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Cultural Exchange among the SAARC Countries :
In the case of Bangladesh

TAKADA Mineo

0. Preface

This paper deals with the followmg topics; i.e. frame of the cultural
exchange programs in Bangladesh the present 51tuat10n of the cultural .
exchange programs between Bangladesh and the other SAARC countries,
the activities of the cultural centers of some Western countries, the present
cond1t1on and the problems of the activities of cultural section of the Japa-
nese Embassy in Bangladesh, etc. The report is mainly based on the inter-
views with the pefsons with concern, and is compiled with the additional
sources and information. The list of interviewees is designated at the end -

of this paper. The author appreciates the kind cooperation of them.

1. Frame of the cultural exchange program in Bangladesh: With
special reference to the relationship with the other SAARC

countries.

1-1. The view ef some government officials |
The interviews with some persons of the ministries with concern, i.e. the '
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Cultural Affairs, and with some
other persons with concern who belong to the other official institution
reveals the following points.

(a) It seems that the Government of Bangladesh has no general policy or
| principle on the cultural exchange programs as a whole.

(b) The government concludes a pact on cultural exchange programs with
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India, Pakistan, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Bhutan, but not yet with
Maldives. Based on the pact,’ the government initiates some activities,
but the present situation of such activities seems far from vital and the
number of such activities is very limited.

(c) Besides, the present condition of the cultural exchange between the pri-
vate or semi-official sectors in Bangladesh and those in the other
SAARC countries seems rather active.

(d) There seems to be almost no discussion on the so-called “South Asian
Cultural Center” project in the Government of Bangladesh and, on the
contrary, some officials shows rather negative response on this
matter. Moreover, it is very impressive that all the persons inter-
viewed share the more or less similar recognition that the frame of
SAARC itself is almost non-effective or out of function. And it is also
very impressive at the same time that they show no eagerness to im-
prove the situation, even limiting to the field of the cultural exchange

alone.

1-2. The view of a journalist on this matter

A distinguished journalist working for one of the most famous papers in
Bangladesh said that, as far as he knows, there is no general policy on the
cultural affairs as a whole as well as on the cultural exchange program
alone. This view coincides with, the saying of some officials of the
government. He guesses the reason of this situation as the lack of concern
-of the officials on this matter. Although he recognizes the urgent need of
introduction of such a general policy on cultural affairs, he feels small possi-
bility to realize such a policy in the near future, because of the total lack of
concern of the government officials as well as of the policy makers on this
matter.
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2. . Present state of affair of the cultural exchange between
Bangladesh and the other SAARC countries. |

2-1. The view of some officials

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs dogs not grasp the detail on this matter at
all. The Ministry of Cultural Affairs grasps some of the cultural exchange
programs. Following the data shown by the ministry personnel, 13 cultural

groups visited the other SAARC countries from Bangladesh for last 5 years

and, among these, 8 groups visited India alone. On the contrary, only 3

groups visited Bangladesh from the other SAARC countries. There were
no visiting groups to Bangladesh in 1999 and 2000. This seems a result of
the India-Pakistan nuclear crisis erupted in 1999. |

The chief of the Silpakala Academy, an official -cultural organization,

expresses the view that it seems very difficult to develop the cultural

exchange programs among the SAARC countries as the SAARC itself is -

almost ineffective. On the detail of the comes and goes of the cultural

envoys, the official refused to declare the information further.

2-2, The viéws of the persons with concern in private or semi-offi-
cial sectors |

As far as we see the situation mentioned above, we cannot help to conclude

that the present condition of the cultural exchange among SAARC countries

is extremely inactive and poor one. Turning dur eye to the private or semi-

official sectors, however, a different image appears.

(a) general situation
The journalist roughly sketches the present situation of the cultural
affairs as well as the cultural exchange in Bangladesh as follows. The
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field of the theater or dramas is in good condition, because the quality of
the play and of the actor / actress is rather high even comparing to the
* international level and because the cultural exchange in this field is mod-

erately active. Then, the fields of dance and music follow, he said.

