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Much depends on

how we act today

Nation expects a lot from the
interim government

We extend our heartiest welcome to the interim government
that begins its journey during an extraordinary time in our
history. The swearing-in of advisers last night comes days
after a student-led mass uprising overthrew the iron-fisted
government of Sheikh Hasina, creating a power vacuum that
led to a massive disruption in law and order, civil service, and
not to mention, public life. We expect things to get back to
normal now that the interim government has taken over the
reins, and chief adviser Nobel laureate Dr Mohammad Yunus’
first message after landing in Bangladesh on Thursday was one
of hope, reconciliation, and peace—exactly what citizens need
at this moment.

Given the unprecedented violence that occurred both before
and following Hasina’s fall on Monday, the first order of business
for the government would be to de-escalate any potential for
further violence. Dr Yunus, too, stressed that restoring law and
order will be his first priority. For that, it is crucial to ensure
that the 2-lakh-strong police force are back on active duty,
resolve the complications facing them, and operationalise all
police stations destroyed or damaged in post-uprising attacks.
Overhauling and depoliticising the force should also be on the
agenda. Moving ahead, we would like to see police in control of
regular law enforcement activities, without needing to depend
on the army or other security forces.

The last four weeks of deadly clashes and vandalism have
also caused massive economic losses, disruptions, and
reputational damage for Bangladesh. The economy was
already in a tough spot before the start of all this, so putting
it back on a path of recovery will be a top priority. Two crucial
sectors disrupted by the recent events are import-export and
garment industry, which must be resumed in full swing. The
government should also focus on containing the inflation,
stabilising exchange rates, and bringing down prices of food.
As things stand, our economy is disastrously unbalanced, with
persistent inequalities and a stagnant private job sector. These
too must be addressed.

The education sector is another main victim of the recent
unrest. What the students have done in recent weeks will be
remembered for generations, but as future nation builders, we
need them back in classrooms. We urge the new administration
to ensure that all schools, colleges and universities are
reopened immediately. But it is vital that the crippling
influence of party-based student politics is not tolerated again,
especially in public university campuses and dormitories. The
government should also focus on ensuring good governance.
Which means unravelling the politicisation of key institutions
like the civil service, judiciary, and electoral system, and
establishing a culture of professionalism and accountability.
On the diplomatic front, the government should signal to all
our partners that all bilateral and multilateral relations will be
normalised without delay.

Finally, we should start the process of establishing justice for
the over 500 people who died in recent weeks. We need closure
but also reconciliation so we can move ahead as a nation. It is
time for an international independent commission headed by
the UN to conduct thorough and impartial investigations into
each of the killings. In the end, however, it should lead to us
mending the flaws in our political system. Otherwise, the huge
sacrifices that went into making this uprising successful will
have been for nothing.

A tragic assault

on our history

We must collectively protect
our cultural, historical assets

The recent torching of Bangabandhu’s historic residence,
destruction of many archaeological sculptures, statues,
and murals, and attacks on cultural hubs are distressing,
to say the least. After the resignation of Sheikh Hasina and
amid nationwide protests on Monday, a mob decided to take
their rage out by vandalising various structures, including
Bangabandhu’s house turned museum. With the burning
down of this historic building, the country lost a great deal of
artefacts of national significance.

We understand that people experienced a range of
emotions after the end of Awami League’s 15-year-long
authoritarian rule. Many were nursing pent-up anger and
resentment for the injustices done to them. But to direct
their anger at objects and memorials that had nothing to
do with their suffering is unacceptable, especially when they
are of such great value. Moreover, Bangabandhu’s house in
Dhanmondi was not a symbol of AL; it signified our nation’s
independence struggle, which we must not dishonour.
Similarly, the Shadhinata Sangram Bhashkarjo at Fuller Road,
the sculpture of Shilpacharya Zainul Abedin in Mymensingh,
and the Mujibnagar Liberation War Memorial Complex in
Meherpur were all symbols associated with peoples’ struggle
for independence, equality and justice. As we begin a new
journey in pursuit of the same objectives, the loss of these
national assets is a tragedy indeed.

Alongside these, miscreants also damaged or destroyed the
Madhusudan De Smriti Sculpture in front of Madhu’s Canteen
in Dhaka University, the 144-year-old Venus sculpture in front
of Shashi Lodge, and many other structures. They also attacked
Joler Gaan frontman Rahul Ananda’s home, a once vibrant
cultural hub, and looted and burnt the place. Fortunately,
Ananda and his family were left unharmed. However, the
destruction of his collection of over 3,000 musical instruments,
which he had designed and made over the years, is a huge loss.
These attacks have truly dampened the celebratory mood of the
country, and risks pushing it back towards the same senseless
violence that the students sought to save us from.

We condemn all such attacks disrespecting our nation’s
culture and history. We hope that the people will once again
come together to prevent any more national and cultural assets
from being damaged or destroyed. And we hope that once
the interim government starts working, those responsible for
these attacks will be held accountable. Meanwhile, we urge the
law enforcement authorities to step up their efforts to prevent
any [urther acts of vandalism.

