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Abstract:

Bangladesh held general elections in 2008 and 2014. Both returned the Awami League to power. The two
elections differed sharply in participation, competitiveness, and legitimacy. The 2008 election was held under a
non-party caretaker government. All 300 seats were contested. Turnout was 87.13 percent. All major parties took
part, and the result was widely accepted as credible. The 2014 election was held under the incumbent government,
after the caretaker system was abolished by the Fifteenth Amendment in 2011. The main opposition alliance
boycotted the polls. 153 of 300 seats were uncontested. Turnout fell to 51.37 percent. At least 21 people were
killed and over 100 polling centres were attacked. International observers who had praised 2008 as credible
criticized 2014 as a legitimacy crisis. This paper compares the two elections across institutional framework,
opposition participation, voter turnout, political violence, and international assessment, drawing on official
parliamentary data, election observer reports, and human rights reporting. It argues that Bangladesh did not
stop holding elections between 2008 and 2014, instead, the institutional conditions for genuine competition were
dismantled. This is consistent with the wider literature on electoral manipulation and constitutional retrogression,
and it explains why formal elections can continue even as their democratic substance weakens.
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I. Introduction

The 2008 and 2014 parliamentary elections in Bangladesh both returned the Awami League to power.
Both were held under a formal constitutional framework. Beyond this, the two elections had little in common.
The 2008 election was held under a caretaker government. It was broadly competitive and widely seen as credible.
The 2014 election was held under the incumbent government. It faced an opposition boycott, large-scale violence,
and 153 uncontested seats. Turnout fell from 87.13 percent in 2008 to 51.37 percent in 2014 (Inter-Parliamentary
Union [IPU], 2008, 2014).

This paper argues that the shift from 2008 to 2014 is central to understanding democratic erosion in
Bangladesh. The change was not simply a matter of party strategy or performance. It reflected a deeper change
in the institutional conditions of competition. The 2008 election was the last general election held under a neutral
interim framework. The 2014 election shows how electoral rules can be redesigned to hollow out democratic
legitimacy while the outward form of elections is preserved. This is the process described in the literature on
electoral manipulation, competitive authoritarianism, and constitutional retrogression (Huq & Ginsburg, 2018;
Levitsky & Way, 2010; Riaz, 2022; Schedler, 2002).

This paper draws on official parliamentary election data from the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU, 2008,
2014), observer reports from the Asian Network for Free Elections (ANFREL, 2009), human rights reporting
from Human Rights Watch (2014a, 2014b), and secondary scholarly literature on democratic backsliding,
competitive authoritarianism, and constitutional retrogression. The two elections are compared across five
dimensions: institutional framework, opposition participation, voter turnout, political violence, and international
assessment.

Institutional Framework

The single largest difference between the two elections was institutional. The 2008 election was held
under a non-party caretaker government, introduced by the Thirteenth Amendment in 1996. The caretaker system
separated electoral administration from the sitting government. It was designed to reduce the opposition's fear
that incumbents would use state machinery to shape the result (Bhuiyan, 2003; Haque, 2011; Khan, 2015). The
2008 poll was held on 29 December 2008. All 300 seats were contested by 1,567 candidates. The Awami League-
led Grand Alliance won 262 seats; the BNP-led alliance won 32 (IPU, 2008).
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In June 2011, the Fifteenth Amendment abolished the caretaker system and restored incumbent-run
elections. The opposition BNP and its allies demanded a neutral interim mechanism. When the government
refused, the BNP-led alliance announced a boycott (Human Rights Watch, 2014a).

Opposition Participation

In 2008, all major parties took part, producing a genuinely competitive contest across all 300 seats. In
2014, the BNP-led 18-party alliance boycotted the polls. As a result, 153 of 300 seats were uncontested before a
single vote was cast. The Awami League won 234 seats overall (IPU, 2014). More than half of parliament was
decided without a contest.

Voter Turnout

Turnout in 2008 was 87.13 percent, one of the highest recorded in Bangladesh's electoral history (IPU,
2008). Turnout in 2014 fell to 51.37 percent. Because 153 seats had no contest, this figure describes a partial
election rather than a genuinely national one. Some contemporary reporting suggested turnout in the contested
seats was lower still (Human Rights Watch, 2014b; IPU, 2014).

Political Violence

The 2008 election followed nearly two years of emergency rule, but polling day itself was comparatively
orderly. International observers described it as peaceful and credible (ANFREL, 2009). The 2014 election was
different. Human Rights Watch documented months of violence tied to the boycott, including attacks by
opposition activists, assaults on minorities, and abuses by state authorities (Human Rights Watch, 2014b). At
least 21 people were killed on election day, and more than 100 polling centres were attacked or set on fire. The
army was deployed from late December 2013.

