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The politics of
manipulating
the religion card
and the denial
of responsibility
of the state to
ensure citizens'
basic rights have
put the country
in a situation,
from where
there is no imme-
diate return.

KABERI GAYEN

HE free thinkers, mainly of my

generation and immediate

younger generation, are under
the machete. This year we lost secular
writer Avijit Roy, bloggers Washikur
Rahman, Ananta Bijoy Das, Niladri
Chowdhury Niloy and publisher
Faisal Arefin Dipan. It's too much of
a loss to bear within seven months.
Whether the killers are Al-Qaeda
appointees or Ansarullah Bangla
Team or something else, the reality 1s,
free thinkers of our time are under
systematic attacks and the state is well
aware of that. In fact, it is no longer a
national issue; it is now well covered
by international media.

To put this year's incidents into fur-
ther perspective, it might be noted that
this serial killing trails back to 2013.
Blogger and Shahbag Gonojagoron
Moncho activist Shovon Haider Rajib
was hacked to death, allegedly for his
"atheist writing", in February 2013. Also
hacked to death were Jagat Jyoti
Talukdar and Zia Uddin Jakaria, organ-
isers of Gonojagoron Moncho, Sylhet
and Arif Rayhan Deep of BUET the
same year. 2013 was a dark year for
Bangladesh, and for free thinkers,
Besides mindless killings, bloggers faced
brutal attacks - Asif Mohiuddin, Sanaur
Rahman and Tanmoy Ahmed Moon are
a few who survived those attacks.

However, after the latest incidents of
October 31, the synchronised killing of
Faisal Arefin Dipan, the publisher of
Jagriti Prokashani and the brutal attacks
on Ahmedur Rashid Tutul, the critically
injured publisher of Shuddhoswar, and
bloggers Ranadipam Basu and Tareque
Rahim, the nation expected at least
some countenance of guilt from our
home minister for the failure to stop
these gruesome killings and attacks.
Instead, we had to hear his humdrum
statement, “Yesterday's attacks are iso-
lated incidents and such attacks also
occur in other countries of the world.”

As a citizen of Bangladesh, I felt dumb-
founded reading this ludicrous com-
ment.

We all know by now that both Dipan
and Tutul published slain secularist
writer Avijit Roy's books, and for that,
they had been under threat for a while.
They informed the police and sought
protection. The orchestrated attacks on
both of them at two different book-
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shops on the same day prove that the
incidents were not isolated, but rather
very much part of a systematic process
of cleansing free thinkers from this
country, which the home ministry failed
to address.

The attack on secular bloggers, writ-
ers and cultural activists are neither
isolated nor unexpected. The killers
declared their names first, and then
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started killing one by one. In fact, as the
home minister, he should know more
than anybody how not only the
bloggers, but also the secular intellectu-
als of the country are under threat.
There have been several hit-lists circu-
lated in the name of Ansarullah Bangla
Team; interestingly in one of those lists
his name is also listed. Knowing all this,
how could he say that the attacks on

October 31 were 'isolated incidents'?

If we focus on the other side of the
coin, we find the home ministry’s
massive failure to deal with the cases.
We hear of arrests of some culprits
now and then, but there have been no
convictions yet. After more than two
years, Shovon Haider Rajib's case is
just now beginning to move. Washikur
Rahman's killers were caught red-

handed at the murder scene by the
people nearby, but we do not know
the end result. We do not know the
updates of the other cases. Professor
Ajoy Roy sought justice addressing the
Prime Minister directly, but there are
still no results.

Under these gruesome circum-
stances, when the home minister men-
tions the fresh attacks as 'isolated' and
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infers through international compari-
son that the number of murders is at an
acceptable level, then one may read that
either he did not pay enough attention
to the whole situation or he wanted to
hide his failure by putting less impor-
tance on it. Either way, | read his com-
ment as a denial of his responsibility of
the whole situation, which only
strengthens the killers' enthusiasm. This

helps us to understand why Professor
Abul Kashem Fazlul Haque, father of
Dipan, does not demand trial of his
son's killing and why Bonya Ahmed,
wife of Avijit Roy, also does not seek
retribution.

However, it's not only the home
minister who has hurt us with his com-
ments. We have had to endure another
series of comments, which illuminates
the government's attitude on the entire
issue. Particularly, AL Joint General
Secretary Mahbubul Alam Hanif's com-
ment came as a further blow for the
wounded heart of Professor Haque. Mr
Hanif, however, apologised. The govern-
ment has failed to save the lives of free
thinkers, and to show a minimal level
of decency.

Though Professor Haque expressed
firmly that he does not have much faith
in the law and justice system of the
country, bloggers and activists have
expressed the same sentiment by leav-
ing the country in silence. Many have
submitted their application for asylum
in different consulates. Today, the pub-
lishers burnt books to protest the kill-
ing and attack on publishers.

I know, the situation is dire.
Bangladesh has not come to this point
in a day or a year. The politics of
manipulating the religion card and the
denial of responsibility of the state to
ensure citizens' basic rights have put
the country in a situation, from where
there is no immediate return.
However, I would like to see some
urgent actions by the government to
protect free thinkers, bring the culprits
to justice, and improve the overall law
and order of the country. In parallel,
attempts should be made by thinkers,
educators, cultural activists and pro-
gressive fronts to spread the ideas of
tolerance for free thinking and accep-
tance of diversity of opinion. To para-
phrase Raymond Williams, a Long
Revolution is needed.

The writer Is Professor, Department of Mass
Communication & Journalism, University of Dhaka.

elective outrage and the death of ideas
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trumps every other quality of a

human being that should be worth
anything — when one's character, views,
actions are all slated as secondary or
inconsequential, then a simple utter-
ance of faith can create the 'us' and
‘them'. And invariably, 'they’ are always
wrong;

Decent people, with no violent
impulse, are somehow polarised at the
moment. Criticising, writing, debate is
about taking a side. You cannot write
against extremists, you are made to be
against Islam by some. And as a decent
Muslim, you have to keep quiet, let the
mask of religion shroud the gruesome
act of murder. And the aftermath is not
about innocent lives being killed, it's
about politics, or damage control, or a
flat refusal to acknowledge what hap-
pened; maybe this too shall pass?

Of course, people will argue, and
these people abound social networks,
how we are not like that. The moder-
ate man will in one breath condemn

I T'S scary when a person's religion

killing when asked, and then add the
but - but why did they have to insult a
religion. After the recent attacks on
writers and publishers, which left one
dead, it was sickening to see people on
Facebook revelling like savages on the
death of another human being. It was
murder plain and simple - but to
them it was divine justice. One asked
thetorically on a post about the
attacks, why must these writers criticise
Islam, when the Muslims leave them
in peace. They make it out to be a
world where peace loving people live
completely tolerant lives unless of
course the big bad 'atheist bloggers'
bring violence on themselves.

We claim to be a tolerant country -
with many religions and communities
sharing the state, share the common
history of our liberation war. We fought
the Pakistanis, didn't we? It was they
who were intolerant, racist. Then why
are there people who make jokes about
Hindus and every other minority? Is it
not insulting another's religion as long
as they do not come after you with a
machete? Tasteless jokes about bloggers

and minorities are thrown around by
even educated men and women, and it
seems no one finds anything wrong
with this. It's all in good fun they say. If
you protest, you are 'too serious’, can-
not 'take a joke'. Our society is infested
with vulgar jokes mocking anyone who
1s not 'us’. These same people can some-
how justify killing people for allegedly
(I say allegedly because I am still to
meet some who actually bothered to
find out what these writers and bloggers
actually wrote about) being blasphe-
mous.

[ don't believe the majority of the
people are extremists — for years we
have lived together. But the mentality
of stereotyping minorities, making
distasteful jokes about them is preva-
lent in our society. I cringe every time |
hear a colleague or a classmate make a
Hindu joke. And people laugh along,
they high five each other on a joke
well told. It's all in good fun, they
don't come after us with machetes, do
they? Do we feel a need to make our-
selves seem superior by insulting
everyone who is not one of 'us'?

Any writer criticising extremism is a
‘them' now, You don't have to insult
God, just point the pen towards those
acting in bad faith - the ground work's
already completed. You cannot these
days mention a blogger without some-
one raising an eyebrow. Blogging has
been around for a long time, without
most Bangladeshis even knowing what
it meant. But after Rajib was killed in
2013, blogging became sacrilegious. A
friend, who runs a blog with informa-
tion about science and math
Olympiads, was taken aside by a pan-
icked mother and asked if it was true
that he was a blogger. She was genu-
inely afraid for her very academic
minded son's safety. And this is not one
isolated incident; the panic has turned
people into thinking in terms of this
duality. Of course, she did not know
what blogs were,

Selective outrage - that's what our
generation suffers from. We are bleed-
ing hearts when the US police mistreat
an immigrant, when an African
American man is shot for no reason, We
stand in solidarity for those being per-

secuted in Palestine. And yet, writers in
our own country get hacked to death,
and all I see on Facebook are football
memes.,

Our generation is more vocal than
ever. Our hashtags support Gaza and
demand punishment of violence
against women during Pahela Boishakh.
We swell in outrage when our
Sundarbans are threatened and are
disgusted when an American kid is
arrested for making a clock. Then why
should that fall short when it comes to
defending ideas, when it comes to
condemning a murder of a Bangladeshi
writer, publisher, blogger - is faith that
shaky that all who oppose or debate
need to be eliminated so that we can
live in a world of conformity?

Maybe we stress too much on the
word 'tolerance’. Most people seem to
just barely 'tolerate' those who don't see
the world as they do. Are we so full of
ourselves, so sure of our ideals that
everyone needs to bend to conform to
our version of things?

The writer Is a student of University of Dhaka.

Is faith that
shaky that all
who oppose or
debate need to
be eliminated so
that we can live
in a world of
conformity?
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9 Athenian lawgiver

10 Cruise ship

12 Find darling

13 Host at aroast

14 Muscular-looking, in slang
16 Calculate a total

17 High cards

18 Ransacks

21 Thatwoman

22 Bordering on obscene
23 Easy basketball basket
24 Rascals

26 On the - (fleeing)

29 Far from dense
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