(b) Cinema

Following the saying of a central figure in Bangladesh cinema world,
there is no special law on cinema in Bangladesh, but the government has
formed a censor committee on the cinema and checks a possible harm to
the society through that.

On January 2001, “the Bangladesh International Film Festival 2001”, a
first of such international festival in Bangladesh, was held. Although we
appreciate the success of the Festival, it seems one-sided judgement on
the present condition of cinema in Bangladesh to stress the success
only. Though there are many cinema halls showing the entertainment
Bangla-cinemas, such films are just an imitation of Hindi Cinema.
Moreover, there are so many rental video shops around the country and
they hold a lot more volumes of the video cassettes of Hindi Cinema com-
paring to the Bangla made ones. Such a great popularity of the Hindi
Cinema in grass-root level is not negligible, if we think about the real con-

dition of the cultural exchange in Bangladesh.

(b) TV

Presently, Bangladesh has 4 Bangala TVs, i.e. Bangladesh TV (BTV),
Ekshey TV (ETV), Asia TV Network (ATN) and Channel-. Among
these, only national BTV is through the normal wave and the other 3 are
the satellite channels. There are more 4‘Bangla channels in India, but
many of the viewers in Bangladesh favor the channels of Bangladesh. It
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ié perhaps because of the difference among dialects as well as of the dif-
ference of religion. From the view-point of cultural exchange, we should
pay attention to the effect of Hindi channel, because of the great popular-

ity of the Hindi Cinema broadcast through the channel.

(¢) Music

It emerges very gruesome picture in the music scene, contrary to the say-
ing of the journalist. Except classical music field, a very small part of the
total music world, the most popular and accessible Wéy to hear the music
for the ordinary people is though Music Cassette Tapes or CDs. As
there is no law on the copyrights of the music in Bangladesh, however,
so-called “pirate” tapes and CDs, especially of the Indian music, flood
almost all of the music shops in Bangladééh and they make to appear a

kind of “cultural monopoly” situation in Bangladesh.

(e) Dance

A well- informed person on this field said as follows. - There are mainly 2
types of dance in Bangladesh, i.e. classical dance and Bengali-dance.
But, classical dance is just a follower of the Indian ones. And, on the
other hand, Bengali-dance is a_mixed—up of a bad copy of classical dance
with the traditional native dance, and that is far from the art. Both of
these séem very difficult to attract the wide audience especially outside

Bangladesh, the person said. -

2.3. The activities of High Commission of India (HI) in

Bangladesh

- The presence of India in the cultural spheres is very powerful and over-

whelming in Bangladesh, especially in the private sector and in the field of
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popular culture. In addition to it, HI plays a great role in the field of
so-called high culture.

Following the saying of spokes person in HI, India lays special impor-
tance on the cultural exchange activities in Bangladesh, as the state of West
Bengal and its neighboring area share the similar cultural and linguistic
background with Bangladesh. HI offers average 10 cultural programs per-
formed by the visiting groups from India in every year such as danée,
music, etc. In addition to those, there are so many Indian cultural groups
visiting Bangladesh by the invitation of the different cultural or art groups in
Bangladesh.

HI runs a “Cultural Center” and an auditorium in Dhaka. The center has
a library that holds about 20000 books, a reading room, an art gallery and a
small auditorium and everyone‘ can freely visit this center. Except that, the
auditorium nearby the office of HI offer about 15 film shows per
month. HI publishes a monthly magazine, but it is rather difficult to pub-
lish any pamphlet for announcing such activities because of the limitation of

the budget and stuffs, the person said.

3. Problems of the cultural exchange between Bangladesh
and the other SAARC countries.

Some government officials mentioned the difficulty on the acquisition of
visa as a main factor to obstacle the cultural exchange. Although it is true
in some sense, there seems to be more serious problems on this matter.

