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1. INTRODUCTION

Voter turnout is not dependent on a single dimension but is a multi-dimensional phenomenon. It is highly
connected with several factors, such as the effectiveness of the electoral institutions or authority,
demographic status, democratic efficiency, and financial condition. Moreover, electoral procedure plays
a vital role in voter turnout. Additionally, political consciousness and easy access to polling stations
increase the voter turnout. Schraufnagel, Buehler, and Lowry-Fritz (2014) showed that there is a positive
correlation between voter turnout and literacy. Literate people are more inclined to exercise their
franchising rights. Furthermore, there is higher voter turnout in the dominant ethnic group and among
wealthy people in Asian countries, while political suppression decreases the voter turnout. Likewise, the
unemployed and the poor are reluctant to participate in voting.

A free and fair election is one where individuals cast their votes according to their own autonomy,
without being influenced by pressure or monetary gain. In the Indian sub-continent, clientelism (give
and take relationship) is prevalent during the election. Politicians try to frighten voters by saying, “Give
me your vote, and you’ll be benefited.” Otherwise, if you do not vote for me, I will not provide any
benefits to you (Martin & Picherit, 2020). In other words, Martin & Picherit (2020) showed that electoral
democracy is marred with widespread fraud, manipulation, and violence, but it varies significantly from
country to country (Keefer & Vlaicu, 2017). Additionally, purchasing votes before the election is
prevalent in democracies (Keefer & Vlaicu, 2017) and this practice is comparatively higher in
impoverished nations (Riaz & Parvez, 2021).

Bangladeshi democracy could not fully ensure the voting rights of its own citizens. Furthermore, the
electoral accountability is not flawless despite holding some free and fair elections throughout its
independent history. Before the election, the common people had to suffer on a large scale owing to
political rivalry among political parties often turns into stern political violence. Electoral violence refers
to any actions to coerce, intimidate, threaten, or physically abuse opponents in order to secure power by
manipulating election outcomes. Generally, it broke out before the national election, which ultimately
ruined the democratic process (Islam, 2015). Bangladeshi people had suffered it since its first national
election, when the Bangladesh Awami League (BAL) won the country’s first election held in 1973 in a
landslide under the leadership of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, widely called the father of the nation by the
activists of the BAL. The first election was marred by fraudulent votes, stabbing and murdering the
opposition’s candidates, censoring the media, and using the all-government. institutions in their favour
illegally (Maitrot & Jackman, 2023).

On the other hand, since its independence, India’s elections have been regarded as free and fair despite
allegations of vote buying. Likewise, most election results were accepted by parties. However, the
decade under the Modi administration was marked by accusations that they tried to destroy the freedom
of public institutions and media (Ellis-Petersen, 2024a). Critics said that the BJP-led Indian government
enfeebled the public institutions in favour of itself and gradually despoiled the freedom of the media.
Furthermore, arresting the opponents key figure could be used to rig the upcoming election (Ellis-
Petersen, 2024hb), and dominating the appointment process of the election commission (EC) by amending
the existing law could manipulate the election (Ellis-Petersen, 2024a). Despite the EC’s efforts to hold
a free and fair election, India’s election process remains far from free and fair on a large scale. Numerous
complaints were filed regarding the poll-related violence. Moreover, a considerable amount of money,
alcohol, and drugs were supplied to the voters to influence their judgment (Martin & Picherit, 2020).

Javid & Mufti (2022) analysed that a level playing field is crucial to hold a free and fair election.
However, in Pakistan, the authority took months before the election to create an uneven playing field,
weakening the opposition parties by restricting their access to the media to ensure a positive environment
for the ruling or favoured party.
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Generally, before the Pakistani election, “Hawa/Air” or the blessing of the military blow from one
party to another party, if the incumbent party does not perform as the military direction, the Hawa shifted
to another party from the incumbent party, as the military has established itself as a guardian of the
Pakistani democracy. This blessing decides the future ruler of the country. The blessed party often pulls
the renowned opposition’s leaders to secure the throne easily, using the military’s blessing. Intentionally
delaying vote counting, forcibly ousting the agents of unfavoured parties, and announcing the result in
a closed door are rampant practices to ensure the win of the favoured party. Likewise, (Martin & Picherit,
2020) showed that fraud, irregularities, and dominance of the military intelligence are dominant in the
Pakistani elections. Military intelligence often coerced the opposition candidates to work according to
their direction.

Furthermore, election rigging was not a new phenomenon in Pakistan’s history. In 1990, the former
ousted prime minister Benazir Bhutto’s Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) was unquestionably the most
popular in the election. However, the result astonished the observers and analysts because Nawaz Sharif
led Pakistan Muslim League (PML-N) won the then rigged election victimizing the PPI. Later, the
Pakistan Supreme Court labelled the 1990 election as a rigged election in 2012. Surprisingly, according
to many analysts, the PML-N was the victim in 2018 election of vote rigging and Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaf (PTI) won the election. These all transpired because of the strong influence of the Pakistan Army.
However, the main difference was that they did not face any protest in the past, but now they faced
strong resistance from people (Hussain, 2024). Hence, Pakistan’s 12" national election was accused of
vote rigging and internet shutdown (Dalmia, 2024Db). Prior to the election, PTI was literally ousted from
the election by restricting them from television. However, PTI-backed independent candidates won the
majority of the national constituencies (Saifi & Mogul, 2024).

A free and fair election is one of the core indicators of democracy. Historically, Bangladesh, India,
and Pakistan were under British control for nearly 200 years, and these three countries still follow several
British rules and regulations regarding the political and administrative arena. Furthermore, the political
culture of this region is nearly the same. Political violence and election-related fraud and irregularities
are prevalent in these countries. Moreover, democracy in this region still faces challenges, and elections
in those countries are not entirely free and fair. Besides, these countries are home to around 100 crore
voters. In 2024, all three of these countries witnessed their national election. Bangladesh, Pakistan, and
India held the 12th, 16th, and 18th national elections, respectively. Thus, it’s crucial to analyze the
political aspects of these countries to evaluate their democratic conditions and reveal the actual state of
democracy in the region. For this reason, the authors examined people’s confidence in the electoral
process and the effectiveness of electoral governance by analysing the voter turnout ratio in national
elections. Additionally, it examined the key factors that affect voter participation in these nations and
evaluated how electoral governance functions in Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan. Furthermore, the study
assesses the extent to which elections in these countries are free, fair, and non-partisan, as well as the
level of public trust in the electoral system.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The researchers reviewed some existing articles to understand the scholarship on electoral democracy,
the effectiveness of the electoral process in the Indian subcontinent, and the factors that influence voter
turnout in Bangladesh, Pakistan, and India. After reviewing the literature, the articles were analysed
thematically.

