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For a Bangladeshi who loves and 
treasures their motherland, Ali Riaz’s 
Pathways of Autocratization: The 
Tumultuous Journey of Bangladeshi 
Politics (Routledge, 2024) is a difficult 
read. It is so not because of any 
weakness in the presentation of the 
text or its arguments. Nor because 
of any contradiction in the content 
of the material investigated. What 
makes the book a heavy read is the 
fact that the writer leads the reader 
to the realisation that Bangladesh’s 
regression into an authoritarian 
and autocratic regime, with 
associated atrocities, was foreseen 
and precipitated by actors inside and 
outside the country.

The Bangladesh where I grew 
up promised much hope despite a 
myriad of challenges and constraints. 
But Ali Riaz sadly observes that the 
country is fast drifting into a political 
paralysis and descending into the 
abyss of authoritarianism, while 
maintaining a democratic facade. 
All these add up to a quagmire of 
corruption, injustice, repression, 
lawlessness, unrest, violation of 
human rights, and other abuses of 
power.

Pathways of Autocratization 
presents its author as a keen 
observer of Bangladeshi society and 
politics. His research interest in, 
and interpretation of, the political 
happenings in the country deserve 
careful reading and thoughtful 
consideration for the following 
reasons in particular.

First, Riaz is one of those writers 
and commentators who talks about 
Bangladesh from the depths of 
double consciousness and multiple 
experiential dimensions. He is a 
Bangladeshi who grew up, trained, 
and taught in Bangladesh. He then 
went abroad for higher education 
and has worked as a journalist and 
academic, focusing on Bangladesh’s 
society and politics.

Second, though currently 
a distinguished professor in 
the Department of Politics and 
Government at Illinois State University 
in the US, Riaz is a frequent traveller 
to his country of birth. Hence, he has 
the ability to look at Bangladesh from 
both within and without. Such an 
inside-outside perspective makes his 
views about Bangladesh distinct in an 
interconnected world.

Third, Ali Riaz writes both in Bangla 
and English, and thus warrants the 
attention of readers in Bangladesh and 
beyond its borders. While he publishes 
with international presses like Palgrave 
and Routledge, his Bangla and English 
works are also printed by Dhaka-based 
publishers. Moreover, he appears 
in Bangladeshi and international 
media more often than most other 
Bangladeshi academics.

All these factors make Riaz a 
Bangladeshi writer who has been 
able to reach a very wide domestic 
and overseas audience. Ali Riaz’s 
prolificity, marked by bilingualism 
and an intense focus on Bangladesh, 
is a testament to his scholarly 
rigour and tenacity as well as to his 
desire to give back to his country, 
intellectually and optimally. 
Pathways of Autocratization is a 
success on account of two important 
hallmarks of academic research: it is 
well-structured and cumulative.

The organisation of ideas in 
Pathways of Autocratization follows 
a logical sequence. Ali Riaz uses 
the Introduction to foreground the 
book’s basic premise and appeals to 
readers’ conscience by stating that 
the discussion concerns the world’s 
eighth most populous country. Even 
if Bangladesh is not known as an 
important global actor, its political 
order affects a very large population 
inside the country as well as in the 
diaspora.

As a writer and editor myself, I can 
say with certainty that the long list 

of references in each section of the 
book enhances its cumulative merit 
manifold. Most of the sources Ali Riaz 
references in the book are very recent, 
dated 2018 and later. He even cites 
from one of his forthcoming works—
How Autocrats Rise: Sequences of 
Democratic Backsliding (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2024). Riaz’s other 
books which he cites in Pathways 
of Autocratization include: Voting 

in a Hybrid Regime: Explaining the 
2018 Bangladeshi Election (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2019), Religion and 
Politics in South Asia (Routledge, 
2021), and More Than Meets the 
Eye: Essays on Bangladeshi Politics 
(UPL, 2022). Given these works were 
produced in such quick succession, 
Ali Riaz stands out for his prolific 
contributions as a writer on 
Bangladesh.  

In Chapter 1 of Pathways of 
Autocratization, the author 
attempts an overview of the global 
state of democracy and autocracy, 
and how certain countries vacillate 
between these two contrary political 
phenomena. In the subsequent 
discussion, he zooms his gaze in 
on the going-ons of Bangladesh 
and provides a “probing analysis of 
events and trends in Bangladeshi 
politics” (p. i), as well as an account 
of the debilitation of the country’s 

democratic norms and institutions, 
especially since 2009. Presenting 
data and drawing conclusions 
from various studies and research 
sources, Ali Riaz comments on the 
overlap between democracy and 
authoritarianism and on certain 
kinds of state repression from a 
global perspective.

A landmark year that witnessed the 
precipitation of democratic crises in 

Bangladesh was 2011 when, through 
a constitutional amendment, the 
government abolished the caretaker 
government provision and “opened 
the door for unchecked electoral 
fraud” (p. 33). Accordingly, Ali Riaz 
states, “the autocratization process [in 
Bangladesh] began in 2011” (p. 31) and 
the “persecution of the opposition 
began concurrent with the changes 
in the constitution” (p. 35).

