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I

Introduction
There is a temptation to correlate things. Sistine Chapel has a classical representation of this when Michelangelo while depicting the Creation of Man attempted to link or correlate the human with the divine. The idea was to provide Adam the ‘soul’ which the latter, although alive at that point of time, lacked! But the linking or correlation itself is seductive; indeed, the debate is still on whether the divine succeeded in the above endeavour or whether it was just another temptation let loose on the humans. There is much to gain from this representation, for the humans have tirelessly looked for occasions to correlate things, including constructing disciplines that take pride in mastering the art and science of correlation. But before getting into this further, let me point out that there is a politically construed cultural side to this as well. The contrast or a somewhat different mode of enquiry is incidentally found in The Mahabharata.


There is no earthly reason as to why Dharma would suddenly stop Yuddhisthira from quenching his thirst and his drinking made conditional on his being able to answer satisfactorily to a series of queries, including the most quizzical one: ‘What is the greatest wonder?’ Yuddhisthira answered contrapuntally but memorably: ‘Death strikes each day but we live as if we were immortal!’ True, Yuddhisthira was condemned to a state of subalternity and the response could have been due to his temporary exile, but the fact remains that there was little attraction for correlation and a whole set of structures and discourses (linguistic, philosophical, societal, including caste system) emerged and got reproduced in South Asia defying linearity and causal relationships (Nandy, 2001). Nothing much changed until the advent of modernity and newer forms of hegemonic discourses.


Seventeenth century may well be taken as the staring point of the fragmentation of knowledge and the arrival of modern discourses. When Marquis de Condorcet came up with the term ‘social science’ there was already the hundred-year-old practice of deliberately dividing the ‘scientific’ from the ‘literary.’ In fact, by the eighteenth century the attack on the latter by the scientific community was so thorough that even a person of the stature of David Hume went to the extent of calling the poets ‘professional liars’ (Richardson, 1994:518). The goal was to distinguish facts from values and make use of pristine (valueless) facts in the most sophisticated manner possible and call it ‘science.’ But more the positivists tried to separate facts from values, the more they ended up with valued facts - unequivocally subjective, partial and fragmented.

One type of statistic – correlation – remains particularly exposed to such criticism. Given the attraction of the field, making oneself believe that a large group of people could be ‘understood’ in a single stroke of mathematical insight, there is always a tendency amongst those using it to be carried away and start correlating anything that comes to the mind. A shift from ‘things’ to real people or individuals is not unlikely. But as Deary (2001) cautions us:

Correlations are summaries that tell us about the association between two things in a given sample of people. They don’t tell us about individuals. Moreover, they don’t necessarily tell us that we shall find the same association in other samples of people. If we find a correlation between two things in adult men we cannot assume that we should find the same correlation in children or in women, for example (emphasis mine).


When it comes to the issue of understanding the chronically poor or the relationship between violence, mastanocracy and chronic poverty nothing can be more important than the method used for the purpose, for we are dealing not with two or three sets of things but with living individuals. In fact, Hulme and Shepherd (2003:405) also make a similar plea when it comes to the issue of chronic poverty: ‘it is individuals who ultimately suffer chronic poverty and whose life experiences should be tracked and analyzed.’ While this has the potential of minimizing the power of universality or whatever that goes in the name of generalization, it does provide a deeper understanding of the issues, including the complexities that go on to reproduce violence, mastanocracy and chronic poverty.

II

Dispersed Realties

There is first the obvious. Poverty reproduces violence, or as Mittelman pointed out, ‘where poverty is severe, criminal gangs flourish’ (2000:209). 
In fact, in poverty prone Bangladesh, often in our leisure we hear some of the predictable queries: Why is there so much violence in the streets? What makes a person so intolerant and violent? How did the person become a mastan or a shontrashi?
 Why is the state silent? Often the answers to such queries are also predictable, at times the answers even end up by censuring a whole class of people. The case of ‘Tokai Sagar’ – one of the top shontrashi-mastans of the country according to police report - falls into this category.


