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ABSTRACT

The quota system in post-independence
Bangladesh (1972) was established to redress
historical inequalities and support disadvantaged
groups, including freedom fighters, women, and
residents of underdeveloped regions. Over time,
however, the allocation of 56% of government
positions to these groups - particularly the
disproportionate benefits granted to descendants
of freedom fighters affiliated with the ruling
Awami League - became a source of widespread
discontent among educated youth. The 2018
and 2024 protests, demanding a quota reduction
to 10% and emphasizing meritocracy, revealed
profound tensions between restorative justice and
administrative efficiency. In 2024, the Supreme
Court's annulment of the quota abolition judgment
reinstated the previous system, exacerbating
political tensions. This decision raised concerns
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about judicial independence and political influence over the courts. From
a legal perspective, the quota system appears to conflict with constitutional
equality principles (Articles 19 and 29), though Article 28 permits affirmative
action for "disadvantaged classes." However, the extension of quotas to
subsequent generations and the ambiguous definitions of "disadvantage" have
fostered allegations of reverse discrimination and inefficiency. A comparative
analysis with jurisdictions like Nepal and Pakistan demonstrates the necessity
of focusing on current socioeconomic criteria. In Bangladesh, the politicization
of quotas and their conversion into hereditary benefits tied to the ruling party
has eroded trust in the civil service. The government's violent response to
protests involved human rights violations. Meanwhile, the student movement,
leveraging social media, transformed localized protests into a mass movement
that contributed to Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina's 2024 resignation. Structural
reforms are essential for equitable governance.
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[Extended Abstract]

The quota reform movement in Bangladesh, particularly its resurgence in
2024, represents a critical intersection of social discontent and legal structures,
revealing deep-seated tensions within the country's sociopolitical fabric.
This student-led movement challenged a quota system originally designed to
redress historical inequalities but increasingly perceived as institutionalizing
injustice and perpetuating systemic discrimination. The movement's evolution,
legal battles, and government responses raise fundamental questions about
constitutionalism, human rights, and judicial independence in Bangladesh.
The system's origins trace to post-independence 1972, aiming to support
disadvantaged groups, including war veterans, women, and underdeveloped
regions. The initial allocation of up to 80% of government positions sought
to address war-induced socioeconomic disparities and ensure representation
for marginalized communities. Over time, the system faced mounting
criticism, particularly from educated youth who viewed it as institutionalizing
discrimination, undermining meritocracy, and impairing civil service efficiency.
The allocation of 56% of government jobs to privileged groups - especially
descendants of freedom fighters with ruling party connections - fostered
perceptions of injustice among ordinary students and job seekers. The 2018
quota reform movement peaked through student protests demanding a reduction
to 10% with merit-based allocation, primarily organized through social media.

Government responses combined superficial concessions with organized
violence, raising grave human rights concerns. The 2024 Supreme Court ruling
nullifying the 2018 abolition order reignited tensions, sparking renewed protests.
This article examines these dynamics through three lenses: legal challenges,
the judiciary's role, and implications for constitutionalism, human rights, and
judicial independence. Bangladesh's constitutional framework - incorporating
equality principles, affirmative action, and social justice - has simultaneously
justified and challenged the quota system. Articles 19(1), 29(1), and 29(2)
guarantee equal rights for all citizens. Critics argue the quota system's group-
based discrimination violates these principles. Conversely, Article 28 permits
affirmative action for "disadvantaged classes," which proponents cite to justify
quotas as tools for marginalized group advancement. They maintain the system
rectifies historical injustices by providing opportunities for historically excluded
groups. Quotas for freedom fighters' descendants are framed as recognizing
their liberation war role while ensuring socioeconomic security.

