
 

The 11th general polls and some reflections 
Published : Tuesday, 29 January, 2019 at 12:00 AM  Count : 101  
Amir Mohammad Sayem 

 

Amir Mohammad Sayem 

The 11th parliamentary election of Bangladesh was held on 30th December, 2018. In the 
election, the Greater Alliance consisting of the BAL, Jatiyo party and some other political 
parties got 288 seats, whereas the National Unity Front consisting of the BNP, Gono 
Forum and some other political parties got 8 seats. By this time, the newly elected 
candidates, except elected candidates of the National Unity Front, have taken took oath as 
the members of the parliament or MPs and the new cabinet has been formed. But the 
Unity Front and the Left Democratic Alliance rejected election results claiming gross 
electoral irregularities and demanded for the cancellation of the election and another 
participatory election. Under such circumstances, it seems that the major political 
problem, particularly which was originated from the non-participatory 10th general 
election, has not yet been solved, mainly because of the question on freeness, fairness and 
credibility of the latest election. 
  
From different available sources, particularly the Transparency International of 
Bangladesh or TIB, different newspapers and television channels, it reasonably appears 
that the electoral playing field was not fair to all competing parties, particularly the 
opposition front. While the incumbent enjoyed every aspect of electoral campaign 
activities, opposition parties were clearly deprived of these. Opposition parties and 
candidates were in disadvantageous situations in terms of access to state and non-state 
resources, access to arbiters - the election commission, law-enforcing agencies and the 
judiciary - and access to media. Indeed, several thousand leaders and activists were 
arrested and many MP candidates of opposition parties were attacked during their 
campaign; although attacks were carried out on leaders and activists of the incumbent, 
furthermore, political cadres of the incumbent torn opposition campaign posters and 
consistently threatened opposition leaders and activists. For all of these, opposition front 
failed to freely campaign, which is essential for convincing voters.  
 
On the election-day, as it further appears, many voters could not cast their votes. Of those 



who casted votes, many could not cast votes in secret ballot papers, as they had to cast 
votes in the presence of political cadres of the incumbent. There are considerable 
criticisms that activists and supporters of opposition parties were threatened not go to 
polling center and threatened to cast votes on boats, even if they go. Indeed, the election 
is grossly marred by all sorts of electoral irregularities - voter intimidation, vote rigging, 
ballot paper stuffing, cast of votes at night before the election, preventing voters from 
going to polling centers, capturing of polling centers and cast of votes of other voters 
with force, ouster of polling agents of opposition parties, etc. - by political activists of the 
incumbent. Also, there are credible criticisms that ballot papers were stamped the night 
before election and election-day electoral irregularities occurred in many areas in the 
presence of the officials responsible for conducting polls and law-enforcing agencies. As 
a consequence, this election was not competitive at all. 
  
It is relevant to note that the BAL got roughly 37-39 percent votes and the BNP got 
roughly 33-35 percent votes on an average in participated elections up to the 9th general 
election. But, in this election, the National Unity Front including the BNP received only 
12 percent votes while the Greater Alliance got around 77 percent votes. Now relevant 
questions are: Why did the National Front get small percentages of votes at this election? 
Is it because of misdeeds the BNP did from 2001 to 2006? Or, is it because of 
development that the BAL brought to the country during its last two terms? Or are both 
are responsible for such a landslide victory of the Greater Alliance? None of these can be 
satisfactory on reasonable grounds. Indeed, both the BAL and the BNP has a large 
number of fixed voters who usually do not change. Thus, gross electoral manipulations 
and keeping the National Unity Front virtually outside the race with both legal and illegal 
mechanisms including the usage of muscle power clearly appear to be more reasonable 
for such unbelievable results.  
 
In one of my previous articles published in the Daily Observer in October 31 and 
November 1, 2018, I mentioned that appropriateness or inappropriateness of the 
government during election depends on six components - functioning of the government 
during election, functioning of the electoral management bodies or EMBs, electoral 
participation, electoral competition, foreign electoral intervention and country image. Of 
these components, however, the functioning of the government is the most important for 
the appropriateness of the government during election and for free and fair election in any 
country, as its partisan functioning leads to partisan functioning of the EMBs and can 
subsequently affect electoral participation and competition. On the other, non-partisan 
functioning of the government during election leads to non-partisan functioning of the 
EMBs and increased participation of candidates and voters and increased competition 
among rival political parties.  
 
Since the latest election is considerably marked by partisan functioning of incumbent 
government and the EMBs (the election commission, law-enforcing agencies and others 
responsible for conducting polls), unfair electoral participation in terms of electoral 



campaign and cast of actual votes and unfair electoral competition in terms of the chance 
of winning election by oppositions, the same question reasonably reappears: Is it really 
possible to hold free and fair elections in Bangladesh when any political party remains in 
power? Under the present political context, which is considerably marked by might based 
politics, the culture of remaining in power by hook or by crook, etc., it seems fair to say 
that future general elections, particularly keeping any political party remains in power 
during election, are also less likely to be free and fair in this country.  
 
Without doubt, the incumbent had the opportunity to show that free and fair election is 
possible in this country under the party-in-power government system through its unbiased 
roles and, at the same time, rejection of the electoral culture of manipulations. Like many, 
I hoped that this election would be free and fair, at least at an acceptable level, and actual 
political transformation would occur with quality politics; instead, it has become a grave 
concern for the future of politics, the people and the country due to considerable misuse 
of power, administrative bias to the incumbent, usages of muscle power, etc. Indeed, 
muscle power politics killed at least 17 persons on the election-day and some others 
before election; moreover, hundreds of leaders and activists were injured. The only 
positive side seems to be the electoral participation of political parties which remained 
non-participatory in the 10th general election, though a considerable number of 
candidates withdrew from election on the election-day.  
 
Because of gross pre-election and election-day irregularities, furthermore, the latest 
election raises another important question: Is the resultant government legitimate? As 
expected, legitimacy of any government, particularly in democratic countries, primarily 
depends on people's actual choice through their votes in free and fair election. Since 
many voters could not cast their votes and their votes were stamped, electoral results 
seem unreflective of peoples' actual choices and, hence, re-election seems more 
reasonable. Under such circumstances, I think that only re-election in free and fair 
manner, particularly through adequately addressing all reasonable concerns with the 
latest election, can actually reflect people's choice, reasonably answer to the question of 
legitimacy and expectedly improve overall politics of the country.  
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