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Abstract 

Power network is an inevitable factor to understand the dynamic nature of power. It 

determines the nature of the actors as well as attributes of the political system.  By 

reviewing the literatures, the paper explains how the power actors of Bangladesh used the 

power networks to dominate the political system during 1973-2014. In doing so, the 

paper also examines the dimensions, indicators, factors and sources of power that assisted 

the actors to determine the networks for sustaining their positions. The findings reveal 

that the political actors became powerful than any other actors from 1972 to 1975. Later, 

military actors grab power. Although they hold positions through military network during 

1975-1990, they legitimated their regimes by political networks. Furthermore, the paper 

also unearths that during the parliamentary government in 1991-2006 and 2009-2014, 

economic actors along with political actors and ideological actors, revealed themselves as 

powerful because of the increasing number of the business persons in the parliament. 

Besides, in case of issue conflicts, all of the four actors tried to defeat each other by using 

the special-interest process, the policy-planning process, the candidate-selection process 

and the opinion shaping process networks. Finally, the paper presents that although 

political actors were dominated the political system of Bangladesh from 1973 to 2014; 

the military, economic and ideological actors overshadowed them through different 

networks.  

 

Introduction 

Bangladesh emerged as a new state after getting independence in 16
th
 

December 1971.  Mainly, the victory against the Pakistani army and the 

return of Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman from a Pakistani prison 

helped Bangladesh to make a fresh start.
 1

 Since that time, Bangladesh 

experienced a lot of governance system: Westminster parliamentary form 

of government (1972-74), presidential form of government (1974-1975), 

military backed government (1975-1990), parliamentary form of 

government (1991-2006), (2009-2014) and military backed caretaker 

government (2007-2008).
 2
  

After the liberation war, Awami League formed the government 

with a vast majority and “began its process of nation building”.
 3

 As, 
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“Bangladesh began with a parliamentary model of government and 

politics and in the first three years of this new nation's existence, the 

Parliamentarians emerged as the most influential members of the 

political elite. They played a key role in the formulation as well as 

implementation of public policies”.
4
 During this regime, factional tension 

among political parties, civil bureaucracy and military etc. was the main 

impediment to the way of political development.
5
 Later, after the 

assassination of Bangabandhu, next   fifteen years was dominated by the 

military rulers-Ziaur Rahman (1978-1981) and Hossain Muhammad 

Ershad (1982-1990). However, “the nature and course of politics under 

their rule was very identical. These regimes faced similar crises, and 

adopt similar policies to earn legitimacy”.
 6

 Both rulers tried to 

civilianize their regimes by forming parties, arranging elections, giving 

referendum, using religion in politics. 
7
 After the restoration of 

democracy in 1991, both Awami League (AL) and Bangladesh 

Nationalist Party (BNP) got the opportunity to go to power by rotation.
 8

 

But this regular electoral process disturbed by the military backed 

caretaker government in 2007. Later, “the government pledged to hold 

elections by late 2008 after institutional reforms are in place”.
 9
 By doing 

so, democratic practices regained by the election in 2009.  

The paper sheds light on the phases of political development of 

Bangladesh from 1973 to 2014 to determine the dimensions,  actors, 

factors and the power networks that were used by the actors of 

Bangladesh  to dominate the political system. The genesis of the existing 

study is to explain the power networks to find out who rules Bangladesh 

in last four decades. 
10

 In this regard, how the power actors hold positions 

by using the power networks in Bangladesh during 1973-2014 is still a 

question. The authors have developed a theoretical framework by 

analyzing the literatures and exert it in Bangladesh political development 

perspectives to find out the answer of this question.  

The existing study is arranged in four sections to establish the main 

theme of the paper.  Section 1 develops the theoretical framework of the 

study whereas section 2 explains the methods of making the framework 

to answer the research question and explain the main arguments as well.  

Later, section 3 sheds light on the findings of the study. Finally, 

discussion and conclusion are presented in Section 4.  

The Objectives of the Study 

The existing study tries to find out how the power actors of Bangladesh 

used the power networks to dominate the political system during (1973-

2014). To understand this, the paper also has some following objectives- 
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 To examine the power indicator that the power actors used regarding issue 
conflict during 1973-2014. 

