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Abstract: Youth in politics can be a creative force, a dynamic source of innovation which in turn brings
positive changes in political systems. But today’s youth is neither deeply apathetic nor unconventionally
engaged in mainstream politics due to its complex nature. This decreasing level of youth participation in politics
not only endangers the quality of leadership but also jeopardizes the democracy of tomorrow. By using
qualitative and quantitative data this study explored the trend of youth engagement and their disconnection with
the current political systems. This study aimed to observe how the youth is unbundling the traditional concept of
state power and identify the reasons for their non-engagement in politics which eventually challenges the
political system of Bangladesh.

Keywords: Engagement, Democracy, Politics, Young population, Leadership.

I.  Introduction

The engagement of youth in politics can be a creative force, a dynamic source of innovation which can
contribute to catalyze important changes in political systems (UN, 2012). However, the youth’s relationship
with contemporary politics is complex and problematic (Farthing, 2010). Due to its complex nature, today’s
youth is neither deeply apathetic nor unconventionally engaged in mainstream politics. Current trends
demonstrate that political involvement and participation of younger generations is declining in comparison to
older citizens (Bennet, 2008). This decreasing level of youth participation in politics not only endangers the
democratic representativeness (quality of leadership) of today, but also jeopardizes the democracy of tomorrow.
People’s participation is widely accepted where citizen’s rights and expression can be focused. The engagement
of citizens in the policy development of the state and government promises greater efficiency and effectiveness.
Through this mechanism citizens can claim their rights based on equality rather than traditional notions of
‘norms, charity, benevolence or patronage’ (Mahmud, 2004). It is logical to assume that people are not willing
to participate if their opinions aren’t making the right differences. In South Asia particularly in Bangladesh after
11 years of autocratic ruling, democracy had finally been established in 1990 as a result of a mass upsurge with
a core demand for participation. However, this is only rhetoric, while the reality remains that democratic
decision making and participation of youth is still a far cry in Bangladesh.

Bangladesh is slowly but surely facing a breakdown of its existing democracy. Events such as the
military soft coup in 2008, followed by the breakdown of electoral processes in 2014 (Diamond, 2015) suggest
this alarming transition. A unilateral change at recent times puts democracy at a prolonged halt. This change has
triggered the opposition to boycott and has left the whole country polarized (ibid).The political and factional
interests of individual leaders has manipulated the major political parties to be merged and fragmented (Khan et
al. 1996).

On the other hand, the quality of democracy and the low political participation of youth are
continuously being questioned in this country (Jahan, 2014; Friedman, 2015). The reasons are various- political
violence, endemic corruption in politics, empty promises by politicians, low trust on political parties has failed
to appeal to the interest of urban and rural citizens (Ockey, 2004; Ara, 2012). There has been a rise of an
unhealthy culture of toll collection, vandalism, patronage of armed cadres, and hooliganism etc. (Khasru, 2012).
Bangladesh is suffering a dysfunctional two-party system best put as the “Battling Begums” followed by an
infantile democracy (The Economist, 2015).

This crisis of quality leadership, violence, rent-seeking, corruption, crime in national politics
discourages young meritorious students to participate actively (Khasru, 2012). In most cases political parties use
young people as instruments in street politics or r as foot soldiers rather than future leaders (ibid). In addition,
with the downfall of democracy another issue simmering recently is the rise of political Islam. Surprisingly,
after 2001 no major party has secured absolute majority and as a solution they have allied with other small
parties for a coalition government (Bangladesh Profile, 2015). The situation became worse when BNP allied
with an extremist Islamic party for the thrust of power (ibid).
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This research aims to explore the trend of youth engagement and their disconnection with the current
political trends by using the five factors developed by the writings of James Sloam (2007). Based on the premise
of these factors we observe how the youth is unbundling the traditional concept of state power and identify the
reasons for their non-engagement which eventually challenges the political system of Bangladesh.