2.1 Election: A Multifaceted Perspective

Riaz & Parvez (2021) argued that election is considered the most dominant determinant of democracy.
However, all elections are not alike; they differ in their characteristics. A closed (a political condition
where the election is not a multiparty election) authoritarian regime conducts an election with only a few
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political parties that are in favour of the incumbent authority. In contrast, multi-party but not competitive
elections are held in hegemonic electoral authoritarian regimes; they are also not free and fair in nature.
Likewise, competitive authoritarian regimes hold competitive and multi-party elections, though the
elections are not free and fair. Though the elections are farcical, the regime uses them to show its validity
and continue its reign. Besides, electoral democracy and liberal democracy conduct free and fair
elections, though the former is not fully responsible for civil liberties and the latter is more accountable
for civil rights. Consequently, a new election type arose, which contains both democratic and
authoritarian measures to strengthen, show, and prove the validity of the election broadly. Political
scientists described this as a hybrid regime. The substantial rise of hybrid regimes globally increases
manipulated elections in the camouflage of democracy to show that the country is democratic.

2.2 Process of Election Rigging

To rig an election, some initiatives have to be taken by the ruling party. To do that, the incumbent ruling
party primarily uses some common strategies, such as intimidating the people to favour the ruling party
or not to go against the ruling party, confining the opposition candidates, nullifying the opposition’s
nominations, ousting the international and independent observers, and imposing high censorship over
the media. Additionally, the electoral authority, civil administration, law enforcement agencies, and the
court are also bound to obey the ruling party. On the other hand, vote rigging is not only the alteration
of the final election result, but also includes a significant number of steps ranging from before to after
the election. These involve, amending election related rules and regulation to favour the ruling party,
changing the territorial boundary of constituencies, intentionally influence the voter and party
registration process, lack of level playing field, ousting the opposition from electoral campaigns,
overriding the opposition from access to media, counting the vote in an untransparent way, highly
exercise of vote buying, delaying election result and embezzling or negating election result (Riaz &
Parvez, 2021). Moreover, Martin & Picherit (2020) showed that vote buying, extortion, fraudulent
voting, threats, changing the voter list, forcibly occupying the polling stations, and forcibly altering the
election results were prevalently used to rig or manipulate the election process. Additionally, the
deliberate spread of rumours and misinformation was also prevalent to influence the election. These
methods are not used simultaneously, such as altering the voter list several months before the election,
capturing the polling stations during the polling day to rig the election and altering the result after
finishing the vote casting.

2.3 Election is a Tool to Strengthen the Own Ideology

Conducting elections regularly does not mean that the country is a well democratic country. Elections
can be used as a tool for legitimizing the illegal power of an authoritarian regime. Nowadays, the
autocrats and the authoritarian regimes intend not to reign the country directly in an authoritarian
manner, that’s why they organize elections regularly to make understand national and international
stakeholders that they are democratic in practices not autocratic though the election is not free and fair
and used all mechanisms to win the election by any means (Maitrot & Jackman, 2023). Moreover, Riaz
& Parvez, (2021) showed that political parties enacted the law according to their own narratives and
ideology. The fifth national election in 1991 was held under a caretaker government (a non-partisan
government) after ousting the then-military ruler following a unanimous agreement among the political
parties. However, the following election in 1996 was held under the then incumbent party, the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), and the election was neither free nor fair. Consequently, they had
to transfer the power to a caretaker government (CTG) within a month. Then, the next two elections
were held under a CTG, and power shifted from the BAL and the BNP. Both parties were reluctant to
strengthen democracy. As a result, both parties treated the election as a means of power validation only,
and both parties tried to make a favourable administration by changing the rules and regulations after
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winning the election, so they could run their business smoothly. Before the 2006 election, the then-
incumbent BNP attempted to influence the formation process of CTG, which ultimately led to the
country having an uncertain future with violence and mistrust. Similarly, the BAL amended the
constitution in 2011 and repealed the CTG provision from the constitution through using a verdict of the
supreme court after winning the 10" national election held in 2008 under the military backed CTG.

2.4 Challenges to Electoral Fairness

Martin & Picherit (2020) demonstrated cash mobilization is highly related to the election process in the
Indian sub-continent. Politicians expended a significant amount of money before the election among the
voters to influence their votes. After winning the election, they became desperate to return their money
with high interest. For this reason, they extort money from the public and sell nomination tickets to the
highest bidder, regardless of their qualifications. These practices are part and parcel of South Asian
democracies. Additionally, rich people, landlords, industrial magnates, civil and military officials, and
gangsters play a vivid role in India and Pakistan’s national elections. Their role often affects the
election’s outcomes, hindering the holding of a free and fair election. Wealthy people have a significant
role in determining party nominees, whereas civil officials or bureaucrats can demarcate the
constituencies to influence the vote. On the other hand, gangsters intimidation plays a vital role in voter
turnout and deters the common people from exercising their franchise rights. These are all behind an
election that is not free and fair. Available studies have hardly examined the voter turnout and the factors
that affect it. Therefore, the study has been conducted to analyze or investigate the voter turnout,
dominant issues behind the voter turnout, and the effectiveness of the electoral mechanism in
Bangladesh, Pakistan, and India, comparatively.