The main duty of this interim government is to hold the election, but before that reforming our state institutions is necessary.
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The opportunity to reform
Bangladesh must not be wasted

AnuMuhammad

is former professor of economics of

Jahangirnagar University.

ANUMUHAMMAD

We Bangladeshis have a special
strength, which enables us to form
mass uprisings and put up resistance.
There is a saying that rebellion against
injustice is justified. In Bangladesh’s
context, we can also say that rebellion
against injustice is irresistible. Time and
again, our people have risen against
injustice, bringing victory. Then again,
what is worrying is the defeat of the
purpose that follows. We saw this
in 1971, in 1990, and it is a matter of
concern even nOw.

This movement was definitely a mass
uprising. Though students started it,
we saw everyone taking part in it—
from children to the elderly. Parents of
the students joined in, their teachers
joined in; journalists, lawyers and
ordinary citizens in the cities as well as
remote areas joined in, coming out to
the streets. This is a remarkable feat.
A key characteristic of this uprising
was that it was not led by any political
party, unlike the movements in 1969,
1971 and 1990. Political parties did
support the movement. The left
democratic parties expressed support
from the beginning. The BNP said they
supported the movement a lot later on.
But none of them were the leaders. This
movement was truly led by the students,
under the banner Students against
Discrimination. This name is beautifully
significant. The fascist government
had spread its roots so deeply that
no other political party deemed it
possible to remove it. The strength that
was displayed by these inexperienced
students to make it possible, I think, is
the inherent strength of Bangladesh.

In every country, whenever an
autocracy falls, severe uncertainty
follows. This is because they ruin the
state institutions and the democratic
system. Then different groups emerge
and try to fulfil their own agendas. We
witnessed this on August 5 as well.
When we learnt at around 2pm that
Sheikh Hasina was leaving, the leaders
of Students against Discrimination
could not be found for a few hours.
This created a situation of vandalism,
looting, and communal violence, which
continued well into the night. There
was no leadership, no direction. The
military assumed authority, butit didn’t
seem like they had any preparation
to deal with a situation like this. As a
result, we witnessed events that marred
this victory.

The presence of the leaders of
Students against Discrimination, who
later that night called for stopping the
violence, destruction, and communal
violence, is very important. The
Bangladesh that we dream of is where
our state institutions function properly,
a democratic system is in place, and
everyone plays their roles responsibly.
Ensuring this is critical.

During the 90s, we know that the
three coalitions each had an outline,
none of which was realised. Jamaat-e
Islami was also in the movement with
Awami League and BNP, after which
it became a partner of BNP. We now
know how many actions took place
against our national interest. In 1991,
under Prof Rehman Sobhan, a task
force was created in which a lot of
influential thinkers participated and

planned how the future of Bangladesh
would be. I had written a book in Bangla
with a summary of it. None of this was
paid heed to by the subsequent elected
political parties. The path created by
military dictator Ershad was followed
by the same parties that brought him
down. Neither the education and health
goals nor the national interests were
realised.

Whenever the people, whose
power is needed and used to bring
down an autocracy, are deprived of
their power and rights, it leads to an
accumulation of powers who work for
their own benefits. This includes both
national and international groups.
We experienced this in the 1990s and
should remember that now.

Now, the Students  against
Discrimination are a key stakeholder.
Along with them, the Left Democratic
Alliance, the teachers network,
journalists, lawyers, writers, artists,

movement, those who participated in
the movement, and about Bangladesh
as a whole to the international
community.

The student leaders have spoken out
against it. We, from the Bangladesh
University Teachers’ Network stood
up, and later on, some political parties
also sent positive messages. I am
assuming that no further events that
can stigmatise this movement will take
place anymore.

The prime minister has resigned, the
ministers’ cabinet has been dissolved.
The president has dissolved the
parliament. He will now give another
election. According to the constitution,
he is the main person, the last resort.
To support him in doing this, for the
time being, he can form a government.
The constitution does not have any
restriction against that. This interim
government is very important for
changing the future of Bangladesh. The
main duty of this interim government is
to hold the election. But there are some
requirements that need to be fulfilled
before that, which are reforming our
state institutions. Our government
agencies are flooded with corruption.
Even the court is now dysfunctional.

The constitution itsell needs
reform. It has become autocratic,
power-centralised, and communal.
Anyone who comes (o power with

In every country, whenever an autocracy falls,
severe uncertainty follows. This is because they ruin
the state institutions and the democratic system.
Then different groups emerge and try to fulfil their
own agendas. We witnessed this on August 5 as
well. When we learnt at around 2pm that Sheikh
Hasina was leaving, the leaders of Students against
Discrimination could not be found for a few hours.
This created a situation of vandalism, looting, and
communal violence, which continued well into the
night. There was no leadership, no direction.

and singers all participated. I believe all
of these groups need to play an active,
united role now. Otherwise, our state
will be occupied again. Now is the time
to prevent that occupation.

