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GIVEN our common history and other linkages, it is inevitable that the people of Pakistan should follow with interest the political developments in Bangladesh. For people like this writer who spent the first quarter century of his life in that land endowed with both natural beauty and human grace, Bangladesh is not a distant entity.

Bangladesh’s success in the fields of economic growth, education, health, population management and micro finance, has been a source of joy for millions of Pakistanis. It is, however, its political evolution that has been of special envy.

Unlike Pakistan, it appeared as if the people of Bangladesh had succeeded in finally exorcising the ghost of unelected, authoritarian regimes. When Bangladeshis would claim, with understandable pride, that theirs was one of the very few functioning democracies in the Islamic world, this was ungrudgingly acknowledged.

Alas, Bangladesh’s two most important leaders — the Bangladesh National Party’s Khaleda Zia and the Awami League’s Hasina Wajed — failed to realise where their mutual hatred and confrontation was leading the country. Taking advantage of their implacable hostility towards one another and the unsavoury record of their administrations, the Bangladesh army carried out in January 2007 what diplomatic observers refer to as a “soft coup”, much to the disquiet of liberals and democrats.

Generally, the people had become so tired of seeing their country become hostage to the two ladies’ hostility that the army’s “slow creep” into power was welcomed by many who ignored the well-known principle that bringing the army in is neither a remedy for maladministration, nor a cure for corruption. If anything, dictatorial regimes can be even more corrupt and insensitive to the people’s needs — and there’s no getting rid of them either.

It would be recalled that as soon as elections were announced late last year, the opposition led by Sheikh Hasina Wajed not only challenged the composition of the election commission, but even the motives of the Khaleda Zia government. This confrontation soon assumed alarming proportions that inevitably led to street violence and disruption of the country’s economic activities.

It was, therefore, not a surprise when increasing numbers of Bangladeshis, especially those who favoured stability and growth over democracy and human rights, started clamouring for the security forces to step in and take charge of the country’s destiny. This siren song was what the army was hoping for, but unlike other countries, the armed forces did not assume direct control, choosing instead to retain a façade of civilian rule by having President Iajuddin Ahmed declare a state of emergency.

This move suspended several political rights and also brought about a non-party caretaker government led by a retired civil servant Fakhruddin Ahmed as the chief adviser. At the same time, the caretaker government decided to postpone parliamentary elections which were to take place in the same month. Most Bangladeshis recognised that it was the army chief, General Moeen Ahmed, who had handpicked him.

Fakhruddin Ahmed gave a categorical assurance that he and his team would not “stay in power a day longer” than was necessary. His assurance allayed somewhat the apprehensions of the people, but they watched with growing trepidation the army-inspired selective crackdown on well-known politicians and political workers.

In April, former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina Wajed was charged with the murder of four people in an incident of political violence in 2006. But instead of encouraging her to return and face these charges, Dhaka made it clear that it wanted her to continue staying abroad. When she tried to return, Bangladesh used its influence with the British to prevent her from boarding the aircraft that was to bring her home.

Not surprisingly, Hasina Wajed was exultant and claimed that the interim government had tried to keep her out of the country because they could not “tolerate my popularity”. She also accused the military rulers of “taking the Pakistan model as their ideology”, adding that the Bangladesh military had been encouraged by the manner in which the Pakistani military ousted and sidelined two former prime ministers.

Her political opponent Khaleda Zia who was prime minister till 2006 was placed under virtual house arrest while her son and close associates were taken into custody. Thereafter, intense pressure was applied on her to voluntarily go into exile and, in return, have all charges against her and her family and friends, dropped. After first appearing to buckle under the military’s pressure, she suddenly turned defiant and refused to seek salvation abroad.

The interim government’s ambitious plans to institute wide-ranging purges, ostensibly to root out corruption and punish those involved in major cases of illegal activities, was welcomed initially. But the people were disappointed to note that there was no enquiry against serving and retired military and paramilitary officers who enjoyed no better reputation. According to the London Economist, “defence deals were notoriously corrupt in Bangladesh”. Resultantly, the campaign against the politicians soon lost steam. The dominance of the military in the interim set-up has resulted in not only violations of human rights of politicians, but also in other illegal actions by security and intelligence agencies.

A report by a Bangladesh human rights organisation indicated that in the first three months since the imposition of the state of emergency, 74 people were killed by the law-enforcement agencies across the country. Nearly one-third of those killed were the so-called “left-wing extremists”.

The military-backed caretaker government by its recent moves, especially its effort to sideline BNP and AL leaders, has damaged its credibility. It is now trying to redeem itself by claiming that its primary aim is to rid the country of corruption and that thereafter it will hold “free and fair elections”.

The caretakers have, however, claimed that preparation of fresh electoral rolls will take at least 18 months, even though the constitution mandates the holding of elections within 90 days of the dissolution of parliament. In fact, with the expiry of the three-month period in April, the caretaker government no longer enjoys legitimacy.

Moreover, with the declaration of the emergency, the military has cracked down on political activity, the media has been censored and private channels can broadcast news supplied only by the state organs. Political and trade union activities are banned as well.

There have also been reports to the effect that the army chief may form a political front and enter politics. An effort has been made to convince Nobel laureate and head of the Grameen Bank Prof Muhammad Yunus to enter the electoral process at the head of a team of technocrats and professionals who would first be vetted by the intelligence agencies. These are all counterproductive moves that should be abandoned now, rather than after damage has been done to the democratic traditions of the country.

As well-wishers of Bangladesh, Pakistanis have watched with growing anxiety, first the mutually destructive rivalry between the two ladies and more recently, the efforts of the military-backed regime to play with the democratic institutions of the country.

It was a relief, however, to learn that the ban on the return of Ms Wajed had been lifted and the plans for Ms Zia to go into exile abandoned. The practice of sending political leaders into exile has been tried out by military juntas in many countries, including Pakistan where the tradition has been in vogue ever since President Iskander Mirza was packed off to London in October 1958.

In 1999, Gen Musharraf, too, used the good offices of the Saudis to get rid of elected Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, while Benazir Bhutto was encouraged to stay away from the country on the threat of a long incarceration at home. Thereafter, Musharraf was seen as both strong and smart. But nearly eight years of unchallenged authority have failed to bestow legitimacy or credibility on his government. It has also failed to destroy the core support base of the leaders of the two mainstream political parties.

No government can claim to be either democratic or legitimate if it resorts to banishing political rivals. However corrupt or inefficient a politician may be, he or she cannot do as much damage to the state and its institutions as a military ruler whose regime functions outside the purview of the law. The deepening crisis in one of the world’s few Muslim democracies is a matter of alarm and deep disappointment.

The US attitude has been ambivalent, but it is hoped that Washington will make it clear that tampering with the democratic institutions will not be countenanced in Bangladesh.

The EU, however, has warned that “a failure of the current electoral process would be a major setback for democracy and for the international credibility of the country”. The International Crisis Group has said “mere hand-wringing” was not enough, adding that “improving democracy is the first guarantee against the growth of extremism”.

For those of us who are witnessing in our own country the damage that an authoritarian regime causes to the institutions of the state, one can only hope that given the glorious traditions of the people of Bangladesh, the military-backed set-up in Dhaka will soon realise the futility of denying to its people the rights that they obtained after untold suffering and sacrifices. Nor should they forget that a democracy by its very nature is messy, but it is as yet the only system where the people and not the rulers are the masters of their destiny.

The writer is a former ambassador.