 To find out which networks were used by the power actors to sustain them 
in power.  

 To focus on the issue conflicts and policy making process on the basis of 
the dimension of power. 

Methods 

To explain how political development takes place Bangladesh during 

1973-2014, the secondary data have been collected from those books, 

journals, periodicals which are relevant to the existing study.  The paper 

categorized the literatures according to the publication year to know the 

chronological understanding of the factors, sources and power actors of 

the power structure of Bangladesh.  There is another reason for analyzing 

the literatures in this way was to find out the analytical tools by which 

authors analyzed the political development of Bangladesh. 

A theoretical framework has been made in the paper which is 

inspired from Domhoff‟s book named “Who Rules America? Power, 

Politics and Social Change”.
11

 Here, the power indicators are determined 

to find out the nature of the power networks of Bangladesh (Table 1). In 

the framework, it is also highlighted that which power indicator is 

suitable for analyzing Bangladesh politics. It is also shown that how 

power actors uses the power network to sustain their position during 

1973-2014. 

Theoretical Framework 

Power can be defined in three theoretical perspectives named pluralist, 

elitist and Marxist. Although pluralist theorists asserts dispersion of 

power among different groups and Marxist view considers power as class 

conflict, in elitist perspective it concentrated in a few people who are 

called "elites" of the society.
12

 To understand how the power actors of 

Bangladesh used the power networks to dominate the political system 

during 1973-2014, the authors relate the study with elitist thinkers, Mills 

(1956) and Mosca (1939).
 
According to Mills, power elites are the key 

people of "those political, economic and military circles which as an 

intricate set of overlapping cliques share decisions having at least 

national consequences"
13

 (Mills, 1956: 18). In this regard, if we analyze 

Bangladesh‟s political arena during 1975-1990, the military actors used 

political and ideological network to legitimize themselves . Not only this, 

from 1991 the economic actors became the political actor as money is a 

very important factor in electoral democracy.
14 

By this way, political, 
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economic and military actors dominated the political system of 

Bangladesh by using these overlapping networks . 

In the same vein, Mosca (1939) identified the dominant class as 

“political Class”. He asserts that “in all societies, from societies that are 

very meagerly developed and have barely attained the dawning  of 

civilization, down to the most advanced and powerful societies- two 

classes appear- a class that rules and a class that is ruled. The first class, 

always the less numerous, performs all political functions, monopolizes 

power and enjoys the advantages that power brings, whereas the second, 

the more numerous class is directed and controlled by the first”.
15

 In this 

regard, the paper has shown that from 1973-2014 the people who were in 

government dominated the political system by using political, 

ideological, economic and political networks and the general people were 

followed their decisions.
16

 

Sociologist Michael Mann (1986) describes a framework called 

"IEMP Model" to understand power structure. The basis of this model is 

"four overlapping and intersecting sociospatial networks" named 

ideological, economic, military, and political. 
17

 In this case, ideology 

network is related to meaning, norms and ritual practice by which it 

develops "sacred" authority and helps to build social cohesion  as well.
18

 

On the other hand, economic network belongs to different institutions 

which develop class and positions in a social structure by "extraction, 

transformation, distribution and consumption of the objects of nature".
19

 

In this regard, if this network "has successfully monopolized other power 

sources to dominate a state-centered society at large", a powerful 

economic class named “ruling” or “dominant” class will arise and in 

doing so class conflict can take place.
20

 Besides, the military power 

which is direct and coercion in nature and it has a greater range than 

political and economic power within its network. Although military 

power is the aspect of state, this institution is distinguished from others 

because of its capability to overturn the political actors from power.
21

 

Last but not the least, "the state," is defined as a political network whose 

primary function is territorial regulation.
22

 For instance, in 1972-1975 the 

political actors became powerful as they had the capability to introduce 

public policies.
23

 Later, during the military regimes (1975-1990), the 

military actors legitimate themselves by using political and ideological 

networks by civilianization process and giving access of religion to the 

politics.
24

 Besides, during the representative government after 1991, the 

economic actors come to the forefront of the political arena by using the 

economic network
25

. Moreover, ideological actors also become powerful 
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by using the political network in this time due to using religion in 

politics.
26

  

While theorizing the power, Domhoff (2009) sheds lights on the 

two dimensions of power named collective power and distributive power. 