The name says it all! Anyone familiar with the Bangla word ‘Tokai’ would know that Sagar must have had a past bordering on poverty and hardship. The word caught the public imagination when the painter-cartoonist Ranabi (alias Rafiqunnabi) depicted a child scavenger named ‘Tokai’ babbling in philosophical and political discourses with a rare touch of remorseless humour! The real Tokai Sagar may not be in the like of Ranabi’s ‘Tokai’ but his life is also no less eventful - it is readily worth a Bollywood movie to say the least.

Tokai Sagar hails from the southern island of Sandwip. His real name was Amir Hossain Babu. His father was a sea-faring fisherman, barely surviving by catching fish and selling them in the local market. Once in his youth Sagar moved to Chittagong, possibly to rid himself of the boredom and the hard life of the island. In Chittagong he succeeded in befriending the mastans of Karnaphuli market and making an income out of it. In fact, the market was known for the ‘pocketmars,’
 and if we are to believe the police report, Sagar became a full-time member of this gang. But he was fated to become even greater and not lie low anonymously and vanish from the society as a petty thief. A person was killed while resisting the pocketmars, and Sagar and his accomplices were implicated in the murder. A police constable was also stabbed when trying to nab the gang. It is in the midst of these violent events that Sagar decided to leave Chittagong and come and settle in Dhaka.

Police report further tells us that once in Dhaka Amir Hossain Babu changed his name to Sagar, and initially started working in the cafeteria of Zahurul Haque Hall of Dhaka University as a ‘tokai’ (here more in the sense of an errand boy), hence his name ‘Tokai Sagar.’ His experience here proved propitious. Not only he came to know other powerful mastans then residing in the University dormitories but also got him connected to various political leaders and their parties. There are reports that in the early phase of his stay in the Zahurul Haque Hall Sagar used to carry weapons for the members of the student wing of Awami League. Sagar however knew very well how to make good use of his position as an ‘arms keeper.’ It is alleged that he switched his allegiance from the Awami League to BNP sometime in 1990 when the power of the latter at the national level became evident. But Sagar’s mind was restive for other things.

In 1990 Sagar shifted his attention from the University area to a more lucrative business of international gold smuggling. He befriended the known smugglers of the airport and quickly rose to prominence. When he managed to free himself twice from the prison after getting arrested for gold smuggling, the rest of the smugglers, even the old ones, accepted his leadership in the trade. It is believed that Sagar made good use of his earlier ‘political connections’ to free himself from the police custody. There are also allegations that politicians, including members of the police force, benefitted from the wealth that he had amassed from gold smuggling. It was only during the ‘Operation Clean Heart’ (October 2002 – January 2003)
 under the military that Sagar’s ‘mastani’ and smuggling came to a halt. Some say that he fled the country and is now residing in the United States following a quick intervention by a powerful section within the government.

There is also the story of ‘Picchi Hannan,’
 not very much different from this. Like ‘Tokai Sagar’ he was also something of a ‘tokai’ or errand boy in the wholesale market of Kawran Bazaar. His father, Waziullah, used to sell vegetables in the same market. Hannan was first arrested in 1995 more as a petty thief and a budding shontrashi. In prison he met a well-known shontrashi in the name of ‘Sweden Aslam.’ Many say that after this encounter and his release from jail, Hannan became a top shontrashi and a mastan in that area. He was soon implicated in three murders and over 15 criminal offences. In 1997 when ‘Sweden Aslam’ was arrested again, Hannan literally took over the underworld activities of Aslam. It may be mentioned that like ‘Tokai Sagar’ Picchi Hannan also once resided in Zahurul Haque Hall of Dhaka University, and it was here that Hannan made friends with political cadres and shontrashis alike. Hannan’s main income came from illegal toll collection, which amounted to Taka 1 million per month! He was again arrested in January 2000 but was released on bail only after seven days. Again in 2002 police arrested him, this time with weapons in his possession, but was immediately released. When this incident became public the police authority temporarily suspended four lower-level police officers for negligence of duty!


