Roundtable Report

‘Democracy has been seriously at stake through and after the 10th national parliament election. Political parties must act democratically in order to revive democracy’ opined by the distinguished discussants in the roundtable titled ‘State of Democracy in Bangladesh’ organized by the South Asia Youth for Peace and Prosperity Society (SAYPPS) on January 24, 2014 at the VIP Lounge, National Press Club, 18, Topkhana Road, Dhaka. Mr. Zunaid Almamun, Department of Peace and Conflict Studies, University of Dhaka; presented the keynote paper in this roundtable while Mr. N. M. Sajjadul Hoque, Assistant Professor, Department of Anthropology, University of Chittagong; moderated and presided over the roundtable.
The keynote speaker mentioned in his speech that Bangladesh has been fighting for democracy since 1947 and unfortunately despite of passing 42 years after liberation, Bangladesh still continues her fight. He mentioned some indicators of democracy and said that no one of these indicators is seen right now in Bangladesh. He said that abolishment of the caretaker government system has driven the democratic crisis. Lack of political space, repression on opposition, subjugation on media, violation of civil and political rights have intensified the crisis. Taking this opportunity, extensive foreign engagement we have seen in our domestic politics which is not good sign at all for our political sovereignty, he added. He urged for meaningful and inclusive dialogues among the political parties in order to overcome the situation. He also urged the young generation along with mass people to increase political awareness among them.
Professor Dr. Emaj Uddin Ahamed, Former Vice Chancellor, University of Dhaka; said that democracy is a universal system of governance. But this government neglected the mass demand and only with 18% votes, they have formed government. He threw a question to the existing member of parliaments that do their consciences allow them to take part and speak in parliament. He also expressed his worry about excessive foreign engagement in domestic politics. He condemned about India’s role in our politics.

Lieutenant General (Retd.) Muhammad Mahbubur Rahman, Standing Committee Member, BNP; said that the key motivation of liberation war was democracy. But the democracy is being killed now. India’s open engagement shows cloud in the sky of our political sovereignty. He said that people can not live safely. Numbers of villages are male less. These are not good signs for democracy. He urged to force and impels the government to organize free, fair, inclusive and credible election through meaningful dialogue and caretaker government system.
Professor Dr. Syed Anwar Hossain, Department of History, University of Dhaka; shared his view that our main problem is lack of democracy inside the political parties. Individualism has encompassed the politics. He also said that democratic institutions are very much needed in order to flourish democracy. We have been defeated due to lack of democracy and democratic institutions although we achieved victory in 1971, he added.  He suggested that the members of civil society must not party prone and edged in reviving democracy.

Professor Dr. Dilara Choudhury, Eminent Political Scientist; said that arrogance of the prime minister has led the country to ruin. She and her party several times have tried to obscure the principal contending issues tactically through bringing up the violence and minority issues before the people. She said that we have to be aware about the real actor of violence on minority. She said that conspiracy is going on to collapse the nationalistic force of Bangladesh. She argued that the probability of dialogue has been intensionally halted through the hang of Quader Mollah. Democracy is dead in Bangladesh and to revitalize it, coup and mass uprising is needed along with leading role of civil society; she added.

Mr. Sadek Khan, Eminent Journalist & Columnist; said that the current parliament is illegal because it has not been established ‘by the people’ which is one of the key pre-requisites for democracy. Bangladesh is going through constitutional void. He strongly criticized about the excessive Indian involvement in our political crisis. He said that in order to push out the government, people need administrative upheaval, armed mutiny etc.

Adv. Ahmed Azam, Adviser to BNP Chairperson; said that People of Bangladesh practice and enjoy democratic and voting rights for at least one day in every five years and that is the election day. But this government has abducted the right from the people through this election. He said that this right was established well through the caretaker government system. The government could not understand the language of democracy and the mass people. They only understand Indian language. He said that to save democracy and sovereignty, everybody has to play role valiantly.
Professor Dr. Yusuf Haider, Department of Physics, University of Dhaka; said that rationality and logic are the most essential needs for Bangladesh right now. He argued that the whole administration is obedient to Awami League. He said that no institution is working democratically. He strongly criticized the recent parliamentary election and said that this is not acceptable both nationally and internationally.

Mr. Saifuddin Ahmed, Department of Peace and Conflict Studies, University of Dhaka; said that democracy can not be established through advices, it needs practices. Today our political institutions and their democracy are disputed. Civil society can suggest but the major role must be played by the political parties. They should be cooperative and amicable to each other, he added. They altogether have to prevent extra territorial involvement in our domestic politics.

Professor Dr. Piash Karim, Eminent Social Scientist; said that the highway towards democracy was not supposed to be the bed of roses but it was not supposed to be that much bed of thorns too. He put example and said that dictatorship could not be longer lasting in Bangladesh and this time it will not be so too. But to push the dictatorial government away, people must come out on street. They have to raise their voices and forces. He said that January 5, 2014 is a new chapter for Bangladesh and the people have to bring conclusion of this chapter. We have to start another episode of liberation war, he added. This episode will be against the dictator and their Indian agents.

Rubi Amatullah, Human Right Activist and Researcher; said that balance between government and civil society with mass people is highly needed. Civil society must come forward to aware people about people representativeness, national awareness etc. Non-polarized civil society and inclusive politics is needed for fruitful democracy. She urged to resolve the constitutional debate through amending the constitution for sake of national interest.
Mr. N. M. Sajjadul Hoque, president of the roundtable concluded the program saying that civil society must play impartial and effective role to revive democracy. They should put pressure to activate democracy within the political parties. Moreover, they also should create pressure to organize an acceptable, free, fair, credible and inclusive election. Finally he shared his vote of thanks to the distinguished discussants for being in this roundtable.
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