In this case, the former one “involves the degree to which a community 

or nation has the capacity to perform effectively in pursuing its common 

goals and the later one deals with “the ability of a group or social class 

within a community or nation to be successful in conflicts with its rivals 

on issues of concern to it”. 
27

In this regard, economic, political, military 

and religious are the four networks of distributive power which are 

working behind the groups and assist the groups to make a strong 

organizational base. 
28

 Later, in state autonomy theory, Domhoff (2009) 

describes state as an institution which is separated from others of the 

society due to its autonomy. Mainly some factors determine this “state 

independence" or "autonomy" such as:  “its monopoly on the legitimate 

use of force within the country, its unique role in defending the country  

from foreign rivals and  its regulatory and taxing power”.
29

  For instance, 

in Bangladesh the actor who directs the state mechanism, control the 

political structure (Table 3). 

Giving priority to the distributive power which is one of the 

dimensions of power, author mentioned in his book about three 

indicators (Who Benefits?, Who Governs?, Who Wins?)  by which 

power actors can be determined (Table 1). Later, as author mentioned 

“Who Wins” indicator is more relevant to analyze the power actors of 

America, he gives priority to this indicator rather than the others two
30

. 

Moreover, four networks of the indicator named the special-interest 

process, the policy- planning process, the candidate-Selection process, 

the opinion shaping process are considered by him to analyze the power 

actors, indicators etc. (Table 1).  Mainly, the special-interest process 

deals with “narrow and short run policy concerns of wealthy families, 

specific corporations and specific business sectors” and “it operates 

through lobbyists, company lawyers, trade associations, with a focus on 

congressional committees, departments of the executive branch and 

regulatory agencies”  (Table 1).
31 

Besides,  the policy- planning process  

network  “formulates the general interests of the corporate community 

and  it operates through a policy planning networks of foundations, think 

tanks and policy discussion groups with a focus on the white House, 

relevant congressional committees, the high status newspapers and 

opinion magazines”(Table 1).
32 

Moreover, “the candidate selection 

process concerned with the election of candidates and it focuses on large 

campaign donations and hired political consultants”.
 33

Lastly, the opinion 
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shaping process network “influences public opinion and keep some 

issues off the public agenda”.
34 

If we relates the theory with the power 

actors of Bangladesh, during 1972-1975, political actors used the special 

interest process network to win in the issue conflict (Table 3).  Later, 

during military regimes, the military actors sustained in power by using 

the special-interest process, the opinion shaping process and the policy 

planning process (Table 3).  Furthermore, the political actors dominate 

the political system with the help of the candidate-selection process, the 

opinion shaping process (Table 3).  

Eventually, the authors developed a theoretical framework to 

understand how the power actors of Bangladesh used the power networks 

to dominate the political system during 1973-2014 (Domhoff, 2009). 

Table 1: The Framework to analyze power  

Indicators of 

distributive 

power 

mentioned by 

author 

The 

indicator 

which had 

been used 

by author 

The 

networks 

to analyze 

the 

indicator 

How the networks analyze  the 

power indicator 

1. Who 
Benefits? 

2. Who 
Governs? 

3. Who 
Wins? 

 

Who 

Wins? 

The special-

interest 

process 

 Deals with the narrow and short 
run policy concerns of wealthy 
families, specific corporations and 
specific business sectors 

  It operates primarily through 
lobbyists, company lawyers, trade 
associations, with a focus on 
congressional committees, 
departments of the executive 
branch and regulatory agencies. 

1. Who 
Benefits? 

2. Who 
Governs? 

3. Who 
Wins? 

 

Who 

Wins? 

The policy- 

planning 

process 

 It formulates the general 
interests of the corporate 
community. 

