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DURING the last decade and a half, politics in Bangladesh has run a paradoxical course. There has been, on the one hand, an undiminished attachment to the Westminster model of parliamentary democracy and, on the other, a persistent violation of its basic principle that elections produce a government of the majority party or a coalition of parties and a ‘loyal’ opposition’ that offers policy alternatives, primarily in the national parliament.

Bangladesh has not been without articulate non-governmental organisations, a robust civil society and a vigorous tradition of the independence of the media.

But this framework of democratic assent and dissent has frequently been overshadowed by boycotts of parliament, prolonged strikes, unruly demonstrations and, more recently, by increased political violence. The events of the last few months seem to have posed the question of whether the polity that produced this intense drama has reached a breaking point.

Clearly, a new factor has become discernible in the shape of a demand for the reconstruction of the greatly stressed polity. In its oversimplified version, it is a manoeuvre to sideline the old leadership so that a new leadership emerges. The project rests on three fundamental assumptions.

One, the political confrontations that paralyse governance are largely the result of irreconcilable rivalry between Begum Khaleda Zia and Hasina Wajed who have dominated the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) and the Awami League (AL) respectively. Both of them, it is said, control their parties with the help of a coterie of power brokers who have no real faith in democratic institutions. In this analysis, the rise and fall of the political party created by General Ershad after seizing power has not

made much impact on their enduring hostility.

Two, there is a strong nexus between the politics of these two mainstream parties and rampant corruption in the country.

Three, disillusionment with them first contributed to the noticeable empowerment of Jamaat-i-Islami and Islami Oikya Jote (Islamic Unity Front) in the electoral process and as BNP’s coalition partner and then to the emergence of far more radical and violence-prone fringe groups such as Jamaat-ul Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB) and Jagrata Muslim Janata Bangladesh ( JMJB), which reject constitutionalism and aim at an Islamist revolution.

On present evidence, the reformist project has gradually evolved as the crisis around the elections that had to be held before January 25, 2007, unfolded. A constitutional amendment of 1996 requires that elections be held under a neutral caretaker government. The government led by Begum Khaleda Zia ostensibly fulfilled this requirement but Hasina Wajed was not prepared to put her faith in the new elections without a series of major decisions involving personalities and procedures. She backed her demands by street power.

As the confrontation worsened, Bangladesh witnessed a tacit intervention by seemingly apolitical technocrats with links to donor international financial institutions apprehensive about the impact on the national economy. Reluctant to stage a classical coup d’etat, the armed forces have decided to underwrite the reformist agenda.

Parallels of such a convergence of forces are easily found in Pakistan’s own history and the objective is nearly always a re-engineering of the political class. It led to declaration of emergency and postponement of election. It is being validated by embarking upon an anti-corruption drive which has already taken into its net important political figures including Khaleda Zia’s son Tareq Rahman

In the light of the experience of the past direct interventions, the army has apparently decided that it can act as a praetorian guard with subtlety and without pulling down the basic political organisation. For one thing, it probably genuinely believes that long term national interest is better served by avoiding extra-constitutional steps. Then in Bangladesh, the concept of the unity of command has not been as inflexible as in Pakistan.

The top echelon of the army has often harboured more than one view and that is probably the case this time as well. Be it as it may, the armed forces are pushing for reforms while retaining the umbrella of a perfectly legitimate interim government which in all likelihood will extend the emergency beyond the present expiry date in May.

Perhaps taking a cue from Pakistan, it seems to have played with the idea of exiling both Khaleda Zia and Hasina Wajed. In fact, a government press note implied that much and Hasina Wajed was not allowed to board a Dhaka –bound flight from London.The widely circulated story that Khaleda Zia would head for Saudi Arabia was followed by reports that Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Qatar had declined to accept another guest from the Muslim states of the subcontinent. Meanwhile, the interim government also did not quite relish a legal battle in the higher courts of the country. So the exile has petered out as an instant option.

The interim government has not, however, abandoned the intention of heralding a new dawn by somehow removing the massive shadow of the daughter of the founding father and of the custodian of the legacy of the general who widened the political base of the country by redefining Bangladeshi nationalism.

The fact of the matter is that the chequered course followed by Bangladesh’s parliamentary politics is not entirely because of the personal ego of a leader or two; it reflects the lingering presence in the body politic of certain divisions that accompanied its traumatic emergence as a sovereign state. It will be much easier to put the ship of state on an even keel if these divisions were not exploited again and again for reasons of political expediency.

The first upheaval came when the founding father, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, decided to become a powerful president and transformed Awami League, the party of freedom movement, into the left-leaning Bangladesh Peasants and Workers League. This experiment ended with his tragic assassination on August 15, 1975.

It took his successor Ziaur Rahman nearly three years to promulgate a revised constitution. His main political legacy has been the BNP designed to be the main alternative to the restored AL. Historically, the two parties have represented rival interpretations of the idea of Bangladesh.

Awami League began with democracy, socialism, secularism and nationalism as the guiding principles of the state. Secularism was recognition of the more varied composition of the population of the breakaway province of Pakistan, a conceptual device to distance it from the short-lived federation with that Islamic Republic and a more modernistic approach to the problems of today.

The task of reconciling secularism with the strong Islamic identity of the people, however, remained a foremost concern. Similarly, the initial definition of nationalism in ethnic and linguistic terms had to be differentiated from Bengali nationalism on the Indian side of the border to resist the gravitational pull of the much bigger neighbour.

Extreme polarisation between freedom fighters and the rest was another issue that needed to be mediated by opening up political space to groups of people who were aligned with the wrong side of history in 1970.

General Ziaur Rahman founded BNP to resolve some of these inherent tensions. His concept of Bangladeshi identity sought synthesis with the Islamic heritage of the nation; it also gave nationalism a territorial base. He tried to heal the internal divisions. BNP also wanted to make state socialism and free enterprise a matter of political choice.

In the international context, Awami League has often been dubbed as “pro-Indian” while BNP has laid claims to a stronger assertion of national sovereignty. In actual practice, it cannot work for a sharply different India policy as the demands of realpolitik are identical for either party. It is more a question of style than substance.

Political violence in the country has a complex socio-economic genesis. It has been exacerbated by the tendency of political parties to fight their battles outside the parliament. Fringe groups assert themselves through terrorist acts. They have demonstrated their ability to survive bans as well as tough operations by the newly raised Rapid Action Battalions composed largely of military personnel by finding a place for themselves in the political undergrowth of the country.

There is doubtless proliferation of small arms, which is partly a legacy of the 1971 guerrilla war and partly related to increasing flows of weapons throughout South Asia. Crime syndicates and fringe political groups cooperate all over the region.

Conversations with Professor Ghulam Azam and other Islamic leaders of Bangladesh some 20 years ago revealed fears that efforts made by the freedom fighters’ lobby to keep them out of legitimate politics would radicalise the impatient segments of the religious opinion.

This radicalisation was also encouraged by larger forces at work in the region. Once the global war on terror began, the western media hyped up the degree and expanse of religious radicalism in Bangladesh.

External pressures on governments since 2003 have forced the government into a bloody conflict with these fringe movements. The army and the culture of establishment in which the caretaker government is rooted are evidently under pressure from external powers to develop, as in Pakistan, an agenda to secularise national politics.

How far this project of re-engineering the political class succeeds will become clear only over several months. Bangladesh’s best hope is still a new national compact between the warring political parties for which the two veteran ladies would have to transcend personal rivalry and vendetta. In the final analysis, their ideological differences are not unbridgeable and the nation has enough dynamism to meet the challenges of our time.
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