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We are worried

WE ARE worried, We are worried after the interim government
says that there is no need for the citizens to be worried about
its tenure. We are worried because people are still in the dark
about the intention and the terms of reference of the interim
government. An interim government everywhere in the world
is a transitional government under provisional leadership to
manage a perlod of transition often after the collapse of the
government or the state the like of which has happened here
after weeks of protests for the month of July and the five days
of August. Aspirations for & truly representative government
that is elected democratically through free, fair, participatory
and representative elections have always accompanied the
nation since the birth of Bangladesh, The struggle continues
for a government elected this way to govern the country.

The interim government that has now been installed —in a
situation that the student protests culminating into a student-
mass uprising against the authoritarian of the Awami League
towards the end of July and in the beginning of August
resulted in — should not forget to honour the birth-time
aspirations of Bangladesh and the demecratic values that
have come along with it.

Despite the enormous sacrifice of the students and
people in July-August that has resulted in the overthrow
of the government of Sheikh Hasina after about a decade
and a half of the authoritarian rule that has feft hundreds
of people dead, thousands without justice, a far higher
number of people tortured and jailed and the whole nation
repressed and reeling from constraints, the incumbent
government should realise that the process that has brought
it began 15 years ago. This is not the end of it and this is
not the beginning of it. We are, therefore. worried that this
interim government has not yet announced its tenure and
its agenda— political. economic and ctherwise. When some
journalists have asked a couple of advisers to the interim
government about the tenure, they are seen to have given a
reaction that is reflective of apparent resentment The words
that the government speaks mostly suggest that it is intent
on effecting reforms that could take years, But we should
think about democratic reforms that the aspirations of the
people have embodied. We should know of the reform agenda
that the government has on its platter. We should also know
how the mechanism for the accountability of the interim
government would work, for an interim government, however
popular it is today, cannot continue without accountability.
Given the background of the members of the interim
government, we hardly find any political mind at play. The
tenure of the incumbents should, therefore, be clearly defined,
The government should step on a path towards an elected
government without much defay and leave the all-pervasive
reforms that this government Is talking of to an elected
government that is to come.

The interim government must, therefore, immediately make
public its terms of reference and agenda, announce the
tenure of the government and let people know of the width
and breadth of the reforms that it has on its platter.

Containing food inflation must
be high on agenda

A SLIGHT decrease in prices. largely because of an improved
supply and a halt in extortion on highways and at markets,
comes as a relief amidst the food inflation that has pushed
the poor and low-income people into a tight spot. Prices of
vegetables decreased by Tk 10-20 a Kilogram In the capital
on August 9@ while prices of chicken and eggs also decreased
slightly. Traders also expected prices to decrease as students
continued inspecting markets and market manipulators were
not active and extortion remained suspended. There are,
however, reports that a new group has begun pressuring
traders at several kitchen markets for extortion. In such a
situation, the decrease is hardly likely to be sustainable
unless the government takes steps against food inflation.
Food inflation and food insecurity are two major concemns that
pecple are now faced with. The recent food security update
of the World Bank put Bangladesh in the red zone for the
past year. The update. covering a year from May 2023. says
that the persistent high food inflation has pushed the large
majority of low- and fixed-income people into food insecurity.

Bangladesh is placed in the red zone with 18 other
countries. where the food inflation ranged between 5 percent
and 30 per cent. In Bangladesh, food inflation, keeping to
the conservative Bureau of Statistics figure. remained more
than 10 per cent for the past year. Independent studies,
however, estimate the food infiation to be double the BES
figure. The Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies
estimated food inflation in June at 15 per cent against the
official figure of 10.42 per cent. A South Asian Network
on Economic Modelling survey report in March said that
maoderate and severe faod insecurity had increased sharply
over two years. The report, which focused on the impact of
inflationary pressure on households in April-MNovember 2023,
sald that high food inflation had led 70 per cent of households
to change their food habits involuntarily. A high inflation has
continued to erode people’s purchasing power since mid-
2021 and the number of the new poor has continued to rise.
The food Insecurity situation is believed to be caused primarily
by the erratic nature of food prices on the domestic market,
which the past government lamentably failad to address.