We should make no mistake 
regarding the fact that those in 
the opposition are citizens of 
Bangladesh, and their persecution 
enhances the feeling of vulnerability 
for the entire population. As Riaz 
puts it: “Punishment of individuals 
sends a clear message to media 
institutions, journalists, and private 
citizens where the line must be 
drawn” (pp. 40-41). He elaborates on 
oppression at a macro level; but says 
that its domino effect throughout 

the country, especially in remote and 
rural areas, is underreported and 
under-discussed. 

A constant refrain in Pathways 
of Autocratization is that autocratic 
and antidemocratic leaders use the 
democratic ladder to ascend to power 
only to kick that ladder aside, so that 
their political rivals cannot replace 
them via the same path. This theory 
is pertinent to understanding the 

behaviour of the party in power in 
Bangladesh. It used the democratic 
means of the 2008 general election 
only to remove the ladder after its 
ascent to power.

Perhaps the foreign supporters 
of the regime also do not want the 
ladder restored, as they prefer fishing 
in the stagnant, muddy waters of 
Bangladeshi politics. According to 
Ali Riaz, foreign powers generally 
support autocratic regimes in two 
ways: “the demonstration effect” of 
“the emergence and survival of a new 
autocratic regime sends a message 
and creates an unwritten playbook 
that is then followed by the aspiring 
autocrats;” and through the creation 
of “a supportive nexus” (p. 17). In the 
case of Bangladesh, both seem to 
have played their roles in destroying 
democratic values and institutions in 
the country.

In regard to foreign complicity 

in an undemocratic government 
remaining in power in Bangladesh, 
Ali Riaz rounds off his argument by 
pointing to tripartite powers: “India’s 
interjection and China’s facilitatory 
role accelerated the autocratization 
process while Western countries 
remained silent” (p. 78).

The list of dividends for India 
is perhaps the longest. Ali Riaz 
mentions a few: transit through 
Bangladesh, access to Bangladeshi 
ports, selling electricity to Bangladesh 
“at the highest price,” installing 
“a surveillance system in the Bay 
of Bengal,” control over the River 
Kushiyara, favourable trade gaps (p. 
65), increased foreign remittance from 
Bangladesh, and using the country as 
a market for its products (p. 85).

I want to conclude with an 
anecdote. Concerned Bangladeshis 
often rant and ramble about how 
the country is being run. Many 
vent frustrations over the lack of 
democracy and political freedom in 
their country. Baffled and desperate 
for solutions, a friend of mine once 
said: “We need more Ali Riazes.”

This statement has remained 
imprinted on my mind. A densely 
populated country, Bangladesh has 
produced many scholars—living in 
Bangladesh and the diaspora—who 
are morally obligated to speak up 
when things go wrong in the country. 
Not many of them are carrying out 
this moral duty.

In his book, Ali Riaz talks about 
“consolidated democracies.” Does 
a democracy become consolidated 
only by the goodwill of its politicians? 
Can a corrupt government in 
a country like Britain deny its 
citizens their democratic rights? 
The answer in both cases is “no.” 
Consolidated democracies have 
committed scholars who represent 
civil society and intellectual voices. 
They constitute the foundation upon 
which the democracy of the nation 
rests.

Autocrats in Bangladesh have 
succeeded repeatedly in eroding 
democratic values and threatening 
civic life, partly because of the 
absence (or rather silence) of a strong 
intellectual base in the country. 
Unfortunately, many of those who 
were supposed to represent the 
conscience of the nation are serving 
as “willing executioners” (p. 49) and 
doing the bidding of the regime.
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ACROSS
1 Closes with a 
bang
6 Schnitzel meat
10 Cockpit 
worker
11 Game show 
host
13 Rage
14 “Something’s 
 — Give”
15 Brit’s brew
16 Lyricist 
Gershwin
18 “— a 
Wonderful Life”
19 Leaving on 
the sly
22 Spectrum 
color
23 Formerly
24 Despises
27 Stingy one
28 Foreboding 
sign

29 Sprinted
30 Being 
forthright
35 Finger count
36 Australian 
bird
37 To’s 
counterpart
38 Make blank
40 Curaçao’s 
neighbor
42 Permitted
43 Kudrow and 
Murkowski
44 Uses a needle
45 Wasn’t thrifty

DOWN
1 Petty quarrels
2 Sheet material
3 Pond growth
4 “The 
Simpsons” 
bartender
5 Hits

6 Meat shunner
7 Punk rock 
offshoot
8 Deeds
9 Salad start
12 Spring holiday
17 Free (of)
20 Sports site
21 On the way 
out
24 Low-cost inn
25 Current units
26 Like most 
high-schoolers
27 Books for 
users
29 Crater part
31 Boat 
backbones
32 Practical
33 City-based
34 BLT base
39 Cutting tool
41 Tear
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Who can help utilise our development budget?

With the rapid rise in development 
expenditure in recent decades, the 
demand for performance management, 
and monitoring and evaluation (M&E) 
have grown in Bangladesh. A strong M&E 
system is required in the country to ensure 
the best utilisation of scarce budgetary 
resources, at least 36 percent of which 
was allocated to the development budget 
for the 2023-24 fiscal year. Awami League 
President Sheikh Hasina announced her 
party’s manifesto for the 2024 national 
election on December 27, 2023, to 
establish Bangladesh as an upper middle-
income country by 2031 and a developed, 
prosperous, and smart one by 2041. 
One vital element required to fulfil the 
PM’s commitment is to ensure optimal 
utilisation of the development budget.

The one establishment responsible 
for overseeing the implementation 
of the development budget is the 
Implementation Monitoring and 
Evaluation Division (IMED), which falls 

under the Ministry of Planning. But the 
IMED was not built in a day. In January 
1975, when the Project Implementation 
Bureau was established under the Office 
of the President, the formal monitoring 
of ongoing projects began in the country. 
Due to a rise in development expenditure, 
the Bureau was upgraded to a division 
in 1977, with the new title of Project 
Monitoring Division. In 1982, the division 
was renamed Implementation Monitoring 
and Evaluation Division (IMED) and, in 
1984, it was placed under the Ministry of 
Planning. 

IMED’s functions, as far as monitoring 
is concerned, include assessing: 1) 
the financial and physical progress of 
development projects that were included 
in the Annual Development Programme; 
2) procurement of goods and services; 3) 
the quality and quantity of implemented 
work; 4) whether activities are in line 
with the project design approved in 
the development project proposal; 5) 
laboratory tests of materials used in 

construction work; 6) problems arising 
during implementation; and 7) stakeholder 
views on the efficacy of projects. In terms 
of evaluation, IMED determines the 
relevance, efficiency, effectiveness, and 
achievement of outcomes and impacts 
for different projects. The IMED evaluates 
a sample of about five percent of the 
total ongoing projects in a year, with the 
support of private firms. Very rarely do the 

remaining projects receive any evaluation 
with the support of parent ministries.

In other cases, monitoring does exist 
but is reduced to on-site visits to assess 
the implementation of project activities, 
without any analysis of how these 
activities will be linked to the expected 
results. Plus, evaluations are carried out 
in a limited scope and are seldom used 
in decision-making. It has been observed 
that M&E functions within ministries and 
their departments are poorly understood, 
under-funded, and underutilised.

Over the years, M&E has been 
applied in government affairs in a 
way that has not adequately informed 
policy-making, planning, budgeting, 
or project implementation. Most 
government projects in Bangladesh are 
being implemented without learning 
from previous interventions due to the 
absence of evaluation in most projects, 
which could have improved project 
outcomes and ensured accountability of 
those conducting the project. Projects 

implemented with development partners’ 
funds are typically an exception when 
it comes to M&E, as these are usually 
included in the interventions. But even 
then, evaluation findings are mostly used 
for internal purposes by the funding 
agencies.

The IMED is mandated to monitor 
and evaluate projects and, in recent 
years, has developed quality guidelines 
on M&E. IMED officials follow standard 
M&E processes and ensure that the 
evaluation reports are of high quality, 
which is certainly encouraging. However, 
this warrants training of other ministries 
and project officials, ensuring the quality 
of M&E, producing good reports, and 
following up on recommendations in a 
timely manner. If this is done in earnest, 
the quality and efficiency of project 
implementation will improve and the 
national budget will be better utilised.

The government should urgently put 
in place a better M&E system throughout 
the government machinery to improve 
the quality of public spending and 
measure results achieved through public 
investment. If this is not done, it may be 
difficult to realise the aforementioned 
ambitions of the government. Without 
the quality and timely completion of 
development projects, the objectives of 
the 8th Five Year Plan, the Perspective 
Plan, and of other sectoral plans cannot be 
achieved.

Currently, the IMED has an office 
in Dhaka from where it is difficult to 
monitor projects throughout the country. 
Therefore, the government should consider 
decentralising IMED at the divisional level 
and allow additional staff to be recruited, 
so that the organisation can ensure project 
monitoring more widely than it is currently 
able to. All projects above a certain value 
should be evaluated once during the 
implementation period and then again at 
the end of the project period. A national 
evaluation policy, which can provide 
the guidelines for institutionalising an 
effective evaluation system, should be 
adopted by the Bangladesh government. 
This policy can introduce professionalism 
to the practice of evaluation in the country. 
The role of IMED needs to be expanded as 
well, so that it receives additional mandate 
and funds to transfer knowledge and skills 
in results-based management, monitoring, 
evaluation, and change management to 
different ministries, departments, and 
local government bodies.

The government 
should urgently put 

in place a better M&E 
system throughout the 
government machinery 

to improve the quality 
of public spending 

and measure results 
achieved through public 
investment. If this is not 
done, it may be difficult 
to realise the ambitions 

of the government. 
Without the quality and 

timely completion of 
development projects, the 

objectives of the 8th Five 
Year Plan, the Perspective 

Plan, and of other sectoral 
plans cannot be achieved.
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