The trajectory in the life and living of both Tokai Sagar and Picchi Hannan is not only socially appealing but also, as an afterthought, somewhat predictable. Poverty, petty thievery, tokai-business, arms keeper, political cadre, smuggler, illegal toll-collector, and matched with them the corruption of the police, judicial system and governmental agencies, and the verdict is inevitable that the milieu is conducive for having the like of Tokai Sagars and Picchi Hannans in the country. But the reality is more dispersed and multiversed than what is otherwise evident here.


Sajedul Haque Eemon, if we are to believe some of his public statements, became a shontrashi for totally different reasons. Both his parents were medical doctors of some repute, but that made little difference to the life he later chose. For Eemon everything changed in 1991, when he resisted some local mastans who were trying to forcibly seize his Honda motorcycle. Eemon was severely beaten by the mastans. The police, however, on the pleading of the mastans, who were also members of the Jubo Dal (the youth wing of the ruling BNP), arrested Eemon the next day and put him in jail for a month or so. After his release Eemon entered into an alliance with some criminal groups and attacked the mastans who were responsible for his ‘unjust’ incarceration. In the process, as he later admitted in an interview to Kolkata journalists, he killed the leader of the said mastans. But the matter did not end there.

In 1995 the mastans took a deadly revenge. They killed his second brother. When Eemon’s other two brothers saw the dead body they too became unconscious and are still mentally imbalanced from the shock. This changed Eemon completely. In his desperation for revenge Eemon entered the criminal world and became a ‘killer’ of some repute. Police has implicated him in several murder cases, including the murder of actor Sohel Chowdhury, Himel Masud, ‘Foreign’ Kamal, the double killing of Shamim-Masum in Agargaon, and many more. Currently he is facing a jail term in Kolkata not for his murderous deeds but for violating visa regulations!

‘Kala Jahangir,’
 another notorious shontrashi-mastan according to the police report, comes from an educated family, both his father and mother have been teachers of reputed schools in Bogra and Dhaka respectively. Jahangir was born and brought up in Bogra but when his mother moved to Dhaka to take up a better job in the school he joined his mother to live more regularly in Dhaka at a place called Ibrahimpur. Many who knew Jahangir from his childhood blamed the social environment of Ibrahimpur for the person he later became. As an area inhabited by a socially heterogeneous group of people, ranging from middle class to those who were on the lowest rung of the society, Ibrahimpur was known for harbouring dubious people and criminal activities. But there is no record that Jahangir’s childhood was marred because of the place. Instead, he was quite well known as a meritorious student in the school, having passed the school secondary certificate examinations with star marks in 1992.

Things however began to change when he joined the college. Soon after he got admitted to Tejgaon College in 1993, Jahangir was arrested for stabbing two youths – Liton and Masum - in the vicinity of the same college. He was jailed for 21 days, and that changed everything. Jahangir was a thoroughly transformed person after his release from the prison. The gentle, mild spoken Jahangir became restless and dangerous, ready to attack anyone who opposed him. He quickly befriended the shontrashis of his locality and gradually built his own ‘Bahini’ (armed cadres), and became a top shontrashi of the city. Abandoned by his parents, Kala Jahangir, under the blessing of ‘political godfathers,’ entered the world of criminal activities. In 1994 Jahangir for the first time joined the ‘student politics’ of Dhaka University. He was recruited as a young cadre of the notorious Gopal Kaur gang and stayed with this gang until the fall of BNP in 1996. The members of this gang used to reside in Jashimuddin Hall of Dhaka University, and it was here that another gang member, Kislu, was murdered under the leadership of Kala Jahangir. Possibly this was his first murder, but very soon he was implicated in the killing of many others, including Kiron, advocate Habib Mondol and ‘Murgi Milon.’ When BNP lost the national elections in 1996 Jahangir fled from the University area. He returned to fame only in 1999 with the ward commissioners’ election in the city.

