
YOUTH
DHAKA SATURDAY JULY 13, 2024 

ASHAR 29, 1431 BS        10

AZRA HUMAYRA

The year 2018 saw a surge in student 
protests that resonated across the 
country. It began with the demand for 
quota reform, and, in the following 
months, the Road Safety Movement 
took place. The year was full of potential, 
as the wind of change appeared to 
sweep across the nation. Students, 
with their youthful zeal, flooded the 
streets, their voices echoing the plea for 
justice and reform. However, their hard 
work proved to be futile. Our roads, 
despite the safety movement, are still 
unsafe. And the quota system, which 
was abolished, not reformed, was re-
established earlier this year. 

On October 3, 2018, the Bangladeshi 
government abolished the quota 
system for government job recruitment 
in grades nine through thirteen. On 
January 20, 2020, the Ministry of 
Public Administration authorised a 
proposal to eliminate quotas on direct 
appointments to eighth grade or above 
positions in government employment. 
The Bangladesh Public Service 
Commission (BPSC) agreed to follow 
these changes in their recruitment 
procedures. 

However, on June 5, 2024, the High 
Court ruled that the cancellation of 
the quota system, including the 30 
percent quota for freedom fighters 
in government jobs, was illegal. This 
ruling was upheld by the Supreme 
Court’s Appellate Division on July 4, 
2024, reinstating the quota system for 
these posts.

Since the beginning of July, students 
at several public universities, such as 
Dhaka University (DU), Jahangirnagar 

University (JU), and Jagannath 
University (JnU), have staged large-scale 
protests calling for the overturning of 
the High Court’s ruling to reinstate the 
30 percent quota for the descendants 
of freedom fighters in government 
employment. Their protests have 
been anything but discreet; they 
have orchestrated roadblocks, held 
impassioned rallies, and leveraged the 
power of social media to broadcast 
their grievances to a wider audience. 

The question that arises in this storm 
of discontent is what the students who 
had quota privileges think about the 
system. Are they silently wrestling with 
a sense of loss, or do they perceive the 
movement as a necessary stride towards 
a more egalitarian society? 

Around 56 per cent of government 
employment is earmarked for candidates 
from various quotas. 30 percent went 
to the children and grandchildren of 
Freedom Fighters, 10 percent to women, 
10 percent to district-based allotments, 
five percent to members of indigenous 
communities, and one percent to people 
with physical disabilities. 

Waseka Rahman*, a fourth-year DU 
student, says, “There is no logic behind 
the current system. If 56 percent of 
seats are allocated by quotas, aren’t we 
doing a disservice to the majority of 
those who do not have them? Intellect 
should be a top priority. Why should 
the grandchildren of liberation fighters 
enjoy quota privileges? There should be 
no discrimination in government job 
applications. The quota ratio should be 
justifiable.”

After seeing how the freedom fighter 
quota affects other students, students 
who leveraged it during the admissions 

period are now speaking out against it. 
“I used the freedom fighter quota, but 
I didn’t know any better at the time. I 
decided to seize the chance while I could. 
I still did not get to study the subject 
I wanted. If I had the chance today, I 
would not deprive someone of a well-
deserved opportunity,” Waseka adds. 

Upon talking to Abrar Ahmed*, 
another student who utilised the 
freedom fighter quota and who has 
now graduated from the Department 
of Economics at DU, he states, “It 
is extremely important to change 
the quota system now because the 
predetermined percentage is not 
even filled.” This demonstrates how 
demoralising the current quota system 
is for the students who cannot utilise it.

Talking to another student who chose 
not to use the indigenous quota during 
the admissions season gives a different 
perspective on this debate. Hritu Roy, 
a fourth-year student majoring in 
International Relations at DU, says, 
“Being in Dhaka since childhood, I am 
privileged compared to most people in 
my (Chakma) community. Even though 
there is a quota facility during university 
admission, I did not use it, and I think 
people like me who had a privileged 
upbringing should not use quota.”

While the movement may be 
perceived as students advocating for 
the entire abolishment of the quota 
system, that is not the case. At its core, 
the protests are aimed at reforming 
the current system while keeping fair 
allocations.

Khingmokay Marma, majoring in 
Mass Communication and Journalism 
at DU, speaks about the need for 
indigenous quotas. She says, “We 

need indigenous quotas because we 
are lagging behind. If someone from 
an indigenous community gets a 
government job in a higher position 
with the help of quota, the person 
may represent their community, 
encouraging others to come forward 
for higher education. This also helps 
guide the future generation. Since the 
abolishment of the quota system in 
2018, there has been no indigenous BCS 
cadre except a few, due to which many 
are losing interest in higher education. 
I have heard such things myself: What 
will happen after studying so far? There 
is no possibility of becoming a BCS 
cadre; it is better to get a job after HSC.”