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The study is secondary content analysis in nature. Since the subcontinent is home to nearly 185 crore
people and covers a vast area, conducting a primary or field study is highly challenging for novice
researchers. Therefore, the authors relied heavily on newspaper articles published during the elections
as the primary source of data. The study employs a descriptive type of social research to comparatively
investigate voter turnout in the 2024 national elections of Bangladesh, Pakistan, and India. The study
further examines the factors influencing voter turnout and analyses the effectiveness of the electoral
mechanisms in these three countries. Most of the data were collected from reputable newspaper websites
using search terms such as “voter turnout in the last national election of Bangladesh, Pakistan, and India”
and “electoral governance of the last national election of Bangladesh, Pakistan, and India.”

Despite limited scholarly appeal, newspaper websites were used for the study due to the availability
of recent data, which served as the primary source for acquiring an up-to-date scenario of the 2024
national elections. Apart from this, as the authors belong to the Bangladeshi community, they were able
to gather a substantial amount of data more easily than for India and Pakistan because they could collect
data related to Bangladeshi news from many Bangladeshi newspapers. Besides, the authors also
endeavoured to collect data related to India and Pakistan in a reasonable quantity. Additionally, relevant
scholarly literature was reviewed to comprehend the scholarship on electoral governance, voter turnout,
and the effectiveness of electoral systems in these three countries.

4, RESULTS

4.1 Pre-Poll Rigging, Suppressing the Opposition and Media

The study found that before the 12" national election, the opposition of Bangladesh faced a severe
crackdown by the police and other law enforcement agencies. More than 15 people, including two police
officials, died during this long chaos. There were many allegations against law enforcement agencies
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regarding the forced disappearance and extra-judicial killing of the opposition. These are all generally
done to make the election field one-sided, and this suffocation of opposition often hinders the election
from being fair (AFP, 2023; The Times of India, 2023a). Likewise, one of the top leaders of the BAL,
Agriculture Minister Mohammad Abdur Razzak, advocated this narrative by stating that we had to arrest
more than 20,000 opposition leaders and activists ahead of the election. We also proposed that we would
release them if they would participate in the forthcoming election (VOA Bangla, 2024). Even the
secretary general of the BNP, Mirza Fakhrul Islam, was arrested before the poll by the police (Al Jazeera,
2023; Slow, 2023). Moreover, the study revealed that the opposition was often attacked and beaten by
the ruling party activists. Notably, a local BAL leader ordered his followers to break the arms and legs
of the BNP activists who were against the election (Star Digital Report, 2024a). The police and other
law enforcement agencies in disguise often took the opposition candidates or their followers and
threatened them not to work or participate in the election (Mahmud, 2024a). Previously, before the
election of 2018, the website of the BNP, the main opposition party of Bangladesh, was blocked
alongside the mass attacks and arrest of its activists by the BAL activists and police to suffocate the
voice of the opposition ahead of the election (Sarker, 2018). Likewise, the authority tried to stifle the
dissent through blocking the website of The Daily Manab Zamin (Siddiqui et al., 2024). The study found
that the then ruling party attempted to allure the opposition activists to participate in the election by
offering rewards. Hence, a key-leader of the BNP was released and further got nominated by the BAL
for the imminent election. Consequently, the BNP expelled him from the party. Also, the BNP expelled
some other activists for contesting in the election independently (Dhaka Tribune, 2023).

In the case of India, the raids and arrest of the oppositions leaders, especially the arrest of the Hemant
Soren, the then Chief Minister (CM) of Jharkhand and Arvind Kejriwal, the then CM of Delhi raised
concerns among the critics, journalists and the politicians regarding the fairness of Indian democracy.
The oppositions claimed that the PM could do anything for winning the election and he was using the
institutions of India to stifle the voices of the opposition (Sharma, 2024). Likewise, the oppositions
claimed that Kejriwal’s arrest was politically motivated and the corruption allegation was totally
motivated. Furthermore, they asserted that the ruling party was plotting huge conspiracy ahead of the
election (Mogul, 2024a). Similarly, Mamata Banerjee, CM of West Bengal asserted that the raid on
party’s general secretary’s house and helicopter just before the election was based on BJP’s instructions
and alleged that the EC favoured BJP (Dalmia, 2024a). Additionally, the Delhi Police summoned the
CM of the Indian state Telangana accusing on vitiating the speech of Amit Shah, the central home
minister of India. Harassing a CM just before the election was seen a process to enfeeble the opposition
by the ruling party using the police force (Prothom Alo, 2024c).

Moreover, the Congress, main opposition of the India was barred from using their bank accounts
ahead of the election and the party could not conduct their election campaign during this time.
Consequently, the party claimed that there was no democracy in India (Ghildiyal, 2024) and alleged that
it’s a move of the ruling BJP to annihilate the country’s democracy and make a one party state (The
Economic Times, 2024a). The Congress asserted that the freezing of the bank account regarding tax
dispute ahead of the election was a political move to thwart them from the election (Business Standard,
2024a). Besides, the nomination Nilesh of Kumbani, a candidate of the Indian National Congress (INC)
was void and the other 8 candidates’ nomination were withdrawn. Additionally, Nilesh Kumbani was
missing. Later, Mukesh Dalal, a candidate of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) won the seat without
contesting. Likewise, a candidate of the INC withdrew his nomination and joined the BJP before the
election. The INC accused the BJP on using ED, CBI and Income Tax to threaten the opposition
(Prothom Alo, 2024c).

In Pakistan, imprisoning Imran Khan, the country’s one of the most popular politicians and former
prime minister of the country, just before the election and forcibly ousting him from the chairmanship
of PTI raised concerns among the analysts regarding the fairness of the election of 2024. Moreover,
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many of PTI’s top leaders were forced to leave the party and many were bound to abscond to escape the
imprisonment before the election. They were unable to campaign and contest in the election freely.
Furthermore, rejecting the nominations of PTI candidates including Imran Khan and banning the party’s
iconic symbol ‘Bat’ heightened the anxiousness among the analysts about the fairness and many thought
that the election would be more rigged than any other elections (Hussain, 2024). Additionally, PTI
nominated candidates were banded to contest the election with their own party symbol ‘Bat’ because the
EC forbade the ‘Bat’ symbol. Consequently, PTI backed candidate had to contest the election as
independent candidates (Butt, 2024). Before the election, Police raided on opposition’s, mostly PTI
men’s home and arrest them. In Sialkot, a PTI candidate (Usman Dar) home was raided and assault
his mother and brother and took him into custody. After release, Usman Dar announced his
resignation from PTI and withdrew him from the election. Many like Usman were forced to do the
same thing (Grim, 2024).