  It operates through a policy 
planning networks of 
foundations, think tanks and 
policy discussion groups with a 
focus on the white House, 
relevant congressional 
committees, the high status 
newspapers and opinion 
magazines 
 

1. Who 
Benefits? 

2. Who 

Who 

Wins? 

The 

candidate-

Selection 

process 

 This network concerned with the 
election of candidates who are 
sympathetic to the agenda put 
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Governs? 
3. Who 

Wins? 
 

forth in the special interest and 
policy planning process 

 It operates through large 
campaign donations and hired 
political consultants, with a focus 
on the presidential campaign of 
both major political parties and 
the congressional campaigns of 
the republic party 

1. Who 
Benefits? 

2. Who 
Governs? 

3. Who 
Wins? 

Who 

Wins? 

The opinion 

shaping 

process 

 The network attempts to 
influence public opinion and keep 
some issues off the public agenda 

Power Actors and Power Networks of Bangladesh 

“One of the traumatic events of 1971 was the disintegration of Pakistan 

and the emergence of the new nation state, Bangladesh. The birth of 

Bangladesh was in many ways a unique phenomenon, for Bangladesh 

was the first country to emerge out of a successful national liberation 

movement waged against „internal colonialism‟ in the new state”. 
35

 

After the liberation war, Bangladesh had a good start with parliamentary 

model of democracy, but one of the main impediments to the way of 

development of the political system was “ill-organized and factionalized” 

input and output sector. 
36

 This “factional tension” not only evolved in 

civil-bureaucracy and military sector, political parties were also suffering 

from the problem.
37

 In doing so, members of the parliament became the 

most powerful actors due to their capability to formulate and implement 

the public policies. 
38

  

After the brutal killing of Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman on 

15 August, 1975, fifteen year military rule started in Bangladesh. During 

this military rule, “two strong-men- Ziaur Rahman (1975-1981) and 

Hussain Muhammad Ershad (1982-1990) dominated the political scene 

of Bangladesh, but the nature and course of politics under their rules was 

virtually identical. These regimes faced similar crises, and adopted 

similar policies to earn legitimacy and sustain themselves in power”. 
39

Both the military rulers were going through a civilianisation process by 

prolonging civil-military relationships. 
40 

Both of them, Zia and Ershad 

formed political parties named Bangladesh Nationalist party (BNP) in 

1978 and Jatiya party (JP) in 1984 respectively “by using state 

machinery and state patronage”. 
41 

Not only the political parties, but also 

the rulers held referendums (1977, 1985), presidential elections (1978, 
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1986), parliamentary elections  (1979, 1986,1987) for their “political and 

constitutional legitimacy”.
42

 “The similarities between these two regimes 

are not limited to the path they took in legitimizing their rules, but were 

also ideological in many respects; belief in the role of Islam in public life 

and in politics is one of the most conspicuous messes. These regimes 

succeeded in bringing Islam into the political discourse and facilitated 

the gaining of legitimacy for the Islamistsboth constitutionally and 

politically.
 43

For instance, Major Zia granted the collaborators of 

Pakistani army of the liberation war of 1971 to take part in politics and 

abolished the embargo on forming the religion based political parties by 

an executive order. Besides, he amended constitution by inserting 

“Bismillah ar-Rahman ar Rahim” (In the name of Allah. The 

Beneficent, the Merciful) in the preamble and replacing the word 

“secularism” by “absolute trust and faith in almighty Allah” through the 

Fifth Amendment.  In the same vein, another military ruler, Ershad 

amended the constitution again in 1988 by promulgating Islam as state 

religion. 
44

  

After ending the military rule, in 1991 multi-party parliamentary 

system was restored in Bangladesh.
45 

Since that time, parliamentary 

elections were held in a regular basis and power has been rotated 

between Awami League (AL) and Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), 

except in 2007-2008 when "emergency rule was declared and an army 

supported caretaker government suspended political activity” and tried to 

weaken the political actors through jail and anti-corruption campaign.
 46

 

Although one of the main features of Bangladesh‟s political system is the 

elevation of the two party system, Islamists played dominant role in 

“electoral equation”.
 
