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One Year On: Revisiting the Role of Youth and
Bangladesh’s Transition Towards Democracy

Executive Summary

On August 5, 2025, the Center for Peace Studies (CPS) at North South University organized a
photographic exhibition and national dialogue titled “One Year On: Revisiting the Role of Youth
and Bangladesh’s Transition Towards Democracy” to mark the first anniversary of the historic July
Uprising of 2024.

The event brought together a diverse group of participants, including youth leaders, representatives
from political parties, members of the media, academics, diplomats from foreign missions in
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Bangladesh, and family members of the July martyrs. It served as an important platform for
reflecting on Bangladesh’s ongoing political and social transformation following the July 2024
Revolution.

Discussions in the dialogue highlighted the pivotal role of youth (Gen-Z) in restoring belief in
democracy and challenging authoritarian structures. The overall consensus was that the ultimate driving
force behind the July Movement was the public outrage that had accumulated over many years in which
the nation had been deprived of justice, freedom and accountability. This led to a discussion on the crucial
need for state reform, including ensuring individual liberty and the rule of law to prevent tyranny;
reforming all vital democratic institutions such as the judiciary, the Election Commission, the
Anti-Corruption Bureau and the Human Rights Commission; and establishing constitutionalism so that the
power of the government is limited and no one is above the law. The police and all other forces of the
country must be depoliticized. For these reforms to take root, citizens must be thoughtful in distinguishing
what is right and what is wrong; hence, education reform is also essential.

All participants agreed that the successful implementation of democracy hinges not only on a change of
regime but also on a holistic transformation ranging from public institutions and systems to the duties and
responsibilities of civilians. The discussion concluded by emphasizing the need for structured reforms to
carry forward the spirit and legacy of the July 2024 Movement.

Paying tribute to the martyrs of the July Revolution with a minute of silence

Background

The year 2024 marked a turning point in Bangladesh’s history, as a mass uprising brought an end
to Sheikh Hasina’s decade-long authoritarian rule. What began as a student movement demanding
reforms to the civil service quota system in early July 2024, gradually evolved into a broader
Anti-Discrimination Student Movement, reacting to years of authoritarian governance and denial
of democratic voice, ultimately shaking the foundations of the then-ruling, now-deposed Awami
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League, which had held power for o years. Between July 1 and August 5, 2024, the streets
of Bangladesh convulsed under the weight of'an organic mass revolution that stunned the political
pandits and the world. The weeks long deadly protest that documented nearly two thousand
students and civilians being killed by the regime forces and their political cadres, came to an end
on August 5, when Shaikh Hasina resigned and fled to India- the day often referred to in graffiti
and folklore as July 36 to commemorate the 36 days of sacrifice and courage in the face of extreme
violence.

The dialogue was organized to acknowledge Bangladesh’s urgent need to reevaluate its transition,
after its regime of oppression, to a more democratic state. The CPS Dialogue, commissioned by
Arnold Bergstraesser Institute (ABI) and Heinrich B6ll Foundation in Germany, provided a neutral
arena connecting policymakers and academics, to reflect on how the revolution’s promises could
be institutionalized and implemented, as well the rectification of the years-long decay of trust in
public systems.

Distinguished participants receiving crests on stage

Key points discussed in the Dialogue
Youth leadership as the driving force of democratic transition

The dialogue consistently highlighted how Gen-Z youth triggered and sustained the July
Revolution, stepping in when traditional politics failed to end the tyranny and protect citizens.
Their unarmed resistance brought down an entrenched authoritarian structure and inspired
communities across Bangladesh. Youth were at the forefront of the July Revolution. Their energy,
creativity, stratey, willingness and unseen uncompromising attitude challenged and eventually
removed a Monster continued 17 years of misrule and repression against te people and oppositions
in Banlades.
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Speakers stressed that this generation now carries t sponsibility of converting street-level
victories into long-term reforms. Youth from universities, madrasas, working-class areas and
professional sectors acted collectively and without partisan motive. Their courage became a
national reference point for democratic renewal. Policymakers must now institutionalize youth
participation so the transition does not revert to older power patterns.