The government took & number of measures, but the market
remained in the hands of manipulators.

The Interim government needs to realise that the student
movement was supported and joined in by people who were
constrained by inflation. corruption and social injustice. The
authorities must, therefore, prioritise the [ssue. ensure an
adequate market supply, break syndicates and end extortion
on highways and markets for good. The government must also
enhance social safety programmes to cover all vuinerable
pecple.

A NEW BEGINNING
Lessons from Nelson Mandela

by Md Mahmudul Hasan

OST peopls in present-day
M Hangladesh, including navself,

healong to the post-197 1 genera-
tiom. We have only heard andior read
about the war that saw the birth of
o countey i 19715 we did et see ar
experiencs tha liberation war or ths ju-
hilation over the victary that followsd.

Unfortunataly, we have also not
seen people of Bangladesh reaping
the expectad benefits that indeped-
ence from foreign domination 15
supposied to provide. Liberty, squality
and justice for which people of our
land fought in 1971 are =till & murags
o the distant horigon for mast of us,
What s more, our educational, social,
economic, political and other eritical
tnstitutions and government agencies
huave Lugely been destroved over the
yaars, And unsurprisingly, thay have
had very littls to contribute to mesting
paopla’s hclpas and aspirations,

For a long tims. a section of our
peliticians, academics, writers, public
mitellectuals and media personali-
ties and influsncers kept seeing and
mterprating the events of tha 1971 war
and its legacy through the lens of thair
own political belisfs and identities
Thiay nsed the ‘epirit of 16971 and
ralatad tarms such as muktijoddha
[fresdom fighter] and razakar (traitor|
Lo creats divisions amang ws. They
conferred these terms — muktijoddha
and pazakic — en whontever they
wished on ths basis of their partisan
biases and group affiliations.

A certain political party and its
spinoff intellectuals seamad to have at
their disposal a miracls machine that
healped them make inside-out changss,
Thi machine allowed them to turm a
muktijoddha into a razakar and a raza-
kar into a muktijoddha — all based on
their arbitrary, politically-mativated
judgments and ntentions, They capi-
talizad on the naivety and ignorance
of the gullibls among ns and made the
rest of us confused and last in a quag
miire of controversies. By perpetuating
distrust and disunity amnong s, they
woakened the fabric of our pation, Chur
cotniry slid ite & meral abyss of car.
ruption, axploitation. abuse of power,
ercaion of trust and the debasement of
othical values.

Chir job tecritment processes have
been riddlad with bribery, nepotizm
and party favourtism, Graduates whi
are atherwise qualified but with no
substantial political inkages or con-
nections, or are unable to pay bribes,
huave had Little epportunity 1o enter
suitabls employment. The absence
of much-neaded values of diligencs,
honesty and mertocracy has driven
our country 1o the hrink of collapss,

Tn workplaces, honest and efficiant
people have heen ignored, margmnal-
Lsed] and esccluded from the sphere of
uflience. Conversaly, the corrapt and
inafficiant ones have bean favoured,
promoted and snabled to climb into
positiong of power. Sadly, often such
practices have bean dmped in the
spirit of the 1971 Lbaration war.

Cur studsnts [mostly from under-
privileged backgrounds) go to collages
and universitias ta study amd to build
abright future for themselies and
for us all. Unfortunately, they are the
worst victime of the unjust system that
has baen in place in owr countey for
decades

Ulnitil recently studsnts in Bangla-
desh were mistreated at campusas and
dormitories, They wers beaten up for
not attending political programmes
and for not doing the bidding of
‘eadras” (niling party student thugs]
We have a peneration of studsnts who
have lived in fear at campuses and
dormtories, and university adminis-
traticns have hardly lifted a finger to
come to their aid.