Basically, due to the “hegemony crisis” of the 

“ruling bloc”, Islamists became influential in the political sphere of 

Bangladesh.
 47

  

After restoration of “electoral democracy”, another factor named 

money became an important factor for Bangladesh politics.
48

 “For many 

people politics became a business investment which then had to be 

recouped through manifold returns. Businessman contributed to party 

funds. Many businessmen also directly entered electoral politics”. 
49

 If 

the occupational background of the members of parliament from fifth to 

ninth parliament is analyzed , it is evident that businessmen‟s dominance 

is increasing rather than other social groups (Table 1). 
50
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Table 2: Occupational Background of the lawmakers from Fifth to 

Ninth Parliament 

Occupational 

Background of 

the Lawmakers 

Fifth 

Parliament 

N=330 

Seventh 

Parliament 

N=318 a 

Eighth  

Parliament 

N=295 b 

Ninth 

Parliament 

N= 344 c 

Businessmen 59.4 47.8 52.1 53.5 

Lawyers 18.8 14.8 8.7 13.1 

Professionals 15.5 8.5 8.4 6.4 

Landholders 3.9 6.9 8.4 7.5 

Politics 2.0 3.1 2.1 6.1 

Others 0.4 18.9 20.3 13.4 

Note:  
a
 Data for 12 MPs not available. 

 
b
 Data for 35 MPs, mostly women, not available. 

 
c
 Data for 6 women MPs not available.  

Source:  Ahmed, N. (2012) Aiding the Parliament of Bangladesh. 

Dhaka: University Press Limited. P: 49  

A theoretical framework has been formed by analyzing a book 

named “Who Rules America? Power, Politics and Social Change” 

written by Domhoff (2009) to explain how the political actors used 

ideological, economic, military and political networks in Bangladesh 

during 1973-2014 (Table 1). The existing study has demarcated the 

political development of Bangladesh into four phases which are 

parliamentary democracy (1972-1974), Presidential form of government 

(1974-1975), military backed government (1975-1990), parliamentary 

Democracy (1991-2006) and (2009-2014), military backed caretaker 

government (2007-2008) (Table 3). The study analyzes the power actors 

and power networks of Bangladesh during (1973-2014) on the basis of 

the definition of distributive power that recognizes “the ability of a group 

or social class within a community or nation to be successful in conflicts 

with its rivals on issues of concern to it”(Table 1)(Table 3) 
51

.  In doing 

so, the study finds out the power actors of Bangladesh, the networks of 

power and the networks of the power indicator during 1973-2014 (Table 

1) (Table 3).  
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Table 3: The power actor and power networks of Bangladesh in 

different phases 

Phases of 

the 

political 

developme

nt of 

Banglades

h 

Definition of 

power 

Name of 

the power 

Name 

of the 

power 

Actor 

Name 

of the 

Networ

k of the 

power 

Indica

tor of 

the 

power 

Network 

of the 

indicator 

of the 

power 

Westminst

er 

Parliament

ary 

democracy 

(1972-

1974) 

 

Presidentia

l form of 

Governme

nt (1974-

1975) 

the ability of 

a group or 

social class 

within a 

community or 

nation to be 

successful in 

conflicts with 

its rivals on 

issues of 

concern to it 

Distributi

ve Power 

Politica

l Actor 

Politica

l 

Networ

k 

Who 

Wins? 
 The 

special-
interest 
process 

 

 

Military 

backed  

governmen

t (1975-

1990) 

the ability of 

a group or 

social class 

within a 

community or 

nation to be 

successful in 

conflicts with 

its rivals on 

issues of 

concern to it 

Distributi

ve Power 

Military 

Actor, 

Ideolog

ical 

Actor 

Military 

Networ

k, 

Ideolog

ical 

Networ

k 

Who 

Wins? 

 

 The 
special-
interest 
process 

 The 
opinion 
shaping 
process 

 The 
policy 
planning 
process 

Parliament

ary 

Governme

nt 

(1991-

2006) 

The ability of 

a group or 

social class 

within a 

community or 

nation to be 

successful in 

conflicts with 

its rivals on 

issues of 

concern to it. 

