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Barriers to youth participation in 
politics and ways to overcome them
MD. ZAHIDUR RABBI

The youth have long been a driving force 
behind Bangladeshi political movements. 
From the language movement of 1952, 
liberation war of 1971, anti-authoritarian 
movement of 1990 which toppled the 
dictator Hussain Muhammad Ershad, 
and the recent July revolution of 2024 led 
to the fall of the dictator Sheikh Hasina, 
student-led mass movement, they have 
repeatedly proven their ability to stand up 
for justice, democracy, and change. 

Despite their historical contributions, 
young people today––as they have always 
in this country—face significant barriers 
to political engagement. As Bangladesh 
enters a new political era in 2024, the need 
for active youth participation has never 
been more critical.

WHY YOUTH SHOULD STEP UP IN 

POLITICS

The fall of the Awami League regime in 
2024 has left a leadership vacuum in the 
political sphere, producing the urgent 
need for fresh and capable leaders. The 
youth, particularly Generation Z, are 
uniquely positioned to fill this gap. They 
have been at the forefront of the mass 
movement against autocratic governance, 
demonstrating their awareness of the 
country’s political realities and their 

capacity to mobilise for change.
Nafiz Basher Alif, a 3rd-year student 

from the department of Public 
Administration at University of Dhaka, 
was critically injured on July 17, 2024, in 
his own campus. With a crutch by his side 
to walk, Nafiz said, “At this point, I want 
youth to step up in politics in Bangladesh. 
For the last 16 years, the last regime pushed 
dirty political narratives and propaganda 
towards the youth, and for that none of the 
youths felt an active disinterest in politics. 

But after the fall of the Awami regime, 
there is a lack of potential and good leaders 
who can take the responsibility of serving 
this country.”

With the fall of the Awami league 
regime, an interim government led by 
Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus was 
formed. The interim government’s main 
agenda is to make critical reforms in 
all sectors and make policy changes to 
ensure a corruption-free society, and fair 
elections. However, many political parties 
have been constantly asking for upcoming 
national election dates in recent times. 
With a tentative election time frame 
announced, youth participation is now 

more vital than ever.
Tousif Tanzim Ahmed, an activist who 

was active in organising the youth during 
the July revolution said, “It is a long winter, 
but every winter brings opportunities 
for the summer. Many have been waiting 
for this chance, but it is not for them, 
yet they want to make it theirs. It is by 
promise for the future generations. And I 
can see the interim is working on its way 
to pave the political roadmap for Gen Z 
and millennials, and not for the crazy, and 

‘winner takes it all’ parties who make it 
look like it was only their blood to begin 
with.”

KEY BARRIERS TO YOUTH 

PARTICIPATION IN POLITICS

Cultural perceptions play a significant 
role in reinforcing these barriers in youth 
participation. Many families in Bangladesh 
discourage their children from pursuing 
political careers, viewing it as a risky or 
dishonourable path. 

Engaging in politics in Bangladesh 
often comes with risks, including 
harassment, threats, and even violence. 
Student politics which was once a breeding 

ground for future leaders, has increasingly 
become associated with campus violence. 
This negative image discourages many 
talented and socially conscious youth from 
engaging with political organisations, 
fearing for their personal safety and 
reputational damage.

Shah Md. Shamrir Al-Af, a lecturer from 
the Department of International Relations 
at Bangladesh University of Professionals 
(BUP) said, “One of the most significant 
challenges is the pervasive political 
polarisation and archaic hierarchy that 
dominate the Bangladeshi political 
landscape, which often sideline fresh and 
youthful perspectives, stifle innovative 
ideas, and eventually discourage 
participation. Moreover, over the last 
two decades, the state of student politics 
has severely deteriorated from its once 
illustrious past, now mired with charges of 
corruption, violence, sexual assaults, and 
murder.”

Shamrir added, “There is also a deep-
seated lack of trust in political institutions, 
seen as corrupt, unresponsive, and either a 
collaborator to the previous regime or an 
equivalent, but not a better alternative, 
which further fuels political apathy among 
the youth.”

Political parties in Bangladesh have 
long been dominated by senior leaders, 
many of whom prioritise loyalty over merit 
when selecting candidates or distributing 
responsibilities. This hierarchy creates a 
significant barrier for young individuals 
seeking to enter politics on the basis of 
fresh ideas or meritocratic credentials. 
Without established connections or 
influential backers, aspiring youth find it 
exceedingly difficult to secure meaningful 
roles within political organisations.

“Gen Z and many millennials who 
participated in the movement were 
thought to be among these anti-political 
or at best apolitical groups. Nonetheless, 
these were the same youths who brought 
down a totalitarian regime, fed up with a

Despite a rich history of political activism, Bangladeshi youth face barriers like 
political violence, corruption, and systemic exclusion.

Cultural stigma, lack of civic education, and hierarchical party structures discourage 
young people from active political participation.

The dominance of senior leaders and the influence of money in politics limit 
opportunities for merit-based youth involvement.

Overcoming these barriers requires political reforms, transparency, and platforms 
for youth dialogue and leadership.

Empowering youth through civic education, economic stability, and inclusive policies 
is key to shaping Bangladesh’s democratic future.
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