International Assessment

ANFREL's final report on the 2008 election concluded that the polls were conducted with integrity and
had restored democratic rule after a prolonged state of emergency (ANFREL, 2009). This assessment was
qualified, not unconditional: ANFREL also noted the restrictions on political freedom that had preceded the vote.
The 2014 election received a very different response. Human Rights Watch warned before the vote that repression,
boycott, and mass uncontested seats had deprived citizens of meaningful electoral choice (Human Rights Watch,
2014a). Its later report placed the election within the most violent electoral period in Bangladesh's history (Human
Rights Watch, 2014b). Ali Riaz situates both assessments within a longer pattern: elections held under the
caretaker system were generally seen as fair, while elections held under incumbent governments were more often
associated with manipulation and legitimacy deficits (Riaz, 2014, 2019, 2022).

Table 1 summarizes these results.

Feature 2008 Election 2014 Election
Date of Election 29 December 2008 5 January 2014
Total Seats 300 300
Voter Turnout 87.13% 51.37%
Uncontested Seats None 153 of 300
Awami League Seats 262 (Grand Alliance) 234
BNP Seats 32 (Alliance) Boycotted / 0
Caretaker Government Yes No (abolished 2011)
Election-Day Deaths Minimal 21+ killed
Polling Centres Attacked None reported 100+
International Assessment Widely credible Widely criticized

Table 1: Comparative Overview of the 2008 and 2014 Bangladesh Parliamentary Elections. Source: Compiled
by the researcher from Inter-Parliamentary Union (2008, 2014) and Human Rights Watch (2014a, 2014b).

The comparison between 2008 and 2014 fits three related frameworks in comparative politics.

Electoral Manipulation

The key change was not fraud on polling day. It was a change in the rules of competition before polling
day. Abolishing the caretaker government removed a mechanism of neutral oversight in a system built on partisan
mistrust. This is a case of manipulation of the institutional terms of an election, rather than manipulation of its
results (Schedler, 2002).

Competitive Authoritarianism
In 2008, Bangladesh's elections still operated close to competitive democratic logic. By 2014, the playing
field had become severely uneven. Elections, parliament, and constitutional procedure all continued. But the
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opposition no longer saw the electoral arena as fair enough to enter. This matches Levitsky and Way's (2010)
account of competitive authoritarianism, where democratic institutions survive in form while competition erodes
in substance. Riaz (2019) identifies 2014 as the point at which Bangladesh's electoral democracy shifted toward
hybrid-regime status.

Constitutional Retrogression

The shift from 2008 to 2014 did not happen through extra-constitutional rupture. It happened through
constitutional amendment: the Fifteenth Amendment's abolition of the caretaker system. This matches Huq and
Ginsburg's (2018) account of constitutional retrogression, in which democratic backsliding proceeds through
formally legal changes rather than open breakdown. Bermeo (2016) makes a related point: contemporary
democratic decline usually happens gradually, through the weakening of institutions that sustain competition, not
through sudden rupture. The 2008-to-2014 shift illustrates that gradual process.

Taken together, these frameworks explain why the 2014 election could satisfy Bangladesh's
constitutional requirement to hold elections on schedule while failing to deliver a democratically credible result.
The state remained formally elected. But its claim to represent a genuinely competitive process was far weaker
than in 2008.

International assessments, while a useful external check, are not a neutral or final test of democratic
quality. Observer missions and rights organizations may have their own institutional interests, and their judgments
should be treated as corroborative evidence rather than definitive proof. Their value in this comparison lies in
showing that the change between 2008 and 2014 was visible beyond domestic partisan debate.

II.  Conclusion

Bangladesh did not stop holding elections between 2008 and 2014. Instead, the institutional conditions
under which elections were held changed. The 2008 election, held under a neutral caretaker government, was
fully contested, recorded turnout of 87.13 percent, and was widely accepted as credible. The 2014 election, held
under the incumbent government after the caretaker system was abolished, faced an opposition boycott, left 153
seats uncontested, recorded turnout of 51.37 percent, and was accompanied by serious violence. International
assessments shifted correspondingly, from broad acceptance in 2008 to sharp criticism in 2014.

This comparison matters beyond the two elections themselves. The years between 2009 and 2014 were
the period in which the legal and institutional tools later used to restrict civil society and press freedom were built.
The 2014 election was the first major test of those tools. Understanding how electoral form separated from
democratic substance in this period is necessary for understanding the more extensive democratic decline that
followed.
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