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Democracy as a Concept
Democracy is viewed comprehensively in terms of three general approaches: sources of authority of the government, purposes served by the government, and procedures for constituting government (Huntington, The Third Wave). The classical theory of democracy saw it only in terms of ‘will of the people’ and the ‘common good’. Even in modern times, some political theorists still try to define democracy in the classical vein with idealistic connotations such as, freedom, liberty, egalitarianism, effective citizen control over policy, responsible government, equal participation of the people etc. In recent years, democracy is also viewed through governance lens - a new paradigm, meaning rights of people, human dignity, reduction of corruption and ensuring transparency and accountability of the government. But, in reality, democracy in most third world countries means a system of governance where there is extensive competition of power and change of governments through regular, free and fair elections.  Here we see many warning signs. One is that the voters themselves seem increasingly disillusioned. Turnout at elections in rich countries has been on the decline. In some flawed democracies, elections are prone to boycotts and violence (as in Thailand, Bangladesh).  In many countries, not least in the biggest democracy, India, anger over corruption in politics is widespread. And after high hopes of the "Arab spring", democracy seems to be going backwards in much of the region.
Democracy as a Challenge
Those of us who incline towards optimism about the future of democracy know that democracy globally has been facing a lot of challenges and setbacks in recent years. 
Two big, dynamic middle-income countries, Thailand and Egypt where democracy was expected to consolidate, have returned to military rule as a result of political polarization and intolerance. The democratic undertow has been particularly apparent in Muslim-majority countries. The Arab spring has given way to an Arab freeze in Egypt in particular, with the army's de facto political domination now constitutionally entrenched for some time to come. In most other Arab states, especially Syria, authoritarian regimes have reasserted control or there is a partial or total vacuum of authority. In Africa, the trend of change has been towards increasing concentration and abuse of executive power, shrinking space for civil society and the media, and increasing problems of human rights and punishment of opposition. Populism and corruption have impaired the performance of democracy and disillusioned citizens in many parts of the world including India. The failure to safeguard civil liberties and political freedom is an additional source of discontent in new emerging democracies which can only make progress where there is leadership at the top committed to democratic reform as in the Philippines or Indonesia. 
Bangladesh Context:   

In 2014, Bangladesh democracy seems to be in grave crisis.  The ‘exclusive’ election held on 5th January without the participation of the main opposition party, accompanied by violent politics and state repression throughout 2013, cast dark cloud on the prospect of democracy. There is now perpetual fear of further escalation as political compromise remained an illusion. Arguably, the larger part of the electorate involuntarily waived of their right of franchise—hardly an outcome over two decades of democracy the people deserved. Political parties do not function democratically and decisions are often imposed by the top leadership. The consequences can be stark— protracted internal conflict with further erosion of democratic institutions, rule of law and freedom of expression is real. In the ‘worst case’ scenario the country could face the risk of a democratic reversal with high social and economic cost in addition to the political costs. 
Why Bangladesh democracy has come to such as an impasse? Why democracy could not take firm roots after decades of experiment, and now is on the path of reversal to an authoritarian –personal rule. . It is certainly difficult to answer these questions as we try to establish causal link of democratic malfunctioning or failure to any particular factor. Rather a number of factors can be identified in the transition and consolidation process. In broad term, the bloody legacy of political evolution of Bangladesh since the country's independence partly takes the blame for the current political instability and uncompromising attitudes of political actors. The contextual difficulties come from Bangladesh’s low-income, low-resource and low literacy status.  Institutional weaknesses, especially in representative bodies, like parliament and political parties that Bangladesh has tried remained weak and personal in nature. They mostly served the interests of the leaders and the elites. Limited entry and lack of competition have made the system unstable. As one noted author has aptly described that “Ruled by outside forces for many centuries, historically the society has not experienced the development of modern political order consisting of three institutional domains: a strong state, the rule of law and accountability”. (Francis Fukuyama, 2013). 

Democracy and public interest 

One noticeable change in Bangladesh’s political dynamics in recent years is the increasing disconnect between the centre and grassroots. Weakening of inter-party relations and intra-party democracy and near absence of ‘political feedback mechanism’ between the centre and grass -root levels of political parties, among others, might have affected the country’s democratic consolidation process.), One notable author, for instance, observed that “the degree of internal democracy of political parties in Bangladesh is weak, due to the electoral parties’ weak organizations, strong centralization and prevalent informal decision-making processes controlled by a limited number of party elites (dynastic parties)” Inge Amundsen (2013). This general result has important implications on the prospects of democratizing party politics and consolidating democracy in Bangladesh. Moreover, in recent years, heightened urbanization, increasing monetization of the economy, growing nexus between business people and politicians and the kleptocratic capture of state institutions inter alia might have also affected the democratic institutions adversely. The center’s accountability has been curtailed by weakening of the various apparatus of the rule of law, reflected by the containment of the power of the Anti-Corruption Commission and increasing politicization of law enforcers (Police and RAB), among others. All these adverse developments in recent years have particular importance for voice and accountability aspects of the country’s governance.  As far as grass-root democracy is concerned, some scholars are of the view that when the political parties seem to suffer from weak representative structures, and lack of effective communications between centre and local / regional branches then such developments seriously hinder realization of public interests. 