4.2 Unfair or Rigged Election and Fraud Vote

The 12" national election raised concerns among the observers regarding the fairness and was not
regarded as a free, fair, and open election where the people could exercise their voting rights without
fear or threats. The study found that many voters were coerced into voting on a specific symbol despite
their reluctance. Moreover, some people took the ballot papers and publicly sealed them with a specific
symbol. Hence, Transparency International Bangladesh (TIB) stated that the election was not fair and
open. These were befallen before the administration and police, but they were inactive to prevent them
(BBC News =TI, 2024a). Likewise, civil society activist Badiul Alam Majumder expressed his opinion
as he had not observed any election with such low voter turnout in his life (Al Jazeera, 2024a). Besides,
three consecutive elections were held under the BAL-led government since 2009, and all those elections
were marred by violation and opposition harassment. Also, those three elections were considered as
rigged elections by the BAL collaborating with law enforcement agencies. Likewise, the situation
indicated that the election of 7™ January would be rigged as of the election of 2018 (Ellis-Petersen &
Rahman, 2023). Interestingly, the Jatiya Party (JP), one of the dearest political parties of the BAL, said
that the BAL activists occupied the vote centres and embezzled the votes. On the other hand, the BNP,
which refused to participate in the election, thanked the people for not performing their voting rights as
they often treated that election as one-sided (DW, 2024). Although the BAL claimed that the election
was free, fair, and participatory, their own partisan candidates raised questions about the election’s
credibility, and they alleged against the voting officials that they embezzled the vote in favour of the
other candidates. The BAL supported the JP-nominated candidate, Shamim Haider, who alleged that the
EC showed an unreal voter turnout rate. He said there were hardly any voters, but we saw that the EC
mentioned that the voter turnout was more than 40%, which was false. Furthermore, heavyweight BAL
candidates like Momotaz, Abdus Sobahn Golap, Hasanul Haque Inu, and so on questioned the fairness
of the election (SAMAKAL, 2024). A video broadcast by a UK-based channel showing that a ballot
box full of ballot papers was taken from the polling station before even starting the vote on the voting
day proved the distrust from the opposition parties was not mere. In the meantime, Human Rights Watch
and other international groups requested an independent investigation against the allegations of vote
rigging and the partisan behaviour of the election officials (Chowdhury, 2024).

Similarly, the study found in Pakistan, Hafiz Naeem Ur Rehman, a winner of the provincial assembly
seat PS-129 of Karachi and a candidate of the Jamaat-e-Islami, left the seat claiming that the vote was
rigged in favour of him and he was not the winner. He claimed that the winner was the PTI1 backed Saif
Bari. Moreover, he urged accepting and respecting the public mandate and opinion (Mao, 2024). Many
candidates alleged the published results and leads in vote counting were reversed suddenly. Likewise,
further complaint was that the candidates were barred from entering the polling station (Butt, 2024).
Moreover, one of the opposition leaders alleged that 2024 election was not fair and more rigged as
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compared to 2018 election (Dalmia, 2024b). Later, this was strengthened by the resignation and
surrender of senior bureaucrat Liagat Ali Chatta, commissioner of Rawalpindi by asserting that they
changed the election result reverting the margins with 70,000 votes in at least 13 national assembly seats
(Al Jazeera, 2024b). Therefore, surrender of Chattha, one of top election officials, proved that the
election was not free and fair and the officials did not perform their duty impartially (The Times of India,
2024).

The study showed that, though the India’s condition was better than Bangladesh and Pakistan, the
oppositions were not confident about the election’s fairness. Likewise, the opposition alleged that the
ruling BJP would manoeuvre the Electronic VVoting Machines (EVM) to win more than 400 seats in the
election (The Times of India, 2023b) and allegations raised against the EVMs because of its control.
Oppositions and critics complained that the EVMs can be hacked by the ruling BJP and the EVMs are
not trustworthy (Kapoor, 2024).

4.3 Low Voter Turnout and Boycotted (Bangladesh) Election by the Oppositions Parties
In the case of voter turnout, the study exposed that all three countries experienced a decline in voter
turnout. Bangladesh experienced the largest decline in voter turnout, from around 80% to nearly 41%,
while Pakistan saw a moderate decrease, from about 52% to 47%, and India saw only a slight decline,
from nearly 67% to 65%. This proves a lack of high trust in the electoral mechanism in Bangladesh,
while Pakistan is slightly better than Bangladesh. On the other hand, India’s voter turnout demonstrates
the much higher confidence of the people in their electoral mechanism and institutions (Akter et al.,
2025).

A gradual decline in trust in the election has been sharply seen in Bangladesh, and people themselves
boycotted the election. Therefore, the 11" national election held in 2018 recorded an 80% voter turnout,
but this election recorded a nebulous voter turnout between 27.15% and 41.1%, according to the EC’s
official data (Al Jazeera, 2024a). Likewise, Sheikh Hasina, a widely regarded dictator of Bangladesh
(Ahmed & Ellis-Petersen, 2024), secured her straight fourth term of premiership through a controversial
election with low voter turnout and violence. Also, the election was boycotted by the main oppositions.
Similarly, the majority of the voters refused to franchise their voting rights during the election day, and
only 27.15 percent of voters performed their voting rights, according to the statement of the EC officials
at 3 p.m. (Al Jazeera, 2024a). Furthermore, the 12" national election was not a participatory election
because the main opposition party, BNP, Jamaat-e-Islami, and some other parties boycotted and refused
to participate in the polls on the grounds of a neutral caretaker government (Karim & Faruk, 2023).
Previously, the widely fictional elections of 2014 and 2018 disheartened the opposition to participate in
the national election of 2024. The elections of 2014 and 2018 were not free and fair at all. The election
of 2014 produced 153 members of the parliament without any election, no matter fair or unfair, and the
opposition parties also regarded the election of 2024 as a tool for securing the ruling party’s power (VOA
Bangla, 2024). The oppositions have been protesting for several years for a caretaker government, but
the BAL refused this demand, thus leading to boycotting the election (Lawal, 2024). Consequently, the
Chief Election Commissioner (CEC) conceded that the election was not participatory by saying that he
did not get any polling agents except the polling agents of the BAL candidate (DWW, 2024).

