
the central government controlling
foreign affairs and defence. The idea of
one Pakistan would be preserved, but
the provincial government in the East
would have effective control over its

It is very doubtful whether this solu-
tion is still possible. There has been too
much bloodshed and bitterness in
recent months. The essential point is

persist with their threadbare claims. They
repeat that the army had to restore "law
and order;” that the remaining trouble is
caused by a few “miscreants,” aided by
the Indians; that the refugees would like
to return home but are forcibly pre-
vented by the Indians; that life in the
east wing is returning to "“normalcy;”
that the world should not be misled by
India’'s lies, etc., etc.

The real hope of a change must rest

on two factors -- their continuous fail-
ure to pacify East Bengal and the grow-
ing economic cost. Pakistan is a poor
country to start with. It is now suffering
a heavy loss of export earnings from
East Bengal, where the economy is
badly disrupted and is showing few
signs of recovery, despite the claims
about "a return to normalcy.” (East
Pakistan, so much poorer than the
West, has always earned the larger share
of foreign exchange.)

There will be a serious food shortage
in the East later this year, perhaps of
famine proportions, owing to the dis-
ruption in the sowing of the crops due
to be harvested in a few months' time.
This will be aggravated by the break-
down of the transport system.
Meanwhile, drought conditions have
caused a poor harvest in the West,
which normally makes up part of the
grain deficiency in the East.

On top of all these difficulties the
consortium of Western aid donors has
decided not to make fresh pledges of
economic aid to Pakistan for the new
financial year which started on July 1.
Existing projects will be completed, but
this decision, provided the Western
powers persist with it, will mean a
rundown of overseas aid and a deepen-
ing foreign exchange crisis in the com-
ing months, Even in normal circum-
stances, this would have been a very
serious blow to the Pakistan economy.
The group of generals who run Pakistan
knows very little about economics, but
sooner or later the hard facts of the
situation may compel them to change
course. It is our only hope.

[ believe that there are three ways in
which pressure can be maintained in
favour of a political solution. First, the
Western Powers must stand firmly by
the decision not to renew economic aid
(apart from relief aid, properly super-
vised by the UN, for the victims of the

Where has the tolerance gone?
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OMETIME ago, a leader in this newspaper

wondered what had happened to our sense

of decency. The thought-provoking article
struck a chord in many hearts, including mine. I
have been wondering, in addition, what has hap-
pened to another human trait called tolerance.
Decency and tolerance often go together. Still,
they do not mean the same thing. Of course one
can be intolerant without being indecent. 1 sup-
pose it is quite possible for one to have his enemy
taught a good lesson in fairly decent ways.
Nevertheless, it is useful to see decency and toler-
ance as separate traits.

Tolerance will be noted as a noble human trait.
Long reflection on the matter has been edging me
to the belief that we Bangladeshis are becoming
an increasingly intolerant lot. A point has perhaps
been reached where rampant intolerance has
virtually obscured the idea of decency.

Many years ago a noted Bengali litterateur
famously said that all Bengalis are good humans;
it is the neighbours who are wicked. This is of
course a literary exaggeration and not all of us
hate all our neighbours, though some certainly

hate some of theirs. And he was talking of individ-

uals, not social groups. Still, he would have been
amazed to see how intolerant we have become as
social animals. Intolerance today goes far beyond
mere neighboutly ill-feeling.

Physical violence is of course the most blatant
manifestation of intolerance. No society is ever
free of it, but its nature changes over time. Not so
long ago, the most important instances of vio-
lence in our society arose from dispute over pos-
session of land. Today, intolerance and violence
that take on 'political' colour dominate the social
landscape. There is a widespread feeling in the
country that violence fostered by politics is
sharply on the rise. Much of this takes the shape
of inter-group as well as intra-group rivalries. A
recent newspaper report suggests that the number
of people killed in the past few years as a result of
factional rivalries within the 'student' and youth
wings of the ruling political party can be counted
in the hundreds. Long knives, fat bamboo logs,
and even handguns are freely used in intra-group
fights. Newspaper photographs of marauding
‘students’ are among the common media sights.
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Rivalries that lead to violence are rampart among
the corresponding wings of the party in opposi-
tion as well. Those of us who remember student
politics of the 1950s and a little later will recollect
that an occasional push or shove was generally all
that happened between factions. One is tempted
to ask, what has changed? Perhaps a good hypoth-
esis is the monetisation of politics. Tolerance
vanished as lucre took over.

