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Despite its significant role in the country’s history and
contemporary political development, the phenomenon of
student politics in Bangladesh was until now largely ignored by
the international media — and neither did it not receive much
attention among the western academic community. The
sporadic news on atrocious acts of violence among students,
‘torture cells’ at Universities, and killings such as the recent
case of Abrar Fahad, a student at the BUET! campus
(Economist, 2019, November 2) murdered on October 11, are
exceptions from the usual patterns of reporting on Bangladeshi
affairs. This is unfortunate, for student politics play an important
role in Bangladesh’s political development - more concretely,
students served as main drivers of both the independence and
the pro-democracy movement in the country (Suykens & Islam,
2015, p. 18). The lack of previous interest among Western
media and academia now translates into a widespread lack of
knowledge regarding why and how students engaged in
political entities seem nowadays to present a major source of

instability (casting shadows on their initial achievements).

1 Bangladesh University of Engineering and Technology (BUET)
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Student politics as an engine for Bangladesh’s independence and democracy

Students have been a vibrant force in Bangladesh since the first quarter of the 20th century.
During the British colonial period student movements were organized - usually with the objective
of spreading nationalist sentiment among the population (Mitra, Wolf & Schoettli, 2006, p. 56).
During the Pakistani period? student organizations played a vital role in various movements.
Starting with the participation in the language (Bangla) movement in 19523, students continued
political activities by joining the growing protest against West Pakistani suppression — a
movement which Latter its first large organisational expression in the formation of the Six-point
movement* of the Awami League (AL) in 1966. With student support, this initial upheaval aiming
for more political rights, freedoms and autonomy became later in 1969 a mass movement,
leading to the 1971 Bangladesh Liberation War and subsequently to the country’s
independence. Since the successful struggle for independence, students have been prominent
in organizing and/or supporting social movements and broad sections of the civil society in an
effort to overthrow undemocratic elements. In 1990 a multi-party alliance - together with student
movements - succeeded in forcing the then military regime of General Hussain Muhammad
Ershad to restore democracy (Mitra, Wolf & Schoettli, 2006, p. 56). One can state that student
politics contributed to the build-up and strengthening of the country’s civil society and social

movement sector.

Emergence of an unhealthy political symbiosis

As indicated above, student politics not only have a long history in Bangladesh, they also
became ‘closely integrated into the overall political dynamics of the country’ (Kuttig, 2019). One
of the major reasons for this is that, parallel to the rising significance of and contributions by
students to political development, during the last decades most political parties formed their own
student wings. Some of the most crucial political student entities include the Bangladesh Chhatra

2 After the end of British raj (rule) in 1947 and the partition of the subcontinent, the current territory of Bangladesh
became part of Pakistan, known as East Pakistan (Suykens & Islam, 2015, p. 15).

3 Language was a source of conflict between the two wings of Pakistan from the outset (Mitra, Wolf & Schoettli,
2006, p. 21).

4 This movement is based on the so-called ‘Six Point Programme’, presented by Sheikh Mujibur Rahman who is
recognized as ‘father/founder of independent Bangladesh’ or ‘friend of Bengal’ (Bangabandhu). For more
information, see (Mitra, Wolf & Schoettli, 2006, pp. 335, 353).
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League (BCL), the political wing of the current ruling Awami League (AL), the Bangladesh
Jatiotabadi Chatra Dal /JCD (1948), the student body of the oppositional Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP), the Bangladesh Islami Chhatra Shibir/ ICS, the student wing of the radical Islamist
Jamaat-e-Islami Bangladesh/Jel (1977°), among others. Here one should be aware of following
factors according to the topic under discussion. To begin with, the ICS is mentioned here only
because it is traditionally one of the most influential organisations in Bangladesh’s academic
landscape. Of course, the ICS stands clearly apart from student movements struggling against
repressive policies and dictatorship. The Jel and the ICS are bot and since their foundation anti-
democratic organisations promoting Jihadist ideologies and opposed to the notion of an
independent Bangladesh (SADF, 2017, March 2).

Over time student politics became enmeshed with party politics. Moreover, political parties
started to establish patron-client relationships with their affiliated student bodies as well as
instrumentalise them for their factional interests. Politicians and students became interwoven to
the extent that it became difficult to draw the line between political parties and student wings.
Instead both types of entities started to form a symbiosis of mutually influencing dynamics,
especially as regards providing each other patronage and power so as to ensure one another’s
own authority and social-political control over resources in their respective realm. In other words,
not only are political parties exercising influence over their student wings, but the opposite is
also true.

In this context, public universities are an important source for mobilization - providing a steady
flow of workers and ‘muscle power’ for political parties. Here, Julian Kuttig (2019) stresses that
campuses are critical sources for political parties to mobilize grass-root activists and
sympathisers and recruit party workers. Campuses are also ‘fertile ground for aspiring
politicians, both local and national’. In order to keep this complex patronage network running,
universities and political parties provide each other inducements such as jobs, promotions for
positions in political parties and student organisations and related opportunities for accumulation
of economic and financial assets - for example business contracts, control over campus
infrastructure projects, public tender procedures for research and teaching grants, etc. (Kuttig,
2019; Suykens, 2018). It is interesting to highlight that universities are not only serving as human

resource pools but also as a source of revenue for party leaders and (their) factions.