Enmity between the candidates came to a peak in the ward commissioners’ election, particularly in Ward No.16.  A shontrashi in the name of ‘Killer Abbas,’ the latter also a member of the student wing of Awami League, became a candidate and his rival - Maqsud - was none other than the brother of another known shontrashi, ‘Top Terror Bhuiyan Babu.’ Sensing his immediate defeat, Abbas sought help from Kala Jahangir in the election. Babu was killed, but Abbas and Jahangir had to flee the area to save their lives. Later on with the support of some other shontrashis Kala Jahangir created a powerful crime syndicate and became its leader. According to some reports this group has the largest collection of illegal weapons in their possession. Their main income is from reward killing and also from illegal toll collection (monthly Taka 5 million). Many believe that their toll collection is a well co-ordinated one and is backed by some members of the police force! It may be mentioned that in his 13 years of criminal activities he was arrested only once and that again in relation to a stabbing incident, something which we have outlined before. Although the government has announced an award of Taka 100,000 for his capture, but till date he has succeeded in eluding the police.

‘Shibir Nasir,’ a well-known shontrashi-mastan of Chittagong, also comes from a socially reputable, well-earned family. His real name is Mohammed Nasiruddin. His political affiliation with the Islami Chattra Shibir, the student wing of Jamaat-e-Islam, however earned him the nickname, ‘Shibir Nasir.’ Nasir was brought up in a remote village called Mondakini in the Nazirhat area in the Chittagong district. His father was in transport business from the Pakistan time, and also a member of local Awami League. His schooling years was not that spectacular, although he managed to pass the higher secondary certificate examinations without much difficulty. In mid-1980s Nasir left for Dubai, but after two years he came back and started his own business in wood trade. A personal tragedy at that point of time changed him completely.

In 1988 Nasir’s younger sister got married. He was given the responsibility of escorting her sister from her father-in-law’s house to their home in Nazirhat. On the way, however, his sister was raped by members of a gang belonging to another well-know shontrashi of Chittagong called Tayeb. In the same year Nasir’s cousin, who was then a member of Islami Chattra Shibir, was killed by mastans belonging to the student wing of Awami League. Both these incidents made Nasir seek revenge and this he managed to materialise by joining the criminal underworld and the militant wing of Islami Chattra Shibir. By 1990 he became a terror in Chittagong, and it is alleged that one-third of Chittagong city is under his hold, where he can kill, abduct, seek ransom, and collect tolls at will, that is, without being bothered by the police. It is widely believed that Shibir Nasir, like Kala Jahangir, is also involved in small arms business. In fact, many refer to Shibir Nasir as ‘Chittagong Arms Depot’! His cadres carry M-16, AK-47, and Sten gun among other modern sophisticated weaponries.

There is an interesting side to Nasir’s mastani, however. He is very popular in Mondakini-Nazirhat area. This is mainly because of his regular contribution towards building mosques, educational institutions, and also periodically feeding the poor people there. There are also reports that Bangladeshi businessmen based in the Middle East send donations directly to Shibir Nasir to carry out religious and developmental activities. His imprisonment, however, cancelled his plans for joining politics on a regular basis, including placing himself as a candidate in the Upazila elections.

If we take the examples of Eemon, Kala Jahangir, Shibir Nasir, and many more like them, it starts boggling our mind as to why these people who could have had a decent and prosperous life given their intellect and social interactions would give up all and end up as mastans and murderers. Table 1 is a further testimony to the fact that a higher percentage of ‘educated people’ made their entry into criminal activities compared to the illiterate:

Table I

Educational Profile of the Mastans Arrested

During the Operation Clean Heart

October 2002-January 2003

	Type
	Number
	Percentage

	Illiterate

Educated

SSC

HSC

Graduate

MBBS

MBA

Not Identified
	6

21

4

3

1

1

1

37
	8.10

28.37

5.40

4.05

1.35

1.35

1.35

50.00

	Total
	74
	100



Source: The Daily Star, Bhorer Kagoj, Manab Jamin and Prothom Alo.