Ohir graduates face discrimina-
ticm in the job market, Unemploved,
they ses thedr poor parents and othar
family membears suffer starvation and
hardships. Their inahility to help their
tmar ones has mained & source of
frustration and face-hiding shams for
them, Many of them svantually leavs
the country and do manial jobs in
foreign lands. Again, st our adrports
they are vulnerabls to harassment and
axtortion,

Slovies of our follies and filires as
umending. But what is pathetic is that
most of our academics, writers and in-
tallectuals have remained largety quist
about all such ineguities and (njus-
ticas. For example, in their joumalistic
pieces and media appearances, there
1= a big elephant i the room — the
predicament of students at campuses
and demmitories, Thay have not dons
anough to mitigate the sufferings of
thedr own |undemqrivileged) studsnts
at the hands of the thugs of student
crganisations. Instead, some of them

BANGLADESH

Images like dry flower from

notebook

by Saeed Naqyi

ANCLADESH was created behind
Bun back. Since I was a reparter

with the Statesman, T was sur
prised that [ was being kept away from
the Bangladesh war where friend Raghu
Ral was producing hrilliamt photographs
and Fater Hazelhurst of the Tines, Lon-
dem, was well on his way to winning the
reporter of the vear awand i the Uted
Ringdom. Why was I being habd back?

Light dawned with a call frenn Ram
Miohan Rao, defence ministry [of In-
dia] spokesman (he retired as principal
formation officer]) who was in tonch
with editors about war coverags, Ha hiad
apaken to ny editor and requested meto
ba at the defence ministry within hours,
An amy vehicls would drive salectad
foraign comrespondants and a handful of
us to the western theatre whers a fistoe
attla was shaping up in Chhamb,

This consolation assignment had
come my way because after deep de-
Hberation, the editor and the defence
minkstey came 1o the conclusion that it
wionld be dangerous to send me to the
Bangladesh theatre: T might be nustak-
en for 4 PunjabiPakistag Muslim and
killad,

It look astablishments a whils to -
alise that the emergence of Bangladesh
had radically altersd the geography of
the subcontinent,

The partition of India m 1947 had
created two nattons, India and Fakistan,
i a hostile competition with each othey.
The two nations drew global attention
on sub-continental issuss, like Kashuir,
for instance, from thilr respective -
spectivas,

Bangladesh in 1971 dramatically
altarad this peography. India becames a
Large country surroundead by small cnes,

To manage Indias higness, lead-
ors liko Ziaur Relunan of Bangladaesh
thought of the South Asian Association
ferr Regional Cooperation. How was this
siza going to ba managed? The countries
ancircling India flourished a China card
in their lapal,

SAARC was launched in 1980, exact-

a ymar after China had embarked on
the Four modemisations’ under Deng
Mizoping's mudance. In other words,
from the very beginning of its 'rise’, Chi
ra was in SAARC ken. Seill baaking in
the Moscow-Beijing-Washington stra-
tegic balance, he had single-handsdiy
put into place, Henry Kissinger wistsd
mire strength to the new found friend
—China

Could Idia have juggled to its ad-
vaniage the smaller nations encircling i
or did it do the right thing by allowing
SAARC to flounder on the rocks called
Pakistan?

The first time 1 visited Bangladesh
was as part of the prass entourags which
accompanied prime minister, horam
Desal in 1979,

Dhika was superficially pleasant but
lavers upon lavers of conplexitiss did
not take much tine to surface. Gulshan,
the colony for the slits, had many
hemes which mached cut to Indian
muests with wannth and hospitality but
these wers also tinged by a Dhaka ver
sus Kolkata comples Ons had sensed a
simular *Chennal-Colombo' complex in
Sri Lanka.

An lssue that became something of
a mataphor for India-Bangladesh mela-
tons surfaced dunng Morani Desai's
vistl Arnong the transactions decided
was the gift of substantial quantities
of food grains Bangladesh rgently -
guired. Once the dalegation level talks
were over, Prakash Shab, & ssubor offf-

usa their leverage mainly to access the
corridors of power a9 advance thaie
own selfish inferests

Thee vulnatability of our students
o political oppression reachsd new
heights during Sheikh Hasina's 15-
vaar long autocratic mile (2002-2024),
Her so-called student organisation
Chhatra Leagie reneainad a draadsd
nanie, and tortire of ordinary students
at the hands of its membars became
commaonplace,