A well-informed journalist says that there are two main problems concern-
ing this matter.. 1) The‘ number of the cultural exchange programs among
SAARC countries is too small to appreciate. 2) Though we can observe
some activities of cultural exchange between Bangladesh and India, the flow
of communication is almost one-sided, from India to Bangladesh only.
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Unfortunately, there seems very small possibility to improve this situation,
mainly because of the lack of concern of the government officials and politi-
cians.

Except these, a pérson of music world points out the “pirates” problem as
one of the main cause to.emergé' such a “one-sided” flow of inférmation. A
person who belongs to the cinema world points out that the lack of suffi-
cient training for the engineefs in this field and the lack of capital to make

quality-works are the main obstacles.

4. The present state of affair of cultural exchange between

Bangladesh and some foreign countries other than SAARC

4-1. General situation

Concerning to relation_with, USA, the commercial—based cultural exchange
is the main form, such as cinema, music etc. There are more or less satis-
factory relations with those countries that have “cultural center” in
Bangladesh, such as UK, German or France, but except those, there is
almost no communication with the others in the ﬁeld of cultural
exchange. Thbugh Bangladesh is a Muslim dominated country, there is
no worth mentioning relation with the so-called Middle Eastern Islamic
countries on this matter, mainly because of the great difference of the lan-
guage and of the lack of concern on cultural field on the side of those coun-

tries.

4-2. Activities of some Western cultural centers

“Cchobi Mela”, 1st Festival of Photography in Asia, has held in Dhaka on
January 2001 and this is certainly first and the most big event of such a kind
in Bangladesh. Many foreign cultural institutions took part ih this festival
as a sponsor, thbse includes the British Council, Goethe Institute, Alliance
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Francaise, etc. Not only in this example, but also in the case of so many
other cultural events in Bangladesh, we can find their name on the back
page of pamphiets or in the news reports of mass media. Many people
who belong to the highly educated part of the society or to the urban
middle class knows their names and activities well. The author sketches
the activities of those three institutions mentioned above. (See Japanese

text in detail)

5. Present state of affair of the introduction of

Japanese culture in Bangladesh

5-1. The activities of Cultural Section of the Japanese Embassy in
Bangladesh
The section deals with so many kind of works; concerning voluminous work
relating to the Japan Foundation, consulting work for the Bangladeshi stu-
dents who want to study in Japan, the works relating to the stipend of the
Japanese Ministry of Education or the Asian Fellowship, holding a Japanese
Speech contest in Dhaka, etc. In addition to these, the section also offers
some special events 2-0r 3 times per year, such as, cultural exhibitions, con-
certs performed by the cultural envoys from Japan, etc. Besides, this sec-
tion collaborates with some Japanese language institutions in Bangladesh
for the purpose of promoting Japanese. To accomplish such a vast variety
of works, it seems that the stuff working for this section is too small in num-

ber, i.e. 1 Japanese (full-time), 4 Bangladeshis 3 fulltime and 1 part-time).

5-2. Some short comments on the activities of Japanese embassy
by Bangladeshis

Appreciating the cultural event offered by the cultural section in some

degree, a Bangladeshi journalist points out a great deficit of the activities of
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the section. That is‘, the program offered by the éection is too small in
number. In reality, except in the case of very réfé and maniac Japanese
lovers, there are almost no persons in Bangladesh who know the Japanese
culture. The main reason for such a state of affair is clear; Japan has no
cultural center or such a kind of institution in Bangladesh.

Similarly, although showing their appreciation for the kind assisﬁng of
the cultural section to make success the Cinema Festival, a person relating
to the cinema world also points out the limit of the activities of the
section. She said that, generally speaking, they, she or almost all of the
Bangladeshi, know nothing about the acﬁvities of the cultural section.
Moreover, she and the person of cinema world get no information about the

Japanese film show in this country, though she know the fact that such a

kind of shows is certainly held in some occasion somewhere in this country

because she watch Japanese films as a censorship member.

