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BANGLADESH: QUO VADIS—THE WAY FORWARD

By Srini Sitaraman

The government of Prime Minister (PM) Sheikh Hasina Wazed collapsed within minutes on 5 August
2024. The Bangladesh Army gave her 45 minutes to depart the country.! The Bangladesh government
sought emergency permission to land the C-130J plane carrying the former Prime Minister in India,
which the Indian government quickly granted.? Immediately following the departure, the Bangladeshi
Army, led by Army Chief Waker-Uz-Zaman, created an interim government. Nobel laureate Dr.
Muhammad Yunus will be leading a caretaker government.?

The extent to which Mr. Yunus will have the freedom to make his own decisions independently of the
army will be sharply tested in the coming weeks.* His top priority must be to bring law and order to
the city and the countryside,® for which he needs the cooperation and trust of law enforcement
agencies. Police and other law enforcement agencies have largely abandoned their posts because of
reprisal attacks from violent mobs. After Prime Minister Hasina’s exit from the country, 76 police
stations were set on fire, and “13 police officers, including an officer-in-charge, were beaten to death
inside a police station.”® Students, citizen volunteers, and the military have assumed traffic and other
routine tasks across Bangladesh, as police, fearing for their lives, have shed their uniforms.
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Bangladesh is in the throes of systematic violence across the country. Stores, offices, schools, and
banks are closed; the Internet, which was shut down, is only slowly returning, and a widespread
blackout of reportage is coming out of the country.’” Overall, the country has come to a near
standstill. Widespread violence targeting the Hindu minorities, accounting for less than 10% of the
country, is happening in every corner of the country. Violent clashes resulted in numerous deaths and
significant property damage, including the destruction of historical sites and lynching.®

The proximate reason behind these protests and the overthrow of the Awami League government of
Sheikh Hasina was the creation of quotas for government jobs that continue to preserve the elite
status of the descendants of those who fought in the Bangladesh War of Independence in 1971. The
same type of agitation has occurred previously; there were mass protests against the government of
Sheikh Hasina in 2018, albeit on a smaller scale, and the government backed down from its decision
to extend the reservation quota.® However, the students detest the system of preferences and
qguotas because they view it as a system of “patronage built by the ruling party, of which the 30%
quota” was the cornerstone of the Hasina government’s policy.'° They believe that many have
obtained the coveted “freedom fighter” status falsely through bribery and forgery. Still, there are
many other reasons as to why the violence has not subsided and why law enforcement has failed to
respond to the destruction of property and targeted violence against Hindu minorities and former
Awami League cadres, members of the judiciary, and police.*!

Raging mobs set fire to Hindu homes, businesses, and temples in almost all districts of the country.*?
In one area, the attackers destroyed the house of a Hindu community leader and vandalized several
other properties.!® Similarly, incidents of burning, looting, and sexual violence against women are
being reported from almost all districts of Bangladesh, which is causing widespread fear and internal
displacement and forcible acquisition of minority-owned property and land belonging to the Hindu,
Buddhist, and Christian communities.*
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Bangladesh is no stranger to violence; it was born in a crucible of enormous violence and war in 1971,
and again in 1975, it saw gunmen assassinate the creator of modern Bangladesh, Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman, the father of the now fleeing Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina, in 1975 along with his entire
family.?> Prime Minister Hasina and her sister escaped because they were studying abroad.'®
Throughout the history of Bangladesh, the volatile mixture of ethnicity, politics, and religion has led
to a cycle of paroxysms of violence and political change. *’

The British colonists first partitioned the Bengal Province in 1905, but the partition was annulled in
1911 because of massive protests.'® Unfortunately, Bengal was partitioned again in 1947 on a
religious basis, and it became East Pakistan.® During the partition of India, massive violence occurred
on a genocidal scale, with mass movements of refugees on both sides of the border. It saw another
shift in its political shape in 1971, following violence and war, when East Pakistan became fully
sovereign and transitioned into Bangladesh. After 1975, it witnessed at least 39 military coups and
frequent instances of episodic violence.?°

During a nearly two-decade reign, Prime Minister Hasina brought a degree of order, focused on
development, growth, and infrastructure, and steered the country to economic resurgence when its
growth and GDP Per Capita income topped India.?! However, economic growth was not enough to
stave the political winds of change that blew against her during the third term, when the government
became increasingly authoritarian. The Prime Minister started to sideline the opposition completely
and prevented most forms of formal opposition in the government and other government sectors.??
She also used law enforcement to crack down on opposition voices, increasing resentment.