Smdents’ peant-up anger and fris-
tration ware battled uwp inside them
for & wery long tims, Having litils
support from their father-like teach-
ars or others, they took their fresdom
from appression and discrimdnation
in their own hands, This heralded the
glorions ant-discrimination student
movament that tad in the end of
Shetkh Hasina's despotic and bloed
thirsty ruls

In the weeks leading to her resigna-
fion and cowardly fight from Bangla
desh, Hasina launched a crackdown
(mass slaughter] which resulted in
tha death of over four hundred young
people in the span of a couple of
weeks. Thousands of bullat-hit young
people are still in excruciating pain in
lhisspitald and dome ave fill succiinb
ing to inurias.

After decadas-long suffaring of the
people of Bangladesh, Hasina's fall
from power marks a new beginning for

Bangladssh
Against this backdrop, it 1 impor-
tant fo dzcuss our failings in post-

1971 Bangtadesh and what we can
Isarn from Nelson Mandela's miles of
post-apartheid South Africa. This may
lielp s make post-Hasina Bangladesh
A succass, ot A mpstition of post-197 1
follies and failures,

cial in the Prines Minister's Office, invit-
el sozmo of us to his room and switched
on the only official Bangla TV that was
available. Other officials — Hanstomkh
Shah. Rajamani — soon joime] 1s.

Theay ware keen to find out how the
official media played up the visit, par
ticularly the transfer of grains.

Howrs passed and tham was no story.
Maybhe, it has besn slotted for prime
tme? That too passed. Eventually, a
topid mention of the visit was mada, but
110 fenticn of gradns

T attitudes stood cut. Eager as the
Indians were for demonstrabls grati-
tude, the Bangla side was equally deter
minsd todamy the Indians just that,

Remernber what we learnt from our
alders: do pood and forgst.

Prime minister Inder CGujral, always
thinking out of the box, somstimes
without reading South Block too well,
invited me to accompany hitm fo the
India, Pakistan, Bangladesh summit he
hiad worksd hard to organise in Dhaka
in Janoary 1998,

Well, on this wip | found mysell
with friends but all from Bemgal: Nikhil
Chakravarty, Tarun Basu and svery
Chatterjpe,  Mukherjes, Sen, Ghosh
within hailing distance. Thers was
method in the compasition. [ was in-
cluded quite simply to provids a Mus-
i flavoiring to the ndian team,

Mo sooner was the press delegation
past immdgration and customs, when a
cheerful almost ecstatic group of jour-
nalists hmged at the edi from the cas-
toms hall amnd got mixed up with the
visiting jowrnalists, hugging each other
‘Baap re baap', ‘¥ khabay', ‘Bhale, bha-
10" and other Bangla grestings [ do mot
Tenows

Mever in all my hife hawe I falt mors
lonesome with iy Isbamic identity the

Founcler Editor Enayetullah Khan

—New Aga/Sony Ramany

After taking his oath as the pmesl
dent of South Africa in 1904, Mandela
said this to a uhilant crow

“We entat into a covenarnt
wea shall build a socisty in which all
South Africans, both black and white_
will ba abla to walk tall, without any
fear in their hearts, assured of thair
malispable rght to human diguity —
& rainbow nation at peace with iteslf
agyel the world .., Never, neves, never
again shall it be that this beautiful
tand will again experience the oppres-
sion of ome by anothery, and sulfar the
indignity of being the skunk of the
world,!

In aparthesd South Africa, the
indigenous black magority suffered un
speakable homor and atrocities at the
hands of the settler white supremacist
minority, Chnen aparthedid mle was
over, Mandsla seught 1o protect the
rights of both black and white popula-
tione and prevent a relapse into old
discriminatary practices,

In post-197 1 Bangladssh, we failad
to adhere to the virtues of benavo-
lence, magnanimity-and altriistic
sentimnent. Duped or driven by vested
mterasts, asection of our intsllactial
elits spent much effort sowing divi-
siond atnong s In post-Hasina Bang.
Iadesh. 1at us remsmber Mandela's
words and make a strong resalve to
foster unity among us. Wa should be-
gl with promoting decency, fabmesa
and justice in conducting our affairs.
Importantly, we must be vigilant 0
that Hasina-stvle misnale can visif our

band mever again.