Audi 801 filled with audience

Systemic abuses under the previous regime and the need for justice

Multiple panelists documented the scale of injustice during the past government: enforced
disappearances, targeted killings, corruption and deliberate erosion of education. These practices
created an environment where citizens lived in fear and even friendships dissolved under
suspicion. The testimonies of martyrs’ families, especially from mothers like Bilkis Zaman, made
clear that the cost of freedom was extremely high. The dialogue underscored that a meaningful
transition cannot occur without accountability. Justice for victims, recognition of sacrifice and
prevention of future abuses must be central to state policy and institutional reform.

People’s Aspirations for Justice and Dignity

The dialogue observed that the July Revolution was driven not only by anger at authoritarian rule,
but also by deep popular aspirations for justice, dignity, and a life free from fear. Protesters
demanded equal treatment before the law, an end to enforced disappearances and extra-judicial
killings, and recognition of the rights of workers, women, minorities, and those living at the
margins. Testimonies from families of martyrs and survivors of state violence highlighted the
desire for an accountable state that listens to citizens rather than rules over them. This aspiration
for dignity extended beyond formal politics to everyday life: transparent public services, respectful
treatment in institutions, and the assurance that no citizen is above or beneath the law. The July
Revolution thus expressed a collective insistence that democracy must translate into safety,
fairness, and respect for every human being.




From Fear to Voice: Reclaiming . Space

The participants argued the movement also marked a historic shift from fear and silence to voice
and public presence. For years, many citizens avoided political discussion in public spaces due to
surveillance, intimidation, and repression. The July Revolution reversed this dynamic as students,
workers, professionals, and ordinary citizens flooded the streets, campuses, and digital platforms
to speak openly about injustice and demand change. Public squares, universities, and social media
became arenas of deliberation where people debated the constitution, elections, and visions of a
“new Bangladesh.” This reclamation of public space signaled that democracy is not confined to
polling booths, but lives in continuous, open, and fearless participation. It also showed that the
future stability of Bangladesh depends on preserving these spaces for dissent, dialogue, and
constructive disagreement.

All participants on stage

Moral and Civic Reform

Alongside structural changes, the revolution emphasized the importance of moral reform, honesty,
and civic responsibility. Calls for ethical behavior and tolerance were widespread, highlighting the
role of values in guiding public life. Citizens were urged to act with integrity, demonstrate respect
for differing opinions, and engage constructively in civic matters. Civic education, public
awareness, and discussions around morality and ethics were central to the discourse.

“We must ask ourselves: Am I truthful? Am I tolerant? Do I earn an honest living? Am I educated?
Do I have religious tolerance?”

The focus on moral reform extended beyond formal institutions, aiming to create a culture where
social cohesion, mutual respect, and personal responsibility complemented structural changes and
supported broader societal transformation.
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Unity and revival of national values

The revolution and its anniversary served as a symbol of unity and national renewal, bringing
together diverse segments of society. Public gatherings, commemorative events, and civic
campaigns highlighted a shared commitment to collective progress. Citizens across political,
regional, and social lines came together to remember the movement and reflect on its significance.
The anniversary acted as a focal point for dialogue, community engagement, and cultural
expression, reinforcing common values and aspirations. Through celebrations and public
discourse, the nation acknowledged the importance of unity, solidarity, and renewal in sustaining
the momentum of social and political transformation.

Moderator conducting the dialogue

Rebuilding institutions as the foundation of democratic renewal

Speakers from the legal and political community emphasized that the success of the July
Revolution depends on whether core state institutions can operate independently. The judiciary,
Election Commission, Anti-Corruption Commission and Bangladesh Bank were singled out as
requiring urgent depoliticization. Weak institutions risk reversing the gains of July and allow old
practices to reappear under new leadership. Participants argued that constitutional change alone is
insufficient; without institutional integrity, democratic promises remain symbolic. Effective
coordination between the executive, legislature and judiciary is essential to prevent future
authoritarian drift. “Who will form the government, and how will elections be conducted? Will the
government function according to the constitution? Can the judiciary operate independently?” The
separation of powers became a central theme in envisioning a governance system where oversight
mechanisms operate effectively, decisions are made transparently, and institutions can function
independently to uphold democratic principles and maintain public trust.