Khingmokay emphasises how the 
empowerment of one indigenous 
individual could cause a ripple effect; 
she says, “When someone is in a 
good position, they are better able to 
comprehend community issues and 
communicate them to decision-makers. 
A person who has been deprived of 
benefits can relate to the hardships faced 
by minorities. To discuss issues like land 
possession, evictions, and the dearth 
of quality teachers and educational 
institutions, we need representation. 
So, I believe a five percent quota for 
indigenous people is fair.” 

Hritu Roy shares the same sentiment; 
she states, “In higher education, it is 
important to have minimum quota 
facilities only for minorities and check 
whether the right people are availing 
of them. In the Chittagong Hill Tracts 
and in most government jobs, there 
is a huge disparity in the recruitment 
of indigenous people. Hence, it is 
necessary to ensure transparency in 
recruitment based on merit, along with 

the elimination of the quota system. 
Otherwise, citizens will be deprived of 
their fair rights.”

Conversations with the interviewees 
reveal a unanimous call for reformation. 
Among the protestors is Waseka 
Rahman, who emphatically supports 
the movement, stating, “Quotas for 
indigenous populations, the physically 
impaired, and women should be 
maintained.” 

The students’ demands centre 
around ensuring that the quota 
system is restructured to benefit those 
who genuinely need support, such as 
marginalised communities. They argue 
against a system that perpetuates 
injustice and discrimination, 
advocating for a fairer approach that 
aligns with the principles of equity and 
social justice. The underlying sentiment 
is clear: while reform is necessary, it 
must be executed in a way that upholds 
fairness and inclusivity.

In this crucible of student activism, 
we are reminded of the essence of 
democracy: an ever-changing debate 
that must be responsive to its people’s 
needs and ambitions. The students’ 
demands for reform are more than just 
calls for policy changes; they are also 
fundamental statements of democratic 
values, challenging us to envisage a 
system in which inclusion, equity, and 
merit may coexist peacefully. 

*Names have been changed upon 
request
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Students and quota holders say
REFORM IS NECESSARY
The quota system must be executed in a way that upholds fairness, inclusivity, and equity
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On female friendships and the value of community
SILWAT QUADER

Individualism is a term often ascribed 
to Western culture. In such societies, 
individuals prioritise self-identity – 
ensuring that their personal needs are met 
before those of the group. The Western 
world has adapted well to these principles 
and has continued to instil such values for 
generations. 

This is in direct contrast to the values that 
we inherit where individuals are expected 
to prioritise the welfare of the community. 
Such an altruistic approach to life fosters 
a sense of collective empathy and deep 
companionship, which has traditionally 
been a key aspect of our culture. One of the 
most prominent ways this feature has been 
realised is through friendship between 
women, evident in folktales, music, and 
art. Evolving from early relationships 
with cousins, neighbours, and friends 
which later solidify into stronger bonds of 
sisterhood, women play essential roles in 
each other’s lives. 

All throughout history, women have 
relied on each other – going as far to 
trust each other with their children. 

While it would be wrong to claim that 
mutual support to such an extent was 
entirely absent in Western cultures, it was 
nonetheless, not as common. 

In recent times though, there has been a 
noticeable shift among women as they have 
started to move away from focusing solely 
on individualistic practices. Rather, there is 
a growing inclination towards collectivism, 
particularly evident in how women are 
establishing and fostering stronger 
connections within their female social 
circles. In adopting collectivism, some have 
sought to address the negative impacts of 
extreme individualism, such as the absence 
of emotional support during difficult 
times, which has resulted in recognising 
the values of collectivism. 

Women are cultivating deeper and more 
meaningful relationships to find emotional 
nourishment and a sense of acceptance. 
Feminist movements and mental health 
campaigns are also emphasising the 
significance of collective empowerment 
as well as unity and strong emotional 
support systems in overcoming challenges. 
While the negative impacts of hyper-
independence have become more prevalent, 

women hailing from communities whose 
practices revolve around collectivism, are 
adopting some values of individualism. 
After all, self-sufficiency and independence 

are indeed admirable, and vital survival 
skills for all. Every woman should possess 
independence and self-sufficiency to lead 
life on her terms. 

However, being independent does differ 
from being an individualist. But why do 
we appear to prefer individualism? Why 
do we insist on blending our altruism with 
individualistic ideas to the point that key 
features of the former get dimmer down 
the line? 

Instead of opting for one over the other, 
we can blend both these approaches. 
Exploring both collectivism and 
individualism, and not overindulging in 
either one, provides a healthy balance 
especially when this exchange of cultural 
practices is voluntary and not imposed.  
When it is imposed on us, we get pulled 
into this whirlwind of individualistic 
principles, unconsciously forcing us to 
isolate ourselves from our community. 
Therefore, cherishing the practices that are 
more closely intertwined with our roots 
while embracing the empowering aspects 
of individualism, helps maintain network 
of support system that are vital to our well-
being.

Silwat Quader is a student of Economics 
at North South University.
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