O Ml Matwrdul Hasan is professor of
English language and lteratue, intame-
tional lstamic Uinlversity Malaysia

my

prime imntster of Indiz had thrst opon
mm for the trip,

Linguistic regionalism trumpsd Is-
lam by a long shat. Was not this pee-
cisaly which smashad the two-nation
theory in £971 when Bangladesh was
‘hom?

O the way back, 1 could never forgst
an mpression. of extreme sitisfaction
etched as a permanent smile on Tanan
Basu's face, The fallow was canyving &
brpe ioe boes filled with ilish from the
Rivar Fudma, meugl to open a small
fish kiosk outside his house in Chitta-
ranjan Park.

During Chrstmas and Naw  Yiar,
ome’s social popularity can be gauged
by the miniber of grestng cards on the
drawing room comice. Whensver 1 re-
coived a greeting on tasteful art paper in
neat handwriting from D Murli Mano-
har Joshi in mid April T accepted it as
oive of D Joshi's ewquisite eccantricilies,
Wisdom dawned when I found myself
in Dhaka on April 15 for a most spec-
tacular colebration of Pahela Balshakh,
oy thedr anciant New Year.

The maidan was a tiot of colour —
men in colourful kurtas and wonen n
waris of all hues, There was no fombead
withongt a bindi. A a hmeh pasty
the residence of famous aditor Mahfuz
Anam. celehrations wers on an unim-
aginable scale. Hes wife stood at the an-
trance with a tray full of bindis which
she placed on ths foreheads of all the
women among the guests who enterad.

In the distance, a lovely voice sang
Rabindra Sangest mterspersed with
Mazrul geet which, unlike Tagore songs,
are fronkeally rich with Tandav, Durga,
Kali, Shiva.

Saeud Na ik @ sertor rownnlr;t 1rxJ
commentata based in New Deif,
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A New Beginning: Lessons from Nelson Mandela

Md Mahmudul Hasan 11 August, 2024, 00:00
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New Age/Sony Ramany

MOST people in present-day Bangladesh, including myself, belong to the
post-1971 generation. We have only heard and/or read about the war that saw
the birth of our country in 1971; we did not see or experience the liberation
war or the jubilation over the victory that followed.

Unfortunately, we have also not seen people of Bangladesh reaping the
expected benefits that independence from foreign domination is supposed to
provide. Liberty, equality and justice for which people of our land fought in
1971 are still a mirage on the distant horizon for most of us. What is more, our
educational, social, economic, political and other critical institutions and
government agencies have largely been destroyed over the years. And
unsurprisingly, they have had very little to contribute to meeting people’s
hopes and aspirations.
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For a long time, a section of our politicians, academics, writers, public
intellectuals and media personalities and influencers kept seeing and
interpreting the events of the 1971 war and its legacy through the lens of their
own political beliefs and identities. They used the ‘spirit of 1971’ and related
terms such as muktijoddha (freedom fighter) and razakar (traitor) to create
divisions among us. They conferred these terms — muktijoddha and razakar
— on whomever they wished on the basis of their partisan biases and group
affiliations.

A certain political party and its spinoff intellectuals seemed to have at their
disposal a miracle machine that helped them make inside-out changes. The
machine allowed them to turn a muktijoddha into a razakar and a razakar into
a muktijoddha — all based on their arbitrary, politically-motivated judgments
and intentions. They capitalized on the naivety and ignorance of the gullible
among us and made the rest of us confused and lost in a quagmire of
controversies. By perpetuating distrust and disunity among us, they weakened
the fabric of our nation. Our country slid into a moral abyss of corruption,
exploitation, abuse of power, erosion of trust and the debasement of ethical
values.

Our job recruitment processes have been riddled with bribery, nepotism and
party favouritism. Graduates who are otherwise qualified but with no
substantial political linkages or connections, or are unable to pay bribes, have
had little opportunity to enter suitable employment. The absence of much-
needed values of diligence, honesty and meritocracy has driven our country to
the brink of collapse.