A shift in political culture is essentia

Participants argued that regime change alone cannot guarantee freedom or justice. For decades,
political culture in Bangladesh has been shaped by dehumanization, hostility toward dissent and
the suppression of opposing voices. The speakers highlighted how people were reduced to
categories instead of seen as human beings. The dialogue emphasized that democracy requires
empathy, tolerance and civic values. Moving beyond revenge politics and cultivating respect across
divides is necessary to prevent the return of authoritarian tendencies. This shift must be
championed by political parties, civil society and youth organizations.

Chair of the session presenting a crest to the Chief Guest

Restoring Shared Humanity

A key focus of the revolution was restoring shared humanity and bridging divisions. Participants
emphasized empathy, dialogue, and inclusivity as means of overcoming polarization. Initiatives
included community dialogues, intergroup discussions, and civic engagement campaigns aimed at
fostering mutual understanding. The movement hlghhghted the importance of transcendmg
partisan differences and recognizing common social, cultural, and human values. “If we truly
believe in establishing a non-discriminatory Bangladesh then we must ask ourselves whether we
are bringing real change to the lives of the deprived. If not, the July uprising has no meaning.”

Restoring shared humanity was viewed as essential for sustaining societal cohesion, promoting
cooperation, and enabling inclusive participation in public life. This focus extended beyond formal
governance to encourage ethical interactions, respect for diversity, and collective responsibility
among all citizens.
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Collective Accountability Beyond Politics

The revolution transcended party politics, emphasizing collective responsibility and
accountability. Citizens from diverse backgrounds participated in demanding transparency, ethical
governance, and fair decision-making. Initiatives included public forums, civic campaigns, and
community monitoring of institutional practices. The movement highlighted shared expectations
for sovereignty, public oversight, and ethical conduct. Citizens’ involvement reflected a
commitment to principles that extend beyond partisan agendas, focusing on the collective good.
Through collaborative efforts, discussions, and advocacy, the movement encouraged a culture of
shared accountability where citizens could monitor governance, participate in policymaking, and
collectively ensure that institutional decisions reflected public interests rather than narrow political
goals.

Education reform as a national priority for long-term stability

Several speakers stressed that the intentional destruction of education was one of the most enduring
harms of the previous regime. The collapse of academic standards weakened the country’s human
capital and contributed to inequality. The dialogue noted that societies such as Japan and South
Korea rebuilt through strong education systems, showing that economic and democratic renewal
depend on an educated public. University governance, curriculum quality and access for
marginalized groups need structural repair. Without serious investment in education, the
aspirations of the July Revolution will remain out of reach for the next generation.

The July Revolution as a moral and historical mandate for reform

Across all speeches, the revolution was portrayed as a defining moment that demands sustained
commitment, not symbolic celebration. The sacrifices of youth, the grief of families and the
collective uprising of ordinary citizens have created a national expectation for a new social
contract. Speakers warned that without structural reforms, Bangladesh risks repeating the cycles of
instability seen in earlier decades. The revolution should serve as a compass for building a more
humane, fair and accountable state. Policymakers have a responsibility to honor this mandate
through reforms that prioritize citizens over political interests.

By sustaining momentum, communities aimed to embed civic participation into daily life and
institutional processes, maintaining public awareness and enthusiasm while reinforcing the
principles of justice, accountability, and citizen involvement in governance over time. “The real
test lies in whether citizens will continue the struggle every day.”




Moderator delivering the introductory remarks

Policy Recommendations

CPS Dialogue: One Year On — Revisiting the Role of Youth and Bangladesh’s Transition
Towards Democracy

The discussions throughout the dialogue pointed to a clear message: the July Revolution opened a
new political space, but turning that breakthrough into lasting democratic change requires
deliberate action. The following recommendations draw directly from the concerns raised by
panelists, the experiences shared by families of martyrs and the aspirations voiced by students and
faculty.

1. Restore independence and effectiveness of constitutional and regulatory bodies

The Election Commission, judiciary, Anti-Corruption Commission and Bangladesh Bank must be
insulated from partisan pressure. Transparent recruitment, secure budgets and regular public
reporting can help rebuild institutional credibility and ensure that future governments operate
within constitutional boundaries.
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2. Establish a national truth, justice and reparations process

The testimonies of families who lost loved ones highlight the need for formal recognition. A
truth-seeking mechanism can document abuses from past years, offer compensation, create
rehabilitation programs for survivors and set safeguards to prevent future violations.