The January 2024 elections were a watershed moment in Bangladesh politics. The opposition
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) decided to boycott the elections. BNP’s coalition partner,
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Jammat-i-Islami, could not compete because it was banned and barred from competing in elections
by the Bangladesh courts in 2013, and the courts did not remove the ban despite a petition before
the 2024 elections. Prime Minister Hasina’s Awami League party won 222 of 299 seats in the
Bangladesh Parliament in early January 2024, winning her fourth consecutive term.?? She has
continuously held the position of Prime Minister since January 2009 until her eviction in August 2024.
Previously, she held the Prime Minister position from June 1996 to July 2001. Overall, she has been a
central figure in Bangladeshi politics for over 35 years. After winning her spot for the fourth
consecutive term, she immediately formed a government and continued her focus on economic and
infrastructure development. Although the government defended its record and the conduct of the
elections, there were widespread complaints about the sanctity and legality of the elections, and
several incidents of violence marred the polls.?*

In mid-July, PM Hasina cut short her visit to Beijing and returned home, which only sparked rumors of
a rift in relations between Beijing and Dhaka over the financial aid package. Then, protests began in
Dhaka and spread all around the country over the quota system for the much-coveted government
jobs for the descendants of the Bangladesh War of Independence in 1971. Thirty percent of the quota
for government jobs was reserved for direct descendants of the Bangladesh War of Independence,
ten percent for women, and ten percent for specific underrepresented districts.

The reservation law that seemed to privilege government backers to solidify the ruling party’s grip on
power incensed student critics. Protests that began peacefully gradually turned violent. The
Bangladesh Supreme Court significantly scaled back the reservation limits on July 21, 2024, to about
seven percent, but the protesters returned to the streets and continued their fierce agitation. As
many as 500 people may have perished during the protest movements to oust Prime Minister Hasina,
and the subsequent violence targeting specific groups and individuals in the post-Hasina will only
increase this number.?°

So, what is the way forward for Bangladesh? It just held an election earlier this year in January, and
having another election at a time of extreme violence and chaos would be a tall order. The primary
and urgent task before Mr. Muhammad Yunus is to take full control of the law and order situation
across the country and prevent acts of grotesque violence both against the religious minorities and
against the opposition party members.?® The second job is to bring the perpetrators of this mass
violence to justice, not only the violence that occurred after Prime Minister Hasina’s exit from office
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but also the violence employed against the student protesters.?” The third job would be to reform the
police and judiciary so that it is not prone to the vagaries of which political party is in power. This
would be a tall order for an interim government to do, but that is something worthy of doing.

The education system requires reform to create opportunities for the young and counter the growing
radicalism of Bangladeshi society. Mr. Yunus has to thank Jammat-i-Islami and Islami Chhatra Shibir—
the student wing of the Jammat party, for coming to power—but he has to ensure the country does
not slide into increasing radicalism and extremism. The newly appointed Bangladesh government’s
Council of Advisors must also sustain their external relations not only with their immediate neighbors,
India and Myanmar, but also with other major powers, namely China, Russia, Japan, and the United
States. Lastly, and most importantly, it is necessary to nurture the economy, which has been the
engine of growth for Bangladesh for the last decade, and distribute its wealth in an equitable manner.

The focus should especially be on ameliorating youth unemployment, which was the trigger that
brought down the Hasina government. Bangladesh’s economy has significantly slowed, with real
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth falling to 4.8 percent in the first half of 2024 alone. Therefore,
there are plenty of challenges ahead of the new interim government of Bangladesh. It has to manage
the aspirations of its citizens and control extremism, radicalism, and lawlessness.
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