In workplaces, honest and efficient people have been ignored, marginalised
and excluded from the sphere of influence. Conversely, the corrupt and
inefficient ones have been favoured, promoted and enabled to climb into
positions of power. Sadly, often such practices have been draped in the spirit
of the 1971 liberation war.

Our students (mostly from underprivileged backgrounds) go to colleges and
universities to study and to build a bright future for themselves and for us all.
Unfortunately, they are the worst victims of the unjust system that has been in
place in our country for decades.

Until recently students in Bangladesh were mistreated at campuses and
dormitories. They were beaten up for not attending political programmes and
for not doing the bidding of ‘cadres’ (ruling party student thugs). We have a
generation of students who have lived in fear at campuses and dormitories,
and university administrations have hardly lifted a finger to come to their aid.

Our graduates face discrimination in the job market. Unemployed, they see
their poor parents and other family members suffer starvation and hardships.
Their inability to help their near ones has remained a source of frustration and



face-hiding shame for them. Many of them eventually leave the country and
do menial jobs in foreign lands. Again, at our airports they are vulnerable to
harassment and extortion.

Stories of our follies and failures are unending. But what is pathetic is that
most of our academics, writers and intellectuals have remained largely quiet
about all such inequities and injustices. For example, in their journalistic
pieces and media appearances, there is a big elephant in the room — the
predicament of students at campuses and dormitories. They have not done
enough to mitigate the sufferings of their own (underprivileged) students at the
hands of the thugs of student organisations. Instead, some of them use their
leverage mainly to access the corridors of power and advance their own
selfish interests.

The vulnerability of our students to political oppression reached new heights
during Sheikh Hasina’s 15-year long autocratic rule (2009-2024). Her so-
called student organisation Chhatra League remained a dreaded name, and
torture of ordinary students at the hands of its members became
commonplace.

Students’ pent-up anger and frustration were bottled up inside them for a very
long time. Having little support from their father-like teachers or others, they
took their freedom from oppression and discrimination in their own hands. This
heralded the glorious anti-discrimination student movement that resulted in the
end of Sheikh Hasina’s despotic and blood-thirsty rule.

In the weeks leading to her resignation and cowardly flight from Bangladesh,
Hasina launched a crackdown (mass slaughter) which resulted in the death of
over four hundred young people in the span of a couple of weeks. Thousands
of bullet-hit young people are still in excruciating pain in hospitals and some
are still succumbing to injuries.

After decades-long suffering of the people of Bangladesh, Hasina’s fall from
power marks a new beginning for Bangladesh.

Against this backdrop, it is important to discuss our failings in post-1971
Bangladesh and what we can learn from Nelson Mandela’s rule of post-
apartheid South Africa. This may help us make post-Hasina Bangladesh a
success, not a repetition of post-1971 follies and failures.

After taking his oath as the president of South Africa in 1994, Mandela said
this to a jubilant crowd:

‘We enter into a covenant, that we shall build a society in which all South
Africans, both black and white, will be able to walk tall, without any fear in their
hearts, assured of their inalienable right to human dignity — a rainbow nation
at peace with itself and the world... Never, never, never again shall it be that



this beautiful land will again experience the oppression of one by another, and
suffer the indignity of being the skunk of the world.’

In apartheid South Africa, the indigenous black majority suffered unspeakable
horror and atrocities at the hands of the settler white supremacist minority.
Once apartheid rule was over, Mandela sought to protect the rights of both
black and white populations and prevent a relapse into old discriminatory
practices.

In post-1971 Bangladesh, we failed to adhere to the virtues of benevolence,
magnanimity and altruistic sentiment. Duped or driven by vested interests, a
section of our intellectual elite spent much effort sowing divisions among us. In
post-Hasina Bangladesh, let us remember Mandela’s words and make a
strong resolve to foster unity among us. We should begin with promoting
decency, fairness and justice in conducting our affairs. Importantly, we must
be vigilant so that Hasina-style misrule can visit our land never again.

Dr Md Mahmudul Hasan is professor of English language and literature,
International Islamic University Malaysia.