India’s overall voter turnout was 65.97% in 2024 national election, which saw a slight decrease from
2019’s election (Agrawal, 2024). Indian northern state Bihar witnessed only 40% vote in the first phase
of election (Al Jazeera, 2024c). Overall voter turnout (65.70%) of the first phase of Indian election saw
a slight decrease than 2019’s election (67.40%). Additionally, Bihar (56.19%), Uttar Pradesh (56.92%)
and Mizoram’s (56.87%) voter turnout was less than the average voter turnout (Chakrabarty, 2024).

On the other hand, most Pakistani voters had little trust in the election, and they restrained themselves
from casting their vote. The voter turnout was nearly 47% which was lower than the 2018 election (Buitt,
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2024). The overall voter turnout (47.6%) was lower than the 2018 election (52.1%). People were mostly
anxious about the fairness of the election regarding the incidents throughout the election period.
Moreover, Harsh winter, violence, along with uncertainty about the fairness of the election, played a
vital role in reducing the voter turnout from the past election. Low voter turnout implies that there is a
lack of trust in the electoral mechanism of Pakistan (Business Recorder, 2024).

4.4 Mass Violence During the Election

Nearly four people died in an arson attack two days before the election, and the police fired in the protest
of the opposition. Moreover, the supporters of the ruling party and the independent candidates, backed
by the ruling party, clashed in several places (Al Jazeera, 2024a). Moreover, Chattogram witnessed
severe clashes on polling day, taking two lives (Siddiqui et al., 2024). Two people were shot dead in
Chattogram in a fight between the followers of the two candidates (Barua, 2024). Polling was adjourned
in a centre due to the clash between the BAL and the Jatiya Party (JP). Before this, two people were shot
to death when police fired to disperse the mob (Rita, 2024). Besides, fighting among the supporters of
the different candidates was reported in Chattogram, Jamalpur, Patuakhali, Cumilla, Narsingdi,
Noakhali, Chandpur, Brahmanbaria, and Narayanganj throughout the voting day. This fight claimed
more than 25 people’s lives, and thousands were injured, including policemen and Ansar members (Star
Report, 2024).

On the election day, the destruction of EVMs transpired during the election in Manipur. Also, voters
were discouraged from casting their vote, and incidents of proxy voting occurred. Likewise, people were
beaten and shot in a polling station of Manipur. Hence, polling was postponed in a station (Achom &
Choudhury, 2024). In West Bengal, activists of the Trinamul Congress (TMC) and BJP both confronted
each other in Cooch Behar (Business Standard, 2024b).

Besides, Pakistani people experienced the 2024 national election with heavy violence, including
bomb blasts, shootings, and clashes. The national election was marred mainly by violence and an internet
shutdown. Nine people, including five security personnel, were killed by bomb blasts and shootings
(Ghani et al., 2024).

4.5 International Concerns Regarding the Credibility and Fairness of the Election

The US, alongside the UN Human Rights Commissions, insisted the government conduct a free and fair
election in Bangladesh to uphold democratic values. Also, they urged to release the activists of the
opposition party and allow the journalists, civil society, and independent observers to work freely (Star
Digital Report, 2024b). Additionally, the International Crisis Group, a think tank, doubted the election's
credibility because the main opposition parties boycott made this election one-sided. Also, they called
this election a managed election with dummy candidates (Paul & Ganguly, 2024). Furthermore, the
European Commission was anxious about the level playing field for a free and fair election (Lawal,
2024). Besides, the EU stated that the EC failed to make the election credible and the election could not
meet democratic standards. They mentioned that the competition between the BAL’s own nominated
and the BAL-supported candidates deterred the people from choosing their favourite candidate (BBC
News 1=, 2024Db).

Similarly, the USA and the UK, with whom Bangladesh had a strong trading tie, straightforwardly
stated that the 12™ election of Bangladesh was not credible in terms of international standards and
fairness. Also, they raised their voices regarding the mass arrest of the opposition ahead of the election
(Alam, 2024). Previously, the USA imposed visa sanctions on those who were connected to vote rigging
to ensure a free and fair election in Bangladesh. Only India unquestionably supported the BAL
throughout this voting process, and they were about to congratulate the BAL for securing power prior to
the election (Mahmud, 2024c). Consequently, human rights organizations have cautioned that Hasina
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and her administration are progressing towards a one-party system, as detractors have voiced
apprehensions regarding the rising instances of political violence and voter intimidation (Chen et al.,
2024). On the other hand, Kejriwal’s arrest and other incidents raised concerns among the international
community with respect to the fairness of Indian election. The USA, Germany and the UN expressed
their concerns about free and fair election and urged India to ensure a level playing field before all
parties. They were anxious about fairness of the Indian election (Ellis-Petersen, 2024a). Furthermore, in
Pakistan PTI claimed that they won 154 seats, but many were taken away by vote rigging. The US, UK,
and EU expressed their concerns regarding fairness of election result (Ellis-Petersen & Baloch, 2024).

4.6 Lack of Credibility of the Election Commission’s Statement

Bangladesh’s EC could not provide realistic data on voter’s turnout for the 12" national election held on
7" January 2024. The data provided by EC did not conform with the data of journalists and observers.
Moreover, EC officials themselves showed discrepancies in their statements. For instance, the CEC
stated that the voter turnout was around 40%. However, he said that he was not sure. On the other hand,
the secretary to EC announced before the press that the voter presence was around 26.37% at 3 pm. This
factional statement from the EC officials raised concerns about the credibility of the efforts of the EC to
ensure fairness in elections (Prothom Alo, 2024a). Later, CEC confirmed that the 41.1% of all voters
went to vote centres to exercise their voting rights (Somoy News, 2024). Furthermore, the EC
deliberately inflated the voter turnout rate to show the election as competitive and participatory. The
voter turnout rate was primarily announced as around 27% at 3 p.m. before plummeting the percentage
to 41.1%, which attracted criticism from the observers because it is nearly impossible to cast around
14% within an hour. Even this was about half of the 11" election in 2018 (Anbarasan & Ng, 2024).
Additionally, Sakhawat Hossain, Sharmin Murshid, and other independent observers said that it was
impossible that turnout was 40 percent and it was ridiculous that the jump from 27 to 40 percent within
only an hour (Mahmud, 2024b). Moreover, observers asserted that the election was not free and fair, but
the CEC claimed that the election was free and fair, and there was no report of administrative bias
(Abdullah & Suhrawardy, 2024).