The orgy of violence in the run-up to the
January 5, 2014 general election was commonly
seen as something unprecedented. The rage
behind it was entirely political: the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party's demand for elections under a
caretaker government collided with the Awami
League's insistence on holding them under the
current government. Some would argue that the
feud was not so much over their claim to champi-
onship of democracy; it was more a reflection of
the sorry state of the personal relationship
between the paramount chiefs of the two parties.
Tolerance has been the chief victim of the
impasse. The Jamat-e- [slami's reaction to the trial
and conviction of many of its leaders for war
crimes further fuelled the pre-election political
rage. The period of remarkable post-election calm
did not last and we are now in the midst of the
longest era of unmitigated political violence in the

nation's history. The halcyon days of families
merely being intolerant of their neighbours, or
where violence is confined to an occasional flare-
up over possession of land, seem to have gone
forever. Nowadays, intolerance translates into
indiscriminate killing. Unconscionably, the instru-
ment of the killers' choice is arson. Burning vehi-
cles, charred human bodies, and burnt men,
women and children in agony in crowded hospi-
tals are common sights in the media.

Perhaps violence of this nature will abate in the
not too distant future and a semblance of nor-
malcy will be restored in the relationship between
the main political parties. It is hard to see other
kinds of intolerance going away anytime soon.
They appear ingrained in our national psyche.
And there are a great number of areas where toler-
ance often abandons us. Use of abusive language
about prominent national leaders can land the
perpetrator in jail. Contrast this with prime minis-
ters or presidents in Europe and America taking
all kinds of criticism and even insults in their
stride. The British prime minister is routinely
subjected to ridicule, which he routinely
ignores. The US president does not care if someone
calls him stupid, which of course he is not.

The killing of Avijit Roy represents an entirely
different genre of intolerance, one which is also
an increasingly menacing kind. It also has
immense consequences for our society. Roy,
author of several thought-provoking books, free-
thinker and blogger, was murdered on the evening
of February 26 this year. He was killed, as the
writer Humayun Azad was only a few years earlier,
because of his views. A person's views, lest we
forget, is a fundamental right enshrined in the
country's constitution. Roy's views were based on
reason and scientific evidence. He rejected what
did not stand the test of reason. He debunked
what to him was superstition and blind faith. And
in all of this he was of course following the path
laid out by the great inquiring minds of history
who revolutionised the way we look at the world
around us and beyond. Some of these great minds
were more critical of faith than others. Roy
undoubtedly belonged to the critical school of
thought. It is precisely such thinking that propo-
nents of modern Islamic radicalism found it diffi-
cult to tolerate. They had been threatening the
undaunted Roy for some time and finally killed

likely famine in East Pakistan). There
are powerful arguments against using
aid as a political lever in most cases,
but this is a very exceptional situation.
Quite apart from the political circum-
stances, effective development projects
could not be carried out in East
Pakistan in the foreseeable future, so
that any economic aid to the country
would be channelled into projects in
West Pakistan alone. This would have
the effect of easing the economic situa-
tion and releasing resources for the
suppression of the East. Speaking from
my experience as a former Minister of
Overseas Development, I believe it is
wrong to attach political conditions to
aid in 99 cases out of a 100 -- but this is
the 100th case. Any power lever must be
used which might help to bring about a
political settlement.

Second, there should be an immedi-
ate end to the shipment of arms from
the USA to Pakistan. World opinion
should back those senators and con-
gressmen in Washington who have
urged the Administration to reverse its
policy. That the United States should
line up with China in supplying the
armed forces of Pakistan at the moment
1s something that defies any rational
explanation.

Third, there should be the most
explicit condemnation from govern-
ments, parliaments and influential
commentators of all kinds. It must be
made clear that the governments and
peoples of the world identify them-
selves with the aspirations of the peo-
ple of Bangla Desh, and that we are
united in demanding a shift of policy
by the government of West Pakistan.

We may not have decisive power to
enforce a peaceful solution, but such
power as we have must be used to the
full. This is not a time for diplomatic
niceties. It is a time to stand up and be
counted.

him. They have been threatening other free-thinkers
too, and there is little reason to suppose that they
will not bring out the long knife again soon.

Such killers are never found and brought to
justice. That is among a long list of reasons why
radical Islam continues to be a threat to rational
thinking and free speech. I am inclined to suggest
a list which will also include a virtual competition
among political parties to demonstrate that they
are better Muslims than their opponents.
Defending a person of dubious religious commit-
ment is also politically inconvenient at best. Hard
to ignore too is a certain pusillanimity of the

mainstream media.

Intolerance extends far beyond the rage to kill a
few 'atheists.' People who are merely liberal and
who even give a wide berth to those who harbour

Intolerance extends far beyond the rage to
kill a few 'atheists.” People who are merely
liberal and who even give a wide berth to
those who harbour critical thoughts on
religion, have also often been subject to
threats for their alleged "insult' to faith

critical thoughts on religion, have also often been
subject to threats for their alleged 'insult’ to faith.,
The fuzzy idea of 'hurting the religious sentiment’
of Muslims has often been used to raise hackles. It
is enough, for example, for a cartoon that was not
intended to insult the prophet of Islam, but was
construed by some to have been so designed, to
heighten passion and raise demand for the cul-
prits' imprisonment or even worse retribution.

Can we hope to see a significantly more toler-
ant society in the foreseeable future? No. There is
no magic wand to remove intolerance from soci-
ety. Still, can we afford not to talk about them

openly and loudly?
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