6. A short conclusion with some recommendations

6-1. On the pos_sibiiity of cultural exchange in Bangladesh

AS far as we concern on the present situation in Bangladesh, it seems very
difficult to assist or to promote the cultural exchange with the other SAARC
countries through the government offices. We must certainly recognize a
great and everlasting possibility to erupt political argument or crisis among
the countries, especially between India and Pakistan. ‘Moreover, as the
bureaucratic systerh in Bangladesh is the mal-functioned and ineffective one
beyond our imagination, it seems to be almost no possibility to yield a posi-
tive result even if the J apanese government offer a financial assistance on
this field. Concefning the establishment of “South Asian Cultural Center”,
the Japanese government should be very cautious about its feasibility, the
author feels. |
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On the contrary, we see moderate possibility to help and to part in the
cultural exchange in the private or semi-official sectors. To put it in con-
crete, it seems possible for Japan to play a positive role in the following
examples, and that kind of activities will soon bear fruit in some
degree. Those are, financial and technical assistance to hold a cinema fes-
tival, same kind of assistance for some cultural prbgrams such as the photo
exhibitions or art exhibitions, offering support to the cultural or art groups
in Bangladesh, offering support to the cultural exchange programé held by
such kind of groups, etc. At the same time, offering formal invitation for
the Bangladesh groups or individuals to attend a cinema festival or an exhi-
bition in Japan will be good opportunity to introduce the modern culture of
Bangladesh. And, to do so, the attendants will bring back the live informa-

tion on contemporary Japanese culture and society to Bangladesh.

6-2. On the activities of Cultural Section of the Japanese Embassy
in Bangladesh

Although we recognize their limitation, such as too much work, shortage of

stuffs and budget, limit of space etc., we cannot help to point out some prob-

lems concerning the activities of the section. Instead to pointing out the

problems, however, the author recommend some improvement of the form

and activities of the section.

(@ Recommendation for improvement for a short term
1) Provide drinking water in the room of cultural section for the visitors.
2) Distributing some newspapers and periodicals in the room. |
3) Distributing the English information books or guides published from
the Japanese universities in the room.
4) Arranging to offer Japanese film shows in multi purpose hall in the
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embassy periodically.
5) Installing PCs, at least one PC, for the visitors in the room urgently.
6) Distributing English books (translated from Japanese) and English

periodicals in the room, even if not soon, but gradually.

(b) Recommendation for a middle or long term

1) Sift of location lof the cultural section to the downtown area.

2) Coping with the situation of cultural activities strategically.

3) Necessity of publicity, especially for the announcement on the cultural
activities.

4) Cooperation with the domestic cultural or art groups.

5) Publishing a per?odical for the Bangladeshi (in English or in Bengali if
possible). |

The List of Interviewees (not in order)
Mr. Munsi Fayez Ahmed, Director General, SAARC Wing, Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs. V |

Mr. Farhad Rahman, Cultural Adviser, Ministry of Cultural Affairs.

Mr. Farid Ahmed, Senior Assistant Secretary, Ministry of Cultural Affairs.

Mr. Rabiul Islam Khan, Acting Director General, Shilpakala Academy.

Mr. Monjurul Ahsan Bulbul, News Editor, the Daily Jugantar & the News Anchor,
Ekushey Televison (ETV). »

Ms. Kabori Sarwar, Film Artist, Cha1rperson of the Bangladesh Intematlonal Film
Festival 2001, Member of the National Film Censor Board. 7

Mr. Syed S. Ahmed, Chairman of Ganer Dali, Member of International Copyrights
Association. |

Ms. Riva Ganguly Das, Counsellor; High Commission of India, Dhaka.

Ms. Sangeeta Barua, Links Officer, The British Council, Dhaka..

Ms. Shampa Kaiser, Art Manager, The British Council, Dhaka.

Mr. Ashraf-uz-Zaman Sarker, Programme Officer, Goethe Institute, Dhaka.

Mr. Andre Raynouard, Conseiller de Cooperation et d’Action Culturalle, Ambassade

de France; Director, Alliance Francaise de Dacca.
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Mr. Christophe Steyer, Deputy Director, Cultural Affairs, Alliance Francaise de
Dhaka.

Some local stuffs (anonymous) of the Cultural Section, Embassy of Japan, Dhaka.
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