On the other hand, in Pakistan, the EC could not publish the result on time and could not show any
reason behind the tardiness. Hence, Pakistan’s national human rights body and the US and European
Union raised their concerns regarding the transparency of the election (Butt, 2024). Previously, the
internet shutdown raised suspicion regarding vote counting and delayed the result announcement. The
rule was that the EC was bound to publish the result by 2 am, however, they were unable confirm the
result. Hence, PTI supporters alleged that the Army and the caretaker government deliberately rigged
the election. Furthermore, social media was filled with several videos divulging irregularities in polling
stations (The Economist, 2024).

4.7 Hate Speech and Communalism

The study revealed that different from Bangladesh and Pakistan, in India, the opposition accused Prime
Minister Narendra Modi of distracting from the real situation by delivering hate speeches against
Muslims. They claimed that the inflation and unemployment were increasing day by day but the PM
escaped them from his speech and brought unnecessary communality in his election campaigns (The
Economic Times, 2024b). Narendra Modi, the ruling prime minister (PM) of India instigated the
communalism between Indian Hindus and Muslims to get the favour of the Hindu votes, during his
several election campaigns by alleging the Congress that they would distribute the wealth of the majority
Hindus to the minority Muslims (The Hindu Bureau, 2024). Modi addressed the Indian Muslims, who
were actually his citizens, as “illegal immigrants™ and accused of producing more children than others.
Moreover, he censured the Congress’s equal distribution of the wealth citing that the Congress would
snatch the Mangal Sutra of the Hindu women and distribute among the Muslims (Chaturvedi & Dalmia,
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2024). Additionally, he addressed the Muslims as infiltrators. His address was unremarkable because no
PM of India never commented as Modi. Furthermore, he accused Congress of urban Naxal mindset
(Hindustan Times, 2024). Hence, critics addressed Modi’s remark as anti-Islamic and it helped spread
the Islamophobia in India (Mogul, 2024b). Besides, India, the largest Hindu populated country, observed
the inauguration of the Ram temple in Ayodhya and the BJP tried their best to attract the Hindu voters
in favour of them using the inauguration ceremony. Ram temple was set by BJP to be a decisive factor
for imminent election that the oppositions alleged it became a political event (Bhattacharya, 2024).

4.8 Massive Military Influence

The study found that Unlike Bangladesh and India, Pakistan Army is considered the key figure in the
Pakistani politics, and no party could not reign the country without their support. The rise and fall of
Imran Khan, proved the long-standing phenomenon. Imran Khan, who secured the throne in 2018, was
then backed by the Military. Also, he lost his premiership challenging the military (Saifi & Mogul, 2024).
Hence, the opponent activists accused the military of changing the election result and alleged that they
would appoint a PM in favour of them despite Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf backed candidates won more
constituencies (Goldbaum, 2024).

4.9 Dummy is a New Phenomenon

The study showed, in contrast to India and Pakistan, in Bangladesh, historically, this is not the first time
that Bangladesh has seen an election as one-sided. Previously, Bangladesh faced this kind of election
where the ruling party conducted the elections with help from the administration and police, ignoring
public perceptions. However, the election of 2024 was totally different than all other elections.
Bangladeshi people witnessed a fresh strategy by the ruling party, which they never confronted in the
history of Bangladesh. Whenever the ruling party perceived that the election would not be participatory
because almost all opposition parties were about to boycott the upcoming election, then they divided
their party men into two categories: one was officially nominated by the party, and the rest was
unofficially motivated to contend the election to give an impression of a free, fair and participatory
election. The critics termed them “dummy candidates” (Ratan, 2024). This was due to showing a free,
fair, and competitive election, the ruling BAL inspired their party men, whom they did not nominate
officially, to contend in the election as independent candidates alongside their official nominees.
Previously, those rebels were punished by the party for not obeying the party’s decision. However, this
time, they were encouraged to participate and be independent. They motivated their own activist to
participate in the election, especially in those constituencies where there was no opposition (Karim &
Faruk, 2023).

Moreover, the party’s high command itself inspired its supporters to contest the election as
independent candidates to make the election participatory and competitive since the opposition
boycotted the election. Subsequently, the election was like a stage show where the ruling party wrote
the script, and the EC staged this drama before the public (Mahmud, 2024a). Similarly, the 12™" national
election had the highest number of independent candidates (436). Likewise, many of the 436 were also
from the ruling party, BAL, making the election competitive and participatory (Paul & Ganguly, 2024).
In contrast, the BAL secured 224 parliamentary seats in the 12th national election. On the other hand,
62 seats were secured by the independent candidates. Interestingly, 45 of the 62 candidates were from
the BAL dummy candidates (Anbarasan & Ng, 2024). Conversely, the 12" national election was
remarkable not only for dummy candidates but also for dummy voters. In many centres, whenever the
journalists and foreign observers appeared, many people stood in voting queues and disappeared after
the departure of the journalists (Prothom Alo, 2024b).
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4.10 Lack of Public Accountability of the EC

The study found that the EC played a vital role in favour of the ruling party. For this reason, the
opposition was fearing of fake voter turnout by the EC (Al Jazeera, 2024a). Furthermore, the main
purpose of the EC was to conduct an election in favour of the ruling party, not to conduct a free, open,
and participatory poll. Therefore, they assured that the election would be considered free and fair even
if one percent of votes were cast and public opinion had no value (Ratan, 2024). Besides, the CEC agreed
that the electoral system’s credibility has declined over the years, but he did not want to take the liability.
Also, he doubted the acceptance of the election due to the denial of some parties and acknowledged that
the election was not participatory and satisfactory (Ahmed, 2024). Additionally, one of the election
commissioners said that they did not care whatever had been said by the international community to
respond to the remarks of the EU regarding the fairness of the election (BBC News 1T, 2024b).