This only tells us that one requires some amount of education and social interactions to enter into the complex network of mastanocracy. We are after all talking of people who must deal on a regular basis with the police, politicians, lawyers, financiers, custom officers, and other members of governmental agencies, and only with a creative intellect can one combine them all and assure oneself of the goodies! Here the chronic poor, devoid of education and social interactions, must otherwise remain at the margins of mastanocracy. And it is this factor alone that is largely responsible for the reproduction of chronic poverty even when so much attention is paid, albeit somewhat disjointedly, to the task of ridding the country of mastans and poverty. I will have more to say about this in the subsequent sections.

The question, however, remains as to why such intellect, some even meritorious, would take recourse to shontrashi and mastani? The milieu could very well be the reason, as Saul (1993:208), albeit in a different context, remarked:

Genius, being free from moral value, comes on all sides of the spectrum. If you set out to destroy genius as something dangerous, then the more stable the society, the more successful that destruction will be. Only societies in disorder will be unable to do this. But stable societies are precisely those best able to guide genius onto safe moral ground. Unstable societies have always invited the worst in those with the genius to use power (emphasis mine).

It is this we shall now take up, with particularly reference to Bangladesh.

III

“I am the violin of violence!”

Poet Kazi Nazrul Islam did not mince his words. But then he could not have said it any better. His poems were equally telling. Muzaffar Ahmad (1938), with whom the poet shared his room, narrated in some details the restlessness of the poet on the night the poem Bidrohi (Rebel) (1921) was composed. According to Ahmad, “I saw a madman walking up and down the room!” There were good reasons for this. No one had indicted the British rule in India in such stronger terms, indeed, with words that were bound to heat up the consciousness of a colonized people:

I break everything to pieces!

I am lawless, unrestrained....

I am creation, I am destruction, I am habitation, I am cremation....

On the body of the Divine I paint my footprint!

The poetic anger became unrestrained nationally as well, for the poet was both reflecting and reproducing the public wrath against the power of the (colonial) state. The implications were far-reaching, although it must be admitted that much of this had to do with a tumultuous history of South Asia. A precise colonial legacy, for that matter, haunts us even today. Let me explain.

Two critical things emerged from South Asia's encounter with colonialism. Firstly, colonialism gave birth to a polarized political milieu on a countrywide scale. This is best reflected in the struggle between the colonial government and the colonized subalterns. At a particular moment of history, this took the form of a struggle between the ‘colonial’ and the ‘nationalist’ forces, the organization of which led to the polarization of things in both ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres of life such as education, historiography, music, even the attire of individuals! This polarization, in so far as it restricted political manoeuvres and civil expressions, was destined to polarize other areas as well. Indeed, with the demise of colonialism becoming imminent, South Asia saw a proliferation of polarized politics, starting with religion but slowly encompassing other areas as well, like, language, culture, complexion, gender, in fact, all those areas which once enjoyed a pluralist past.

Equally critical is the second milieu, which in a sense is both the cause and the symptom of the first. Indeed, in the face of polarization, the colonized subalterns could do little other than resort to violence in their campaign to redress the wrongs done by the colonial power. It is this situation that prompted Mahatma Gandhi to plead for non-violence, but ironically such a situation, in the wake of its precise structures, with little or no space for civilized response, was destined to reproduce further polarization and violence. And it is indeed in the midst of violence and polarized politics that the colonized subalterns finally got rid of the colonial power. But then something else also got transformed.