Il.  Data and Methods

To conduct the research both quantitative and qualitative methods have been used to answer the
research questions. In order to answer main research questions and sub-questions, primary and secondary data
were collected. For background information an extensive literature study was performed using journal papers,
books, magazines, newspapers and the internet. Besides, for more information, focus group discussions (FGD),
In-depth interviews and observations were conducted.

There are several areas in Dhaka with a high concentration of universities (Mostly Private)-Gulshan,
Mohakhali . This study has been conducted on three selected locations Mohakhali and Dhaka University and
Jahangir Nagar University, Savar, Dhaka. From each location, two selected areas were chosen for collection of
data from the youth through survey, interviews and FGD which allowed the study to observe their behavioral
and response mechanisms.

Before the main survey, field visits to the selected study areas were conducted to have an idea about
the concentration of young population and their characteristics. This also helped to determine the way for
approaching the ultimate study samples. For In-depth interview and FGD an ice breaking session was conducted
which allowed them to raise any relevant question and can share their opinion comfortably. From each area,
three spots with high concentration of the target population was selected and from each spot around 10-15
respondents enrolled. Snow ball technique has been used to identify the respondents for FGD and In-depth
Interview. In total 10 respondents participate in In-depth Interview and 15 respondents (5 in each group with
similar characteristics) enrolled for FGD. In survey method total 138 young people aged 18-25 has been
participated. All respondents were informed about the purpose of the study and their verbal consent has been
taken before taking interviews. All information was kept anonymous and confidential.

I11.  Youth and politics in Bangladesh: the changing environment and the values

Asia is constituted almost 60% of the total world population. Particularly in Bangladesh 46.7% (Aged
10-24) is young population (Population Reference Bureau, 2013). According to one estimate out of a total 150
million people in Bangladesh median age is 23.8 years (male) and 24.8 years (female) (Bangladesh
Demographics profile, 2014). The proportion of youth in the Bangladesh has remained almost constant for the
last ten years. This large number of youth can be of great advantage through their successful engage in politics.
Our results demonstrated that why and how the youths feel disconnected from politics. The main attributes of
this phenomena arises from the prevailing confrontational politics and the challenges of earning a livelihood
which requires youth succor and leadership. The following sub-sections focus on the study participants’
complex perception towards politics and existing difficulties that obstruct their effective participation in the
political arena.

3.1 Alienation from State:

The basic ingredient for youth political disconnection is their evident alienation from state. Their lack
of accessibility to political parties, politicians, government actors has given rise to this phenomenon. Our study
revealed that from over 138 students from both private and public universities only few are interested in national
politics and a majority is reluctant to discuss it with their friends and family. The following table shows the
percentage of youth interests (aged 18-25) in accordance to their political thoughts.

Table 1: Interest in politics of youth (%0)

Youth  (age Yes Usually no No No. of
18-25) Participants
Discuss 54.82% 33.33% 11.85 138
politics  with

friends

Family 27.94 48.23 23.83 138
Interest in 2.94 42.77 54.29% 138
national

politics

In addition, In-depth interview over the youth reported that they are lack of connection with the
conventional politics. In response to a question regarding their connection or disconnection in the Bangladeshi
politics, one respondent Sharek (20) replies:

“I don’t think Bangladesh has a proper democracy. In most cases the politicians don’t pay attention to
any of our demands. If they did, Bangladesh would have been in a far better place. Sometimes we share our
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views with our friends and family but that doesn’t amount to anything. All we can do is just expressing our
opinions, which too gets taken away from time to time.”

Another participant Kheya (18 said),

“As a woman, | find participation in politics very risky in Bangladesh. If | wish to participate or join
any political activity my life might be at stake. The whole political environment is polarized into two groups.
And I don’t see ethical operation of either. Have you seen the recent news? How politicians are trying to save
their own children despite them being allegedly accused of murder. The print and electronic media is also
polarized. