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The statistics,
the names, the
stories continue
to pile up, an
almost
“normalisation”
of the crimes
taking
place—anyone,
doing anything,
might disappear.
Until one day,
until this time, it
is one of our
own.

KAJALIE SHEHREEN ISLAM

HE legal term may be

clunky—"enforced disappear-

ance”—but the human story is
simple: People literally disappear, from
their loved ones and their community,
when state officials (or someone acting
with state consent) grab them from the
street or from their homes and then
deny it, or refuse to say where they are.
It is a crime under international law.

Thus reads the introductory para-
graph on Amnesty International's (Al)
webpage on "Disappearances”.

On November 7, Mubashar Hasan
Caesar, an assistant professor at the
department of political science and
sociology at North South University in

Dhaka, left home for work in the morn-

ing, followed by a meeting in the after-
noon. He hasn't returned since. With
his disappearance, his research on
politics and religion and anti-
radicalisation has stopped. His classes
have come to a standstill. His blog has
become inactive. His family and loved
ones live in limbo.

Also on the Al website:

Often people are never released and
their fate remains unknown. Victims
are frequently tortured and are in con-
stant fear of being killed. They know
their families have no idea where they
are and the chances are no one is com-
ing to help. Even if they escape death
and are eventually released, the physi-
cal and psychological scars stay with
them.

Mubashar Hasan Caesar is the ninth
person in Bangladesh to have been
reported missing since August.
According to Ain o Salish Kendra
(ASK), 524 people have allegedly
become victims of enforced disappear-
ance since 2010. Of them, 334 are still
missing. Fifty people were allegedly
abducted between January and

September 2017 alone. As the Inspector
General of Police has said in a recent

OPINION

The Daily 3tar | 15

The Disappeared

Mubashar Hasan

statement, enforced disappearances are
“nothing new” and have been taking
place since ancient times. Indeed.
According to Article 2 of the
[nternational Convention for the
Protection of All Persons from Enforced
Disappearance, an enforced disappear-
ance is where "a person is arrested,
detained, abducted or otherwise
deprived of their liberty by agents of
the state, or by persons or groups of
persons acting with the authorisation,
support, or acquiescence of the state”,
This is followed by "a refusal to
acknowledge the deprivation of liberty
or by concealment of the fate or where-
abouts of the disappeared person,
which places them outside the protec-
tion of the law.” Forced disappearances
became a global concern after hundreds
of thousands of people were made to
disappear during the military dictator-
ships in Latin America in the 1970s and

1980s as a means of thwarting political
opposition.

According to Amnesty International,
every disappearance violates a range of
human rights including the right to
security and dignity of a person; right
not to be subjected to torture or other
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment

or punishment; right to humane condi-

tions of detention; right to a legal per-
sonality; right to a fair trial; right to a
family life; right to life (if the disap-
peared person is killed or their fate is
unknown).

The International Convention for
the Protection of All Persons from
Enforced Disappearance came into
effect in 2010. It aims to prevent
enforced disappearances, uncover the
truth when they do happen, and make
sure survivors and victims' families
receive justice and reparation.

Governments are responsible for

investigating and prosecuting those
responsible in a fair trial, legislating to
make the International Convention
national law, implementing the
International Convention and accept-
ing the competency of the Committee
on Enforced Disappearances, living up
to their obligations under international
law, making sure survivors and people
who have lost their loved ones receive
reparation—this includes compensa-
tion, rehabilitation, restitution and a
guarantee that it won't happen again.

Also on the Amnesty International
website it says that:

"Enforced disappearance is fre-
quently used as a strategy to spread
terror within society. The feeling of
insecurity and fear it generates is not
limited to the close relatives of the
disappeared, but also affects communi-
ties and society as a whole.”

There is no conclusive evidence to
show that the state is responsible for
the disappearances of hundreds of
people in Bangladesh in the last seven
years. Neither is there evidence to show
that the state has done enough to bring
them back. Not only do hundreds of
people remain missing, but those who
have come back have said nothing
about the time they were gone.
Whether or not the state intends it, its
citizens live in constant fear.

Meanwhile, the statistics, the names,
the stories, continue to pile up, an
almost “normalisation” of the crimes
taking place—anyone, doing anything,
might disappear. Until one day, until
this time, it is one of our own. An aca-
demic, a journalist, an activist, a busi-
nessperson, a politician, a father-
brother-son, a friend.

Caesar is my friend. [ didn't know
him when he was two years my senior
at university. We became friends in
England-Scotland when we were both
doing our Masters, For almost a year,
not a day went by that I didn't talk to

him. We would Skype for hours on end,
talking about everything, including our
dreams for ourselves and our country.
He would give me feedback on my
dissertation and email me files with his
favourite songs. He would introduce
me to thought-provoking films and his
ever-widening circle of friends; ask for
help setting up a Facebook page for the
department of which we were both
alums; or initiate fund-raising for a
current student in need. He would send
me funny videos or pick out specific
lines from my feature stories and tell
me why he loved them. I still remem-
ber a line I had written— "History
unfolds in front of my eyes as I turn the
pages with dirty fingers"—referring to
the dusty and fragile newspaper
archives of 1972. He called me from
the UK just to talk about that one line.
Who knew then that eight years later, 1
would be writing about him in the
newspaper... Over the years, we were in
touch less frequently. He would write
for my publication, I would check on
him to see how his PhD was going, and
he would check on mine. My last mes-
sages to him last year were congratula-
tory, for the academic success he was
seeing. I said he had almost become a
celebrity! He said jokingly that he was
making the best of it while I was still
away.

I'm here now, and 1'd rather he was
here too. Both of us free from fear, our
rights intact, safe in our homes, with
our parents, our sisters, our daughters.
Free to speak, free to write, free to stand
up for what we believe in, free to chal-
lenge and be challenged. Only then
would it be fair. How does one, be it a
friend, an enemy, or the state, challenge
someone who isn't even there? How
does one deal with the disappeared?

Kajalie Shehreen Islam is Assistant Professor,
Department of Mass Communication and
Journalism, University of Dhaka.
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even many in
Bangladesh are going
paperless, some are
adamant about killing
trees and sending snail
mail by courier, which
has a 50 percent rate of
successful delivery.

“Oh, you didn't get
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my invitation?”

“I'm afraid not.”

“Damn these incompetent courier
companies!”

Not sure which side of the statistics this
courier company falls into, but I wouldn't be
surprised it being a perfect sacrificial lamb to
cover the host's faux pas of forgetting to invite
you in the first place.

And then, while the West successfully
retires the fat yellow pages, we have a
ceremony akin to christening a ship, of
launching the “member directory”, which in
essence looks like a family tree starting from
the year 1125 with a collection of mugshots,
devoid of alphabetical order, but sticking to
our obsession of hierarchies starting with the
founder members, then the life members and
so on. Trying to find someone means having
an a priori knowledge of his membership
number or joining date, otherwise, good luck
thumbing through 500 pages, trying to find a
needle in a haystack, or should I say in today's
digital age, trying to find a SIM card in a
backpack. Oh, 50 of those pages are ads
adding another half-inch to the directory. And
that is another mission: how to take the
definition of a member directory and
shoehorning it into being related to CSR
(Corporate Social Responsibility) so as to tap
into the vast CSR funds out there,

And then, the courier service delivers the
directories, ready to gather dust. But some of
the rare, lucky copies (the directories also have
hierarchies) actually DO make it to the
member directory heaven—the spammers
who at least are smart enough to not kill any

So Long, Dinosaur...

further trees. They call you, and, for some
reason, the telemarketers all have the same,
high-pitched voice.

[ am polite, but assertive: “No thank you,
I'm not interested in your travel club
membership. By the way, where did you get
my number from?”

"Sir, from..."—that few, the proud, the elite
member directories that have “somehow”
made it to the call centre.

Aha! I knew there was a need for
“member” directories—to CREATE
"“members”. I usually follow up with a polite
email to the president of the club/association
as to how/why a directory ends up at this

totally unrelated place. Of course, I get no
response, as the email is checked by the PS to
the PS of the president. Sometimes I call the
president directly and 1 get the standard
answer, “Oh, these things happen. Hey, even |
get these calls...”

Now comes the fun part: the spam emails.
First of all, it's from a Gmail account while the
company has a website, i.e. its own domain.
And let's not even get to the structure, syntax,
grammar and context of the email.

So, I get this email, with the whole
member directly in the "To" field. Really?
You're now exposing a thousand people's
email addresses to potentially a hundred new

spams? And the sender's “signature” section is
five times longer than the mailing list, listing
all his degrees, including “IT Singapore”.
Wow! I'm impressed—a phoren degree
(certificate from a week-long course).

And then, a few respond by "TAKE ME OFF

THE LIST!" But when we yell, we like to
“create a scene”, like when at a wedding we
are served a cold chicken roast, just to show
the prowess of our vocal chords and
illustrious vocabulary. When responding to
the email, we click the “reply all” button to
show everyone our wrath.

Second chance to collect your own
customised spam list!

But again, I am polite. I email back, and
no, I just press “reply”, and not the “reply all”
button, and courteously ask the gentleman
with a caravan of degrees to kindly take me off
his mailing list.

[ then get another response, with thankfully
a brand new subject header (as opposed to
our usual practice of picking an old email
with the subject “Wedding” while the email
contains the news of getting a flat tire),
interestingly though, starting with “my
pleasure”. That's right, all small letters. The
email is auto-generated, thanking me
(profusely) for my “inquiry” and that “he”
will respond to me as soon as possible.

Of course, I never get a subsequent
“response”. 1 decide to call the learned
manager. He answers and then I give him my
advice (it's free) about at least putting the
emails in the “Bec” section, for the sake of
privacy. He goes ballistic and goes on a tirade.

“I was a lecturer at [...] University for seven
years...this is called marketing, in case you
don't know!” (Well, it's actually called
spamming.) “I object to what you are
saying...l have no time to talk to you!”

And he hangs up.

Wow. And he is the sales/marketing
manager? [ guess, 1, the (potential) customer,
am not necessarily always right.

Why blame him? We have to pay to pay our
bills. We have to pay to pay our dues. We have
to pay to pay our respects. We have to pay to
pay to be right. We have to pay to be a grateful
customer to earn the privilege of being served,
or should I say, to be doled out UN relief
1tems.

But remember, when a product or service
becomes a commodity, the only differentiator
is the service quality. And this spammer is
from a dying industry—he is a sales manager
at a-dime-a-dozen travel agency.

So long, dinosaur...
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Study without desire spoils the mem-
ory, and it retains nothing that it

takes in.
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