In the wake of the struggle against colonialism, the area that is commonly referred to as ‘civil society,’ also got polarized and violent. Put differently, civil society in South Asia or for matter in Bangladesh, unlike that of the West, could no longer boast of its civilizing and consenting roles. In fact, colonialism reconstructed civil society to such an extent, that the latter soon got into the business of organizing and reproducing violence and intolerance in the like of the political society. This reconstruction tainted political parties, voluntary associations, intellectuals, media, schools, sports clubs - all that civil society represented. The latter, in its polarized and violent form, simply went on reproducing societal insecurity on a protracted scale. It did not take long for morbid symptoms to play havoc in the lives and livings of the masses. Indeed, keeping the milieu into account, if there were no shortages in the supply of mastans the demand for having them was no less either.

The demand for mastans could be explained and revealed in many ways. Political slogans could be one. Slogan, if we are to take its etymology, is nothing but ‘war cry’ (Ayto, 1997:483), used in modern times mainly for political mobilization. Take, for instance, the word lawrai (the Bangali equivalent of ‘struggle’). There is something mesmerizing in the word, for in slogan it is usually chanted like a mantra: “lawrai, lawrai, lawrai chai, lawrai kore bachte chai!” All political parties raise this slogan, or a variation of it, whenever the opportunity arises. Among the slogans that has struck me particularly in recent times was a banner posted by a governmental agency in Dhaka saying, “Juborai lorbe, sonar Bangla gorbe (the youth will struggle and build golden Bengal)!” Mark the word lorbe (struggle)! I understand that lawrai is used here in an idealistic sense, but then how far is it different from the lawrai in the streets? There are other, more critical, slogans, some making the mastans indispensable!

“Jalao, jalao agun jalao (Light, light, light the fire!)” or its variant, “Amader dabi na manle, jolbe agun shara deshe” (If you don’t meet our demands, the whole country will burn).” Apart from the violence endorsed by the slogan, little thought is given to the fact that ‘fire’ does not distinguish between different people. If the whole country were to burn, it would defeat the very purpose of the struggle!


“Ekta guli cholley, palta guli cholbey (If one bullet is fired, bullets will be fired back) or its consequence, “Diyechhito rokto, aro debo rokto” (We sacrificed our blood, we are ready to sacrifice more blood)!” Both these slogans indicate the centrality of terror and killing in our politics. This could also be referred to as the politicization of terrorism or the inverse of this, the terrorization of politics. Either way, the slogans speak of the special status accorded to mastans in the country’s political life.

Table II provides an illustration of the extent of political violence in the country, and that again, the figures include only for one year.

Table II

Profile of Political Violence

2001

	Month
	Death
	Injured
	Arrest

	January

February

March

April

May

June

July

August

September

October

November

December
	33

38

22

32

25

52

49

61

137

122

50

35
	672

816

717

2173

801

800

2656

3351

8463

2430

1743

1148
	226

421

124

1536

142

198

430

379

224

505

437

242

	Total
	656
	25770
	3464


Source: Odhikar Report. Cited from Natun Dhara, Vol.1, No.1, January 2003, p.1.

If such is the extent of violence, there is no reason for the mastans not to crop up and take advantage of the situation. Interesting in this respect is the political affiliation of the mastans, a representation of which is found in Table III.

Table III

Political Affiliation of the Mastans Arrested

During the Operation Clean Heart

October 2002-January 2003

	Party
	Number
	Percentage

	BNP

Awami League

Others

Unknown
	24

16

4

30
	32.43

21.62

5.40

40.54

	Total
	74
	100



Source: The Daily Star, Bhorer Kagoj, Manab Jamin and Prothom Alo.

Put differently, the power of the mastans is reproduced not so much by the mastans as by the violent and polarized nature of politics. In the light of Table III, the mainstream political parties, including the ones that have the most members in the Parliament, not only engage the mastans in violent activities (and that again, beyond beating up and resisting the rivals) but also shelter them to the point of making them invisible. Ironically, much of this has to do with the very practice of representative democracy in a demographically large Bangladesh.


