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A slap on the face of our 
democracy
An AL leader’s actions unmask the sorry face of our political culture

On Christmas Day, a video started 
circulating on social media 
where M Inamul Haque, a senior 
engineer and former director 
general of the River Research 
Institute, was slapped by a Krishak 
League leader in front of the 
national museum in Shahbag. The 
man supposedly slapped Haque 
while the latter was distributing 
leaflets criticising the government 
on behalf of the Sharbajan Biplobi 
Dol party, of which Haque is the 
convenor.

In the video, Inamul Haque can 
be seen shocked and distraught 
after being slapped. The viewers of 
the video, judging by their social 
media comments, were shocked as 
well to see the senior citizen being 
openly assaulted this way, and 
that too while he was speaking to 
a reporter. This seemingly small 
incident gives us a view of what 
the condition of our democracy 
currently is, and how random 
acts of violence against political 
opponents have become part and 
parcel of our political activities. 

In fact, people who are willing 
to assault others in the name 
of the ruling party have been 
incentivised by their leaders. 

Very recently, Saddam Hossain 
from Dhaka University was made 
president of the Bangladesh 
Chhatra League (BCL). Previously, 
members of Bangladesh Sadharon 
Chhatra Odhikar Songrokkhon 
Parishad had named him for 
leading an assault against them at 
the DUCSU vice-president’s office 
at DU in December 2019. Even 
after the Parishad leaders filed 
a case against Hossain, he was 
never arrested, and now he is the 
BCL president. So, not only has he 
not been punished for his actions, 
he has seemingly been rewarded 
for his “leadership” in allegedly 
attacking the opposition.

We have observed many 
other cases where attackers and 
instigators of political violence 
have been spared. 

Back in 2018, a leader of the 
Rajshahi University student and 
quota reform movement, Toriqul 

Islam, was inhumanely attacked 
by a group of BCL men with 
sticks, bamboo poles, a dagger 
and a hammer, leaving his right 
leg broken and his spine severely 
injured. However, the police said 
that he was hurt in a “scuffle” with 
some members of the public. But 
The Daily Star was able to identify 
11 of the attackers, 10 of whom 
were BCL activists and leaders. 

Opposition politicians face 
attacks from the ruling party 
regularly, and students who dare 
to voice dissenting opinions are 
attacked on university campuses, 
especially in the guestrooms and 
public rooms. But, somehow, 
the affiliates of the ruling party 
almost always get away scot-free.

While the assault on Inamul 
Haque may be nothing new, it 
will leave a lasting mark on our 
democracy. It is part of a wider 
ongoing assault on spaces for 
dissent and opposition politics 
in Bangladesh, which have been 
continually shrinking during the 
ruling party’s time in office. This 
stifling of dissenting voices, be it 
through legal means (by means 
of the Digital Security Act, for 
example) or through physical 
violence, has drastically reduced 
the overall space for politics in 
our country. 

The political culture that has 
been bred in the country by the 
ruling party is one of impunity, 
where party members are, 

directly or indirectly, encouraged 
to violently suppress dissenting 
voices. The slapping of Inamul 
Haque is merely a result of that 
attitude. It is an act of arrogance. 
The union-level Krishak League 
leader, who came to Dhaka only 
to attend his party’s council 
meeting, somehow deemed it 
fit to hit an elderly man because 
he thought that he was right to 
do so, and also because he was 
sure that nothing would happen 
to him as a consequence. This 
sentiment is mirrored in the 
victim’s statement, who said 
that he would not be seeking any 
redress since he has no hope of 
justice. Is this where we are at as 
a nation?

If so, we have only reached this 
situation due to a lasting trend 
of denial of justice, and assaults 
on the rights to dissent and to 
engage in opposition politics. 

With the political field heating 
up ahead of the national election 
in 2023 and major opposition 
political figures behind bars, 
the situation is likely to get 
worse. The onus remains on 
the government and the ruling 
party to ensure that the latter’s 
activists do not stand in the way 
of political freedoms and do 
not engage in political violence 
in the run-up to the elections. 
Of course, one cannot help but 
doubt the existence of any intent 
of theirs to act as such.
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ACROSS
1 Trick-taking 
game
7 Paper pack
11 Concert bonus
12 Border
13 Store business
14 Losing 
scheme
15 Organ near 
the stomach
17 Move like a 
moth
20 Defy 
authority
23 McKellen of 
“X-Men”
24 Math 
expression
26 Minivan 
alternative
27 British brew
28 Gym unit
29 Picked up the 

tab
31 African grazer
32 Private’s boss
33 Bloke
34 Get snug
37 Ready for 
business
39 Laughed 
loudly
43 Take a break
44 Sneaker part
45 Game fish
46 “— in St. 
Louis”

DOWN
1 That woman
2 Hydro-carbon 
suffix
3 Play division
4 Sunday entrée
5 Journey
6 Hawk
7 Cash in

8 Scottish city
9 Historic time
10 Ran into
16 Blundered
17 Boxing 
weapons
18 George W.’s 
wife
19 Scottish city
21 Justice Kagan
22 Accept 
eagerly
24 Trio of myth
25 Bullring cry
30 FBI 
employees
33 Stop
35 Quick cut
36 Single
37 Sphere
38 Casserole bit
40 Turn bad
41 Shade source
42 Scottish river

The year of 2022 was supposed to 
have been one that helped nations 
accelerate their recovery from Covid-
induced economic shocks. Asia 
was all set on the path of expedited 
economic growth, with World Bank 
(WB) and International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) growth projections 
looking favourable. 