Opponents counter that the system violates equality principles by establishing
group-based preferences that create unequal opportunities. They contend quotas
undermine meritocracy and civil service efficiency while discriminating against
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non-beneficiaries and fueling resentment. Concerns also exist about quotas
becoming tools for political patronage that erode public trust. This study employs
a descriptive-analytical methodology to examine the sociopolitical dynamics
of Bangladesh's quota movement, particularly focusing on legal challenges,
judicial roles, and broader implications for constitutionalism, human rights,
and judicial independence. Through a historical-legal analysis of human rights
dimensions and societal impacts, it provides a comprehensive understanding
of the movement's significance for Bangladesh's ongoing pursuit of equitable
governance and social transformation. The examination covers four key areas:
(1) historical roots and evolution of the quota system, (2) legal challenges
(especially conflicts with equality and affirmative action principles), (3) judicial
branch roles, and (4) social consequences (including protest responses and
human rights violations). A comparative analysis with South Asian counterparts
(Nepal, Pakistan, India) clarifies differing approaches and outcomes. The
discussion reveals Bangladesh's post-independence quota system, designed
to redress inequalities and support disadvantaged groups, became a source
of discontent through its expansion - particularly extending freedom fighter
quotas to subsequent generations. Allocating 56% of government positions to
quota groups, especially ruling party-affiliated descendants of freedom fighters,
has fostered perceptions of injustice and eroded meritocracy. The 2018 and
2024 protests highlighted tensions between initial restorative justice objectives
and protesters' demands for administrative efficiency and social justice.

The Supreme Court's 2024 quota reinstatement intensified tensions while
raising serious questions about judicial independence and political influence.
Legally, the quota system conflicts with constitutional equality principles
despite Article 28's affirmative action permission. Ambiguous "disadvantage"
definitions and multi-generational quota extensions have encouraged reverse
discrimination and administrative inefficiency. Comparative analysis with
Nepal and Pakistan demonstrates the superiority of current socioeconomic
criteria over hereditary privileges. In Bangladesh, hereditary quota benefits tied
to the ruling party have undermined public trust in civil service institutions.

The judiciary's role has been paradoxical - exercising judicial review
authority while executive dependence has compromised judicial independence.
Court decisions, including the 2024 quota reinstatement, demonstrate a troubling
susceptibility to political pressure. The government's violent protest responses
involved human rights violations and free speech restrictions, with the 2018
Digital Security Act deployed against dissenters. Conversely, student activists
leveraged social media to expand protests into a mass movement that ultimately
contributed to Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina's 2024 resignation, demonstrating
civil society's power against inequitable structures. Socially, the quota system
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has exacerbated identity and ethnic divisions. Bengali identity prioritization
and minority marginalization have deepened domestic tensions, necessitating
a redefinition of an inclusive national identity. Comparative study reveals that
more comprehensive, socioeconomic criteria-based approaches prove more
effective elsewhere. In conclusion, Bangladesh's quota system, originally
established to redress inequalities, has become a source of sociopolitical tension.
Allocating 56% of government positions to specific groups - particularly ruling
party-affiliated descendants of freedom fighters - has alienated educated youth.

The 2018 and 2024 protests exposed tensions between restorative justice
and meritocracy. The Supreme Court's 2024 reinstatement intensified conflicts
while raising judicial independence concerns. Legally, the system conflicts with
constitutional equality principles despite permitted affirmative action. Multi-
generational quota extensions and ambiguous disadvantage definitions have
fostered reverse discrimination and administrative inefficiency. Comparative
analysis demonstrates the necessity of current socioeconomic criteria over
hereditary privileges. In Bangladesh, hereditary quota transformation has eroded
public trust. The judiciary's paradoxical role has compromised independence.

Government crackdowns involved human rights violations, while student
activists' social media strategies expanded protests into a government-toppling
movement demonstrating civil society's power. Socially, the system has
exacerbated identity and ethnic divisions, necessitating aninclusive national
identity redefinition. Comparative analysis confirms that more comprehensive
approaches prove superior elsewhere. Consequently, Bangladesh requires
structural quota system reforms emphasizing transparency, hereditary privilege
elimination, and a focus on current socioeconomic criteria. Strengthening
judicial independence, guaranteeing human rights, and expanding civic
participation are equally vital. The 2024 movement represented an effort to
redefine social justice within democratic frameworks. Bangladesh's future
success depends on adopting inclusive development approaches.
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