Already signs of occupation are
visible. We were all surprised to see
the meeting at Bangabhaban with
the president, the current legal head
of the nation, where there were no
representatives from the Students
against  Discrimination.  Instead,
political parties who had nothing to
do with the movement, and already
have accusations of wrongdoing,
participated in the first crucial meeting.
It was said that meetings would be held
with the political parties, but the Left
Democratic Alliance, which has always
been active in this movement, has not
been called to these meetings. I believe
these deviations are a reason behind the
unwanted events that occurred across
the country.

There were three kinds of attackers.
The first were those who have suffered
over the past decade and more. They
have been outraged for a long time. The
state should have given them hope that
those who had done them wrong would
be brought to justice. The second kind
were opportunity seekers. They look
for any opportunities (o loot and gain
monetary benefits. We see them even
when there is a road accident. Some
people go [orward to help any victims,
and there are some who go to steal.
The third were communal attackers
who committed heinous crimes on
vulnerable communities that sent a
wrong message (o everyone about the

this constitution will turn into an
autocratic government. So, to reform
the constitution, a national consensus
needs to be created. Then there are the
megaprojects and mega-development
trends in the financial sector. It is a
centre of mass corruption. Our rivers,
water bodies, forests, and hills are
occupied. In the name of development,
there were many projects such as
Rampal and Rooppur power plants that
arejustbad for usand our future. Wealth
has been centralised. A small segment
of the population has accumulated a
massive amount of wealth. All of this
should be investigated. At the very least,
the pathway must be created to change
the trend of all our economy, resources,
and political power going into the hands
of a few. We cannot go back to the same
place we just came from. We cannot
allow a repeat of all of this considering
the hundreds of students and innocent
people who have given their lives to get
us this opportunity now. So reforming
the state institutions, the constitution,
and the policies needs to be done.

But I do believe that the aspiration
that was behind this movement
cannot be fulfilled without the active
participation of Students against
Discrimination and everyone who stood
beside them. If the ordinary citizens
stop their own active participation,
thinking that some people are going
to go forward and develop and reform
the country, that will be a mistake.
This thought has doomed us in the
past. Awami League, BNP, Jatiya
Party—everyone has shown that when
in power, they completely forget the

people’s interests. So we have to be alert
to ensure it ourselves.

Those who want to gain personal
benefits and want wealth centralisation
actually want an autocratic government
in Bangladesh. It becomes easier for
them to deal with this government for
the sake of their own financial gains.
This type of government benefits some
foreign parties too. We know India has
multiple projects in Bangladesh that
are harmful to us, such as Rampal and
some projects by Adani. Russia has
given us loans for Rooppur. We cannot
even properly fathom what kind of
catastrophe we are heading towards
because of this. The US has multiple
contracts about oil that don’t go in
our favour. China’s big contracts with
Bangladesh lack clarity. So, for these
national and international groups, it is
better if there is no democratic system
in place in the country. No matter how
much these countries preach about
democracy, when it comes to other
nations, they will always prioritise their
own financial benefits over democracy.

Among the powerful stakeholders
in the Bangladesh government, we find
brokers for China, the US, India, and
Russia.We just don’t see a person truly
representing Bangladesh’s interests.
Now is the time to truly find people
who will negotiate with all these parties
with Bangladesh’s interests in mind
over everything else. We have to work
towards this and ensure it ourselves.
These are long-term objectives. For the
interim government, the first thing to
ensure is the security of the nation’s
citizens, especially all the minorities
including Hindus, the Indigenous
groups, and even the Muslim minorities
such as Ahmadiyyas.

No one should come under attack
because of their identity either. Just
because someone is a police member,
does not mean that attacking them
is justified. It doesn’t mean they are a
wrongdoer. Just because someone is a
member of the Awami League doesn’t
mean they are a bad person. Those who
have committed crimes, of course, need
to be brought to justice. The police who
have shot at the students, of course,
need to be tried in court. But based
on the identity of the police or Awami
League, they cannot be attacked outside
of the law. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman’s
statue or his museum should not have
been vandalised. This was not the goal
of the movement. The goal was to
remove the autocracy and the torture of
a corrupt system. It is the responsibility
of us all to ensure the movement isn’t
tarnished by actions like these.

This is a big responsibility on the
shoulders of the students. The 2018
Road Safety Movement by students of
schools and colleges was an amazingly
joyous event for us to witness. The
disciplined manner in which the
students conducted the movement
and the courage that they showed
us then truly gave us faith in them.
They have grown up since then, and
a lot of them are now here in this
movement. A lot of the seniors that we
had before had perhaps given up, sold
themselves, turned into fossils, let go
of themselves. It is now the rest of us
seniors’ duty that this youth doesn’t
lose track. We should guide them
with whatever resources we have and
the organisations that are in place to
support them. We should stand beside
them to make sure that the blood
that has been shed by the youth, and
the friends that they saw die beside
them, is not wasted by destroying
the opportunity they have created by
sacrificing so much.
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