4.11 The Judiciary and Administration were Influenced by the Ruling Party

The study found that election, boycotting by the parties was not a new phenomenon in Bangladesh, and
Bangladesh witnessed only four national elections out of 11 national elections as free, fair, and
competitive under the caretaker government. However, the ruling party, BAL, changed the constitution
and repealed the caretaker government provision, stating that this provision was undemocratic.
Interestingly, BAL itself previously protested for the caretaker government against the BNP backed
government in 1996, and the caretaker government was the most crucial tool in Bangladesh to make the
election free and fair. However, the BAL changed this provision using the judiciary. Additionally, the
administration and police often played their role in favour of the ruling party; nonetheless, the election
was conducted under the caretaker government. Thus, the oppositions and observers often consider the
election of 2018 to have been manipulated and controlled by the administration and police. Hence, the
national and international community largely regarded both elections of 2014 and 2018 as unfair (VOA

Bangla, 2024).

4.12 Unusual Difference Between High and Low Voter Turnout

Unlike India and Pakistan, in Bangladesh, some unusual statistics regarding the voter turnout raised the
incredibility of the election. No vote was cast in 27 centres, while six and five centres showed a voter
turnout of 95% and 96%, respectively. Also, the differences among the candidates proved that the
election was one-sided. For instance, a candidate got 201,171 in a centre, whereas his counterpart got
only 4,000 votes in that centre (Islam & Alamgir, 2024). On the other hand, Dhaka, the capital of
Bangladesh, saw the lowest voter turnout in the 71 January election. This reflects the people of the capital
showed the lowest interest in the election. Moreover, in many centres, there were no voters except the
polling agents and the officials passed their time inactively (Islam, 2024).

5. DISCUSSION

Suppressing the opposition through the law enforcement agencies was a common strategy in Bangladesh.
Usually, it spreads out before any sort of elections. Police assault cases frequently victimized the
opposition. Almost all cases grounds remained the same as the police were attacked by the opposition
to stifle the voice of the opposition. The police often lodge fabricated cases against the opposition and
arrest them to throw them out of the election field. Additionally, the opposition was often attacked and
beaten by the ruling party activists. Intimidating the followers or supporters of the opposition by the law
enforcement agencies and the ruling party activists was part and parcel of the 12" national election.
Besides, attacking and arresting journalists by ruling party activists and police are common if they
broadcast any unpleasant news that goes against the ruling power regarding the election process and
procedure. Furthermore, alluring the opposition by force and manoeuvring was a common trick of the
BAL to hire the heavyweight leaders of the opposition in favour them to contest in the 12'" national
election of 2024. The findings are consistent, regarding Bangladesh, with Riaz & Parvez (2021), who
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demonstrated that just before the election, the ruling party lodged politically motivated litigation in a
significant number of cases against the opposition’s supporters to suppress their voice and force them
down. Moreover, the ruling party activists attacked the opposition candidates during their electoral
campaign. Besides, Maitrot & Jackman (2023) depicted that before the 2018 election, the then-ruling
party, BAL, conducted a severe crackdown on the opposition’s activists to quell them so that they could
win the election again. This included arresting the opposition’s activists, to top-tier leaders lodging
politically motivated cases. Additionally, their family was intimidated too and forcibly took the
campaign materials. Police, the main law enforcement agency, were the main ones to do that in favour
of the ruling party, disobeying their oath. Furthermore, BAL activists expressed their gratitude to the
police as they did not have to do because the police did it very perfectly. Besides, police and other
security agencies coerce the opposition’s activists not to be the polling agents in the polling stations. For
this reason, the opposition party was in crisis in managing the polling agents. Apart from this, the police
knew the list of opposition agents and forced the opposition’s leader to arrest them so they would not be
able to attend the voting centres as polling agents. In the case of Pakistan, arresting key opposition figure,
forcing opposition leaders to leave the party, and voiding the nominations were common before the last
election to make an uneven electoral field. As Javid & Mufti (2022) analysed, a level playing field before
the election is crucial to ensure the transparency of the election. However, the authority in Pakistan took
months before the election to create an uneven playing field, weakening the opposition parties by
restricting their access to the media.

In Bangladesh, occupying the vote centres and fraud vote were common phenomena during the
election day. The EC and the law enforcement agencies silently helped the election to be unfair and one-
sided, being biased toward the ruling party. As Riaz & Parvez (2021) illustrated that ruling party activists
forced the common voters to vote for the ruling party symbol before the administration and law
enforcement agencies. They ousted the voters who did not obey their instructions, and the voters could
not cast their vote. Additionally, fraud votes were cast by the ruling party activists, presiding officers,
and assistant presiding officers during or before the election. Additionally, they demonstrated the ruling
party intentionally delayed the visa processing of the credible international election observers to
dishearten them from the election. Furthermore, they deterred local election observers. Furthermore, the
EC imposed restrictions on the free movement of the media. Moreover, Maitrot & Jackman (2023)
depicted that voters have to cast their vote according to the instructions of the BAL activists. They forced
the voters to seal on the ‘Boat’, symbol of the BAL. Also, a significant number of voters could not cast
their vote as their vote was cast before their arrival without their notice. Altering the election outcome
by manoeuvring was prevalent in Pakistan to win own candidates. As Javid & Mufti (2022) showed that
the vote counting was intentionally delayed to manipulate the result. Moreover, opposition agents were
forcibly ousted from the polling stations, and the authority announced the result in a closed door.
Furthermore, in India doubts towards the EVMs reduces the credibility of the electoral fairness. Martin
& Picherit (2020) showed that there is a common belief in Indian sub-continent among the people that
the politicians or party leaders will surely come to know who votes for them and who does not.
Consequently, they will penalize them if they do not vote for them. This intimidation often obliged the
people not to vote according to their own wishes and abstain them from vote.