Distributi

ve Power 

Politica

l Actor, 

Econo

mic 

Actor, 

Ideolog

ical 

Actor 

Politica

l Actor, 

Econo

mic 

Actor, 

Ideolog

ical 

Actor 

Who 

Wins? 
 The 

candidat
e-
Selection 
process 

 The 
opinion 
shaping 
process 
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Military 

Backed 

Caretaker 

Governme

nt (2007-

2008) 

The ability of 

a group or 

social class 

within a 

community or 

nation to be 

successful in 

conflicts with 

its rivals on 

issues of 

concern to it. 

Distributi

ve Power 

Civil-

Military 

Actor 

Military 

Actor 

Who 

Wins? 
 The 

special-
interest 
process  

 The 
opinion 
shaping 
process 

 

 

Conclusion 

The study focuses on the power actors and power networks of 

Bangladesh adopted by the power from 1973 to 2014 by making a 

theoretical framework which is inspired from Domhoff‟s (2009) book 

named “Who Rules America? Power, Politics and Social Change”. As 

the first parliament started in 1973 and the ninth parliament expired in 

2014, authors took the time frame from 1973 to 2014 for analyzing the 

power actors and power networks. The paper relies on the secondary 

literatures related to the Bangladesh politics to understand how power 

actors dominated the political system by using the power networks. The 

paper also examines the dimensions, actors, factors of the power 

structure of Bangladesh.   

The findings of the paper show that during 1972-1975 regimes, 

Bangladesh started with a parliamentary democracy. In that time, the 

political actors of the political system became powerful than the other 

actors because they gained the authority to introduce public policies. In 

doing so, political network became most powerful than the other 

network. Besides, in the case of issue conflict, the special interest process 

network was  used by the actors. The main reasons for using this network 

is factionalism inherited in bureaucracy, military and even in the political 

party. By this way, the actors wanted to supersede the others. 

Moreover, the study reveals that during military regimes (1975-

1990), military actors became powerful as they seize power and 

legitimize their power using political network. Besides, the ideological 

actors were also dominated the political system due to getting 

opportunity to access to the politics by the help of the existing rulers‟ 

policy planning process. Regarding issue conflict, the special-interest 

process, the opinion shaping process and the policy planning process 

were in full swing as the ruling actors (military actors) formed political 

parties, arranged elections, gave referendum for their own legitimacy by 
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using the special interest network. By deploying policy planning 

network, the actors tried to Islamize (ideological network) the politics 

and by doing so, they tried to shape the public opinion (The opinion 

shaping process network).  

Besides, the paper proves that during the parliamentary government: 

1991-2006, 2009-2014, as power had been rotated between the two 

major political parties, political actors dominated the political arena of 

Bangladesh. In this case, economic actors revealed themselves as 

powerful because of the rising of the businessmen as parliamentarians 

because money became a powerful factor in the electoral process in this 

time and the economically strong men came to the forefront of politics 

by using the candidate-Selection process network. However, the political 

actors made options for the ideological actors to get power and also 

received the opportunity to influence the public opinion process (The 

opinion shaping process network).  

Furthermore, in the political history of Bangladesh, 2007-2008 

regimes is quite different as the military actor came to the power in a 

disguised way by using military network. During this time the actors 

tried to shape the public opinion (The opinion shaping process network) 

by declaring the political actors corrupted and arranging an anti-

corruption campaign as well.  Not only this, the actors tried to weaken 

the political actors by giving jail to the mainstream political leaders for 

achieving their own interest (The special-interest process).  

In conclusion, if we look into the political development of 

Bangladesh during 1973-2014, although political actors were dominated 

the political system; the military actors overshadowed them for a long 

time.  To many extents, the former actor was assisted by the economic 

and ideological actors for their (political actors) own benefits by using 

their networks (economic and ideological networks) to go to power.  

However, in case of issue conflict, all of the four actors tried to defeat 

each other by using the special-interest process, the policy-planning 

process, the candidate-Selection process and the opinion shaping process 

networks.  
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