Risks of democratic reversal
The ordeals that democracy is undergoing in Bangladesh today raise serious concerns about its future. While democracy is one of the greatest aspirations of the people of Bangladesh, the way it unfolded over the past decades did not inspire them, and its prospect appears gloomy now. In fact, there is a widespread perception particularly after 5 January ‘farcical’ elections that the democracy is doomed at least for some time in the coming years.  The demand of the opposition BNP and other parties for holding a free and fair election through a neutral Caretaker government will likely to further convulse the Bangladesh society and polity. The ‘mortal battle’ on the streets of the capital and city centers in the name of movement might bring the recipe for disaster (democratic reversal) - the change could accompany lingering crisis and chaos. To avoid such a scenario, there needs to be a dialogue and compromise among the political parties especially the two major ones which are most unlikely. Business leaders and most of civil society, as well as the media and international community must unite to forge an agreement between the two party leaders. Many in civil society prefer a ‘recess’ from politics, the elements of which range from: 1) postponing the election for a few months until things are worked out; to 2) a ‘reset pause’ which is a euphemism for a military intervention and a technocratic government devoted to rebuilding institutions and reforming the parties.(W. B. Milam, ) 
That said, democratic virtues do not flourish in a country or society naturally. Every country or society has its own socio-political and cultural dimensions that may facilitate or hinder democratic sustainability. Many political scientists therefore argue that a certain synergy between societal and institutional evolution is necessary for any democracy to be consolidated and sustained.  Larry Diamond, a noted political scientist, underscores the necessity for a two-tier process that involves both the State (key institutions, including the political parties) and the Civil Society (Diamond 1996: 227). Others, however, emphasize the need for effective mechanism for transfer of power (Neutral Transition Government) and commitment of top leadership for democratic reforms (e.g. constitutional changes, like balance of power and electoral adjustments.
But history shows that the ruling party, if could win an election with due legitimacy or not, obtaining power far beyond their popular support, it became difficult to change their mind-set. It tried to consolidate their position primarily by muzzling the opposition, putting its leaders in jail or into exile, and co-opting others with the temptation of profiting from a share of the economic rents that come with political power, and quite often justifying their authoritarian methods in the name of stability and development. The AL government began this process before the election, putting a large number of BNP leaders in jail, filing innumerable cases against them, and thus, fragmenting and neutralizing the opposition as a political force. In fact, the B.N. P. and other opposition parties today are faced with a historic challenge for their very existence as future of democracy is at stake. 

Conclusion: Looking Ahead
Today, democracy and development are two powerful constructs in global and national contexts. In Western developed countries, democracy is firmly rooted once they pass the threshold of a development level.  The challenges are in fact faced by hundreds of developing countries like us. There have been waves of democratization in these countries of Asia, Africa and South America. But as waves rise, they also fall- some democracies failed and collapsed under a combination of lop-sided development, corruption, malfunctioning of democratic institutions, and disaffection with politicians who could not deliver for the people. In fact, there is a group of scholars who think that if the economic development does not grow above $ 3000 per annum, the country is not better off becoming a democracy. The strong economy must go simultaneously with the reconstruction of democracy. We have to be like Malaysian or Koreans that succeeded in democratic transformations when they were able to create “informed stakeholders, a vibrant middle class, an entrepreneurial group and an educated population”. 
The challenging interface of democracy and development is therefore critical at this point of our political history. The current political leadership symbolized by Sheikh Hasina seems to be inclined to this model and started implementing it. In such context, Bangladesh has come full circle to the tipping point it faced almost 40 years ago-  we are witnessing, as one author has starkly pointed out ”consolidation of a one-party government into a one-party state”.  It is now up to the people of Bangladesh to decide whether they would succumb to such rule or rise to the occasion to assert that the nation did achieve and sustain GDP growth of five to six per cent for almost 20 years without going backward  towards a more authoritarian state sacrificing its much-coveted goal of democracy – a glorious legacy of its Liberation War. Today, therefore out challenge is not to choose the alternative to democracy as we sometimes preoccupy ourselves with power, personal glory, governing institutions and economic rent, and neglect the critical variable of public interest and cultural mode of our people. Let our optimism prevail over the pessimism, and positive energy triumph over negative and misdirected efforts.  
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