Given the population growth and the number of voters in Bangladesh, one Member of Parliament (MP) represents, on an average, a little over 189,000 voters (1996 figure) (Thiagarajah, 1996:170). Incidentally, adding non-voting citizens (children and minors, in particular) would make this figure even higher. Such representation makes a mockery of democracy, since it is impossible for an MP to meet in person and represent all those who have voted him/her to power. Consequently, ‘intermediaries’ (ranging from godfathers, mastans, corrupt officials, hired goons, and the like) end up holding the real power, with both MPs and the people becoming dependent on them, albeit for different reasons. Bangladesh must face the fact that it is self-seeking intermediaries, and neither the MPs nor the people, who are involved in representation. Unless a way is found to correct this situation, governments will always suffer from misrepresentation. In this context, the chronically poor, as part of both enfranchised and disenfranchised people, are destined to remain not only marginalized but also and more importantly misrepresented. This is as much a violence of the structure (societal, governmental, state, etc.) as much as it is a violence of the intellect. Nothing can be more conducive to the task of sustaining and reproducing chronic poverty.

IV

Shunning the Poor
If democracy (or should we say, mastanocracy) is actively engaged in the business of misrepresenting the poor, the structures that have risen from chronic misrepresentation are now ingeniously involved in shunning the poor. This requires precise elaborations, lest we simplify and distort the complex processes reproducing the apparently fated or worse, self-nurtured (either way ending up without education, skill, mobility or even motivation) but involuntary alienation of the poor. I will limit myself to five areas.

Case I

Slums - Involuntary Habitation

The legendary king of Corinth in the name of Sisyphus was condemned eternally to repeat the cycle of rolling a heavy rock up a hill in Hades only to have it roll down again as it nears the top. The fate of the chronically poor living in the slums of Dhaka is no different. This is because the slums are not merely the living space for the chronically poor but also for the dubious and shadowy groups, which end up profiting from the habitation through a complex network of mastans, shontrashis, police, local administration and political touts. It is more because of the conflict between and amongst the latter elements that the slum dwellers are periodically evicted only to regroup and start living afresh in yet another slum devoid however of their belongings accumulated during their stay in the evicted slum. In the end, they end up being poorer condemned to slum dwelling!

This is precisely what has happened to garment worker Rehana. She used to live in Dhaka’s TT-para slum with her two daughters. Rehana, a divorcee, rented a ‘jhupri’ (a low hut built with tree-leaves, wicker, bamboo, etc.) for Taka 300 only. From her meagre savings she also bought a few essentials, including utensils for cooking and eating. It was not long before that she found out that she has to part with them and start living in the slum all over again. The reasons, though complex, are revealing as well.

There are thousands of slums in Dhaka. One estimate showed the figure jumping from 2156 in 1991 to 3007 in 1996 (URC, 1997). Space and locations are also critical issues in the growth of the slums. There are in fact 679 slums built on government-owned land, but another 2328 slums are built on private lands. Around 600,000 families or 3 million people live in slums. World Bank estimate however puts the figure to 5 million. River erosion, search for work, and landlessness are the main reasons for coming to Dhaka and ending up in slums (20%, 40% and 31% respectively). Occupationally the slum dwellers are garment workers, brick-smashers, vendors, rickshaw pullers, day labourers, and home-workers. A little over quarter of them earn below Taka 1000 (27%), while 51 percent earn between Taka 1000-2000, 14 percent earn between Taka 2000-3000 and only 8 percent slum dwellers earn over Taka 3000 (Islam, 1998). It may be mentioned that some 70 percent of the slum dwellers are illiterate. But this is not all.

The complex network that was mentioned earlier, one consisting of mastans, shontrashis, police, local administration and political touts, has a thriving business in the slums! It is estimated that from rent alone the mastans and the so-called homeowners earn Taka 200 million monthly. There is also a huge income from illegal electricity and water connections. Moreover, the slums have a thriving business in phensydl, heroin, alcohol, marijuana, even in the business of pornographic materials and small arms. One estimate puts the total income, including income from rents, to a staggering figure of Taka 1.25 billion. This income gets divided amongst the members making up the network.