According to WB’s “South 
Asia Economic Focus, Fall 2021,” 
published in the ending quarter of 
last year, Bangladesh’s growth rate 
was expected to reach 6.4 percent 
in FY 2021-22. Similarly, India was 
expected to grow at 8.3 percent. 
Riding on the back of rebounding 
tourism, Maldives’ prospects looked 
bright at 22 percent. And although 
stuck in the range of three percent, 
the growth potential of Pakistan, Sri 
Lanka, Nepal and Bhutan seemed 
positive. 

But for the South Asian region, 
these opportunities soon turned into 
behemoth challenges. 

A hike in energy prices in the 
global market – mostly driven by 
the uncertainties resulting from a 
war unfolding in Europe – made our 
economic journey into 2022 perilous 

and riddled with pitfalls. As usual, the 
commodity price hike had a trickle-
down effect on the overall economic 
parameters of countries across the 
world, and South Asia also found 
itself in uncharted waters. Inflation 
soon unleashed its impact on people’s 
costs of living and purchasing power, 
resulting in nations revisiting and 
reworking their economic and 
monetary policies and their overall 
outlook for 2022.

Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Nepal, 
Bhutan, and Maldives all suffered. 
But the fate of Sri Lanka was perhaps 
the most unfortunate and climactic. 

Sri Lanka, due to an already 
crumbling system – riddled 
with corruption, nepotism, and 
incompetence resulting from years 
of unchecked dynastic political 
misadventures – simply gave up. 
Unable to pay the huge amounts of 
external debt, the country declared 
bankruptcy, as its economy teetered 
on the brink of collapse. There was a 
shortage of food, halted sale of fuel, 
and no papers for students to write 
on during exams. Sri Lankans were 
out in the streets demanding the 
dismantling of the government – a 

point they drove home in only a few 
weeks. 

People in Pakistan, too, took 
to the streets in the face of rising 
inflation. As food and fuel prices shot 
up. Pakistan’s inflation reportedly 
reached a staggering 13.8 percent 
in May 2022. Protests broke out 
across the country, calling on the 
government to rein in the prices. As 

the country’s inflation rate shot up 
to 27.3 percent in August, the highest 
since May 1975, the IMF warned 
of further protests. The country’s 
inflation rate of 23.8 percent (as of 
November 2022) is still a pain point 
for the people and the government.

Bangladesh and India, while not 
in such a dire strait, are facing their 
own problems in pushing down 

prices within the purchasing power 
of their respective populations. In 
both countries, the urban poor and 
the lower-middle and middle income 
groups have been hit hard by the 
ongoing global crisis. 

A price comparison study by The 
Business Standard, based on price 
lists of essentials from November 4, 
2021 and from August 14, 2022 of the 

Trading Corporation of Bangladesh 
(TCB), revealed the grim reality of 
the Bangladeshi people. Between 
the two dates, the price of coarse 
rice increased by 14 percent, lentils 
by 23 percent, bulk soybean oil by 19 
percent, eggs by 45 percent, broiler 
chicken by 18 percent, atta by 38 
percent, and potatoes by 20 percent.      

The report further added that 

transportation fare has increased by 
up to 55 percent post the double hike 
of fuel prices. 

And this has adversely impacted 
people’s disposable income and their 
ability to save money. A report by The 
Daily Star suggested that deposit 
growth rate has slumped to just 
eight percent in the July-September 
quarter of this year – a five-year low. 
Unable to make ends meet, the urban 
poor and those in the lower-income 
bracket are having to skip at least one 
meal a day. 

The situation is also similar in 
India, where inflation is keeping 
food and fuel out of the reach of 
lower-income and middle-income 
people, turning dietary essentials 
such as milk into luxuries. It has been 
reported in The Swaddle magazine 
that 32 percent of households are 
having a tough time meeting their 
monthly expenses, including rent 
and mortgages. And companies 
producing entry-level consumer 
goods have also witnessed a decline 
in sales.

In Nepal, the rising prices has 
resulted in a unique problem: more 
and more people are now falling 
victim to cholera, as they are not 
able to boil drinking water due to 
the increased price of energy and its 
supply scarcity, and also because they 
are not able to afford bottled water. 

Maldives is still counting on 
increasing tourism to cope with 
the economic shocks of the Covid 
pandemic and the Russia-Ukraine 
war.

According to the WB’s “South Asia 

Economic Focus, Fall 2022” report, 
the region’s growth is expected to 
slow down to a 5.8 percent average 
– a two percent drop from the 
projection of 7.1 percent stated in the 
aforementioned 2021 report.

The way ahead for South Asian 
economic recovery is clearly fraught 
with perils and, if anything, at this 
rate and with no end in sight to the 
European conflict, things might only 
get more difficult for the people and 
for policymakers. 

It is high time the countries of 
this region looked towards finding 
localised solutions to support each 
other and navigate these challenges 
through strategic bilateral and 
multilateral initiatives, especially 
in trade. All of these countries 
have very strong geopolitical and 
socioeconomic unique selling points 
(USPs) which they should revisit and 
assess how best they could utilise to 
cushion the South Asian region from 
prevailing economic pitfalls. 

We need to open up to possibilities 
available outside the ones offered by 
the West. These are uncertain times, 
and would require unique solutions. 
For this, South Asian countries 
need to rise above seeking short-
term internal gains and look at the 
bigger picture of achieving a strong 
regional growth trajectory and the 
benefits this will bring about for every 
player. With national elections on the 
horizon for many of these countries, 
this could pose a challenge of its own. 
The question remains: do we have the 
appetite and the desire for it? Only 
time will tell.
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