In the case of voter turnout, Bangladesh faced a great decline in electoral trust with voter turnout rate.
Moreover, Pakistan witnessed a moderate decrease in voter turnout. Though three countries experienced
a lower voter turnout rate than in the previous election, India had the highest institutional trust and
witnessed a very slight decrease in voter turnout. Besides, Bangladesh and Pakistan’s electoral governing
agencies could not perform well to hold a free and fair election with a higher voter turnout rate. As
(Schraufnagel et al., 2014) showed, voter turnout was related to institutional trust and political freedom.

Election and violence are synonymous in the Indian sub-continent. Political parties and its followers
often engaged with severe violence during the election. Furthermore, clashes including fighting and
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bomb blasts among the followers, were common while voting on the day of the election. Additionally,
election was often marred by heinous violence to manipulate the election result. As Maitrot & Jackman
(2023) showed that political parties are inclined to show their power in the streets. Opposition parties
used hartal, a strike called nationally to disrupt the daily activities of the country to force the ruling party
to agree with their demand, while the incumbent party used gangsters, cadres, and state agencies to
suppress the opposition.

Utilizing the public institutions, especially the EC, to accomplish the desired result is prevalent in
Bangladesh and Pakistan. The EC itself raised questions regarding the fairness of the election in these
countries. Discrepancies among the officials on the election-related data proved that they were not
accountable to public sentiment and purposefully served in favour of the ruling or selected party. This
is further strengthened in Pakistan by a resignation of a top electoral official claiming that the election
result was intentionally changed to secure the win of a selected candidate.

Unlike Bangladesh and Pakistan, using religious sentiment on a large scale was common before the
last national election in India. Political parties, especially the BJP of India, a Hindu-majority country,
often tried to manipulate the Hindu voters by defaming the Muslims ahead of the election. Notably, the
PM remarks towards Muslims as infiltrator was totally anomalous compared to Pakistan and Bangladesh.
On the other hand, Pakistan’s military influence is a common phenomenon in the country as compared
to Bangladesh and India. As Javid & Mufti (2022) analysed, Pakistan’s military uses its influence to
determine which political parties win or lose elections. Primarily, the military used the media to shape public
opinion in favour of the party they backed. Additionally, many renowned politicians were forced to join
the respective party, so the party could secure power easily. Contrasting Pakistan and India, the
Bangladeshi ruling party initiated a novel technique, “dummy candidate” in the last national election to
show the election as participatory and competitive. The then ruling party nominated their party men with
their own symbol and motivated their other party men to contest the election as independent candidates
to make the election participatory, as the election was boycotted by the major political rivals.

The EC and other public institutions, including the judiciary, were often regarded as the helping tools
of the ruling party, and they are inclined to assist the ruling party directly or indirectly in order to secure
the throne for the ruling party (Islam et al., 2024). The finding is compatible with Riaz & Parvez (2021),
who state that opposition candidates did not get any support from the EC. The EC disqualified the
opposition’s candidature on one fragile point. In contrast, the ruling party candidate’s candidacy
remained valid despite the same accusations. Additionally, they showed that opposition’s polling agents
forcibly ousted from the polling station or hindered from entering the station by ruling party activists
and administration. Besides, the opposition candidates and supporters could not manage to secure bail
from the court despite repeated appeals. In many cases, the opposition nominees were imprisoned.
Moreover, Maitrot & Jackman (2023) showed that the then ruling party (BAL) used both administrative
and forceful measures to stifle the opposition during the election, including result manipulation,
fraudulent voting, lack of people’s freedom of speech, extrajudicial killing, forced disappearances, and
threats. Also, the ruling party used public institutions, including intelligence services, to secure its reign.

6. CONCLUSION
Free, fair, participatory, and competitive elections are regarded as good indicators of democracy. South
Asian countries like Bangladesh, Pakistan, and India are still far from holding an entirely free and fair
election. In the 2024 national election, all countries incumbent authorities tried to manipulate the election
in their favour. Several strategies were taken to influence the whole electoral process and the election
result, but these are prevalent mostly in Pakistan and Bangladesh. In India, people have more civic rights
and freedom, and they can exercise their voting rights more freely than Pakistani and Bangladeshi
people. For this reason, despite the then incumbent BJP’s attempt to change the EC nomination process,
it could not manipulate the election in its own way, and the BJP lost the constituencies in the election as
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compared to the previous election. Unlike Bangladesh and Pakistan, India’s democracy generally does
not witness election result manipulation, which is prevalent in Pakistan and Bangladesh.

Furthermore, Indian people have more trust in their public institutions, which was proved by the
voter turnout in India. Among these three countries, India witnessed the highest voter turnout, and
despite some irregularities, the election result was widely accepted, whereas Bangladesh and Pakistan
faced severe protests to repeal the election and the election result. Bangladesh and Pakistan experienced
low voter turnout because people were disinclined to cast their vote as the incumbent authority attempted
to manipulate and rig the election. Moreover, strategies that were taken to rig the poll before the election
by creating an uneven playing field disheartened the people, and this barred them from exercising their
voting rights. Furthermore, the EC’s lack of credibility, the bias of public institutions, suppression of the
opposition, media and the widespread violence among political parties before and during the election
proved that the election would not be a free and fair election, which also restrained them from
participating in the election. Besides, the new strategy of the BAL, dummy candidates and dummy
election raised uncertainty among the voters in Bangladesh, which had a vital role in the low voter
turnout in Bangladesh.

In Bangladesh, BAL’s own activists raised their questions about the fairness of the election, and in
Pakistan, an elected MP denied the result, mentioning that the election was rigged. In Pakistan, people
got disheartened because they knew that the military had biased the election, and this deterred them from
exercising their franchise rights. On the other hand, Bangladeshi people had a bitter experience since
2014, which restrained them from voting. Lately, they observed a new phenomenon of the election,
which was dummy candidates and dummy voters, along with other factors. Moreover, people cannot
exercise their voting rights according to their own wish, as they have to cast their vote in front of the
ruling party activists. Low voter turnout reflects that the Pakistani and Bangladeshi people have less
confidence in the public institutions and the election commission, which ultimately ruins the democratic
practices in Bangladesh and Pakistan.
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