Rehana became a victim of this network, but the problem interestingly did not begin in the slum she was residing. In April 2000 the police built a check post near the Gopibagh slum, allegedly to influence and increase the illegal toll collection there. This led to some tension between the police and the shontrashis as the latter saw a serious drop in its share. On 26 July 2000, a police sergeant shot and killed a rickshaw puller, which many believed was linked to the issue of illegal toll collection. On 6 August 2000 the police surrounded the Gopibagh slum and started arresting some shontrashis who took shelter in the slums. One constable was killed when the shontrashis fired back. This made the police authority desperate to teach the shontrashis hiding in the slums a lesson. On 7 August 2000 the police succeeded in convincing the Awami League government that the slums were actually under the control of BNP cadres, and it was from here that the opposition was carrying out all the heinous activities against the government. Furthermore, it was argued that since voter card was being issued there would be fewer voters residing in the slums. Electorally therefore the eviction of the slums would not pose a problem for the incumbent regime! The eviction was then approved at the highest levels.

The first slum that was bulldozed was none other than the TT-para slum. Soon the police brought down the slums in Gudaraghat, Balughat, Kamlapur, and the one that was called ‘Sonar Bangla.’ Four more slums were destroyed in Demra and Shyampur area on 10 August 2000. Finally, the eviction was brought to a halt on 11 August 2000 when the High Court ruled in favour of a writ challenging the legality of the eviction. By then, however, Rehana lost all her belongings and had to take shelter literally on the pavement of ‘Biswa road.’ She was back to square one, albeit in a poorer state of life and living!

There is a precise structure reproducing the power in the slums. Power, it must be understood, is not a static category. It is always dynamic, transforming from one thing to another. In 1993, when BNP was in power, some slums were evicted under the direct supervision of the pro-ruling party Mayor. The opposition party, Awami League, openly opposed that eviction. In 2000, however, the Awami League government went for eviction, but this time the BNP opposed it. Why do parties change their policy in line with their place in the government? Or, to put it slightly differently, why is it that the government supports eviction, but the opposition opposes it? Is it simply for the sake of oppositional politics? Or, is there something more fundamental that escapes our attention?

Regime change seriously disrupts the lucrative business of the dubious network in the slums. Since the business here is mostly illegal, even when the mastans and shontrashis do the bulk of the work, it must have the blessing of the police, ruling party members and the administration. This gets disrupted when a new regime takes hold of the office, and when the police and the administration start taking orders from it. The change is never peaceful, for the share gets affected, with the old guards refusing to part with the share and the new guards eager to take possession of the share. In the process, when violence is meted out to resolve the conflict, the slum dwellers get evicted, and in turn get poorer. The latter possibly could have transformed the slums even with their meagre income only if they had the slums under their control. This is indeed an irony of living: while the slum dwellers sleep, others do the dreaming!


Case II

Business in the Pavement – Hawks and Hawkers


Case III

Bank by Default

Case IV


Watering the Pockets – WASA’s System Loss

Case V


Nationality and Pauperization
V

Conclusion:

Beyond the Wisdom of the Chronically Rich!
· Blaming the Victim

· Beyond public-private dichotomy

· Depolicing the Poor

Notes


� The Bangla word shontrashi is now translated as ‘terrorist.’ In the post-9/11 era this has become problematic for it is immediately taken to be part of international network. I have therefore deliberately used the Bangla word to make a distinction from the so-called international terrorist.





� Petty thieves who cut men’s pockets and rob their money.





� On 17 October 2002 the government decided to employ the military to restore the law and order situation in the country, which were deteriorating at a rapid pace at that point of time. The code name for the military action was ‘Operation Clean Heart.’ It was called off in January 2003 following public criticism of some of the excesses, including torture in custody, committed by the military while trying to nab the mastans and shontrashis.





� ‘Picchi’ refers here to being ‘small.’





� ‘Kala’ refers here to being ‘black.’





� My translation. This is a miniscule representation of a very long poem.