3. Reform laws and practices that restrict freedom of expression

Citizens should be able to speak, criticize and organize without fear. Reviewing or repealing laws
that have been used to silence dissent, along with training for law enforcement on rights-based
approaches, can help ensure that public debate is protected rather than punished.

4. Create a permanent youth advisory structure in national decision-making

The July Revolution was driven by young people across universities, madrasas and working-class
communities. A national youth advisory platform connected to parliamentary committees or
reform commissions would allow their perspectives to guide policies on elections, economic
justice and social reforms.

5. Launch a long-term national reform plan for education

Many speakers noted the deliberate weakening of the education sector. A comprehensive plan
should set clear goals for teacher recruitment, training, university autonomy and curriculum
improvements. Regular assessments can ensure that learning outcomes rise, not decline.

6. Strengthen accountability of law enforcement and intelligence agencies

Unlawful detentions, disappearances and custodial abuses were central to public anger.
Independent oversight bodies, clear operating procedures and effective complaint mechanisms can
help prevent recurring violations and restore public confidence.

7. Develop reliable channels for resolving public grievances

Frequent road blockages highlight a lack of accessible state mechanisms. Local mediation boards,
digital grievance platforms and time-bound responses from ministries can give citizens peaceful
avenues to express concerns without disrupting daily life.

9. Promote a political culture rooted in mutual respect and shared humanity

Speakers stressed how dehumanization fueled years of division. Regular civic dialogues,
cross-party youth forums and community-based peacebuilding programs can help break the pattern
of seeing political opponents as enemies. This shift is essential for a stable democratic future.

10. Prioritize social and economic justice for marginalized groups

Farmers, workers, domestic laborers and informal sector workers were central to the uprising but
often remain invisible in policy discussions. Expanding social protection schemes, improving

working conditions, investing in primary healthcare and ensuring fair access to state services can
reduce inequality and strengthen national cohesion.
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11. Ensure that upcoming election ct the spirit of the July Charter

Elections should be inclusive, competitive and transparent. Political parties can pledge to reflect
the aspirations of the July Charter in their manifestos, promote youth candidates and commit to
respecting results. This would show that the Charter informs not only rhetoric but actual political
practice.

12. Gender mainstreaming in policy change:

The post-uprising transition must recognize the leadership of young women who led resistance to
Hasina’s authoritarian rule. Speakers noted that women’s perspectives are still largely missing
from policymaking and reform processes. This absence also affects national decision-making.
State and political actors must create gender-inclusive mechanisms to ensure women shape the
vision for a new Bangladesh.

13. Support civic education and build “civic citizens”

A strong democracy depends on informed and socially responsible citizens. Schools and
universities can promote critical thinking, ethics, rights awareness and public service. Civil society
organizations can help take these values into communities nationwide.

Conclusion

The dialogue reaffirmed that the July Revolution was not merely a political upheaval, but a revival
of civic morale and democratic imagination in Bangladesh. Sustainable progress now depends on
transforming that moral energy into institutions, practices, and everyday behaviors grounded in
humility, justice, and public service. The youth who ignited the revolution must help lead the shift
from protest to policy, ensuring that the sacrifices of the martyrs translate into a more democratic,
accountable, and humane state.

Democracy cannot survive on institutions alone; it requires thoughtful citizens. Citizens must learn
to question, to listen, and to distinguish clearly between what is right and what is wrong, regardless
of partisan loyalties. Only a reflective and morally grounded citizenry can resist authoritarian
temptations, reject corruption and discrimination in their own lives, and hold leaders accountable
for good governance, rule of law, individual liberty, and a decent standard of living for all. The
legacy of the July Revolution will ultimately be measured not only by changes in government, but
by whether Bangladesh succeeds in nurturing such citizens: people who refuse to remain silent in
the face of injustice, who defend the rights of the vulnerable, and who insist that power must
always serve the common good. If this ethical and civic transformation takes root, the 36 days of
struggle will stand as the beginning of a new democratic chapter rather than a brief moment of
disruption.
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