5 Its root can be traced back into pre-independence time.
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Having said this, seeing students only through the prism of political patronage links would be a
misinterpretation of the unique role that organised student movements do play in Bangladesh’s
politics. To summarise this complex scenario in a common Bengali proverb, ‘to rule the country

one needs to control the students’ (quoted in Kuttig, 2019) and with them the universities.

The student politics-violence-crime nexus

The main source of contention is that student politics in Bangladesh is violent (Suykens, 2018,
p. 883). However, that student politics is increasingly becoming the focus of criticisms is not a
phenomenon restricted to Bangladesh. The cases of student politics in other South Asian
countries such as India or Pakistan (also accompanied with an intense level of violence) as well
as European states such as Germany or France shows that student politics is far from being
idealistic, people- or education-related. Instead it appears that in many cases the goal of being
a ‘student leader’ serves rather as a ‘trump card’ (Akil, 2019, October 18) in building a political
career and creating useful networks for life after campus.

Yet the fact that violence plays such a central role in Bangladesh student politics is worrisome.
Besides the daily use of force among student groups, after each change of government the
student wing of the new leading party takes control over the campuses and suppresses all
political activities of the opposition. This transfer of power on campus is mostly accompanied by
large scale violence between the different political camps. It is noteworthy that violent clashes
are happening not only on the inter- but also intra-party level so as to win over socio-political
control and ‘positions’. By utilising these available and awardable campus resources, students
hope to gain access not only to political party patronage but also to state resources. Against this
backdrop, Bert Suykens (2018, p. 883) argues ‘that student violence should not be considered
as a breakdown of order or a sign of state fragility, but as a means of gaining access to party-
state resources and patronage. Violence operates to mark out and maintain power relations
between student groups and factions’.

Another crucial dimension of the violent facet of student politics is the growing nexus between
crime and politics. Both politicians and student leaders are increasingly linked with cases of
blackmailing, manipulation, corruption and misuse of state revenues in order to be able to offer
sufficient inducements to their respective support bases. This phenomenon constitutes the
essence of mutuality and subsequently the glue of patron-client relations between political
parties and their student wings. One needs to be aware that extortion, racketeering, kidnapping,

torture, killings, the harassment of female students, and other violent measures are not only a
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part of the persistent struggle by factions and leaders of the student wings to maintain power
and authority. There is also an increasing number of cases of violence related to the settlement
of personal grievances or for the pure sake of exercising violence.

The Daily Star reported about 151 student killings since independence, many of them related to
student politics (Riaz, 2019, October 10). However, it became obvious that many victims were
killed by members of the various student wings despite the fact that they were not affiliated with
a political organisation or showed any other involvement in politics. Here one needs to point out
that - besides one exception - none of these incidents were investigated. Student politics-related
crime, as long as conducted by a person close to a ruling party, seems to be accomplished

without accountability — and this fact has led to a vicious circle of persistently increasing violence.

Final thoughts

Student politics functioned for decades as a pillar of state building as well as a counter-vailing
force against autocratic tendencies. Yet today it seems that it lost this relevance as an instrument
of democratic transition and became a phenomenon wherein politically engaged students are
rapidly becoming anti-systemic elements. The increasing engagement by students in organised
politics and related violence and crime resulted in growing demands to ban them. However,
simply proscribing student wings of political parties is not a solution. In the words of Ali Riaz
(2019, October 10): ‘the argument to ban student politics as a panacea is misplaced and signals
a worrying development. The arguments for the proscription sound like an argument for getting
rid of journalism altogether to address the problem of “fake news”.” Rather the path to follow
involves ending the impunity by perpetrators of violence and atrocities among students and their
respective organisations.

Against this backdrop, both students and politicians have to substantially reconsider their current
political culture, behaviour, thinking and acting — namely how far are they still in compliance with
the initial commitments towards fundamental freedoms and liberal, democratic norms and
values. If not, student politics will continue to follow deconstructive impacts on state and society,
undermining the founding principles of Bangladesh.

Bangladeshi political parties and their student wings must understand that using students as a
‘political tool’ - transforming them into ‘rent-seeking and crime-loving’ mercenaries - is not only
harming political processes and fundamental rights but is also ‘more or less responsible for the

degradation in the invention and research field’ (Akil, 2019, October 18). If not reversed, this
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trend will turn in a severe hurdle for the future economic development of the country and might
even threaten the achievements of the current government. In other words, in the middle- to
long-term perspective the BCL — as the JCD before it - is not only quelling any constructive

oppositional activities but also harming their own political party.

The international community, especially the European Union (EU) and individual member states
with their numerous education programs which support student and staff mobility and provide
research funding, possess powerful instruments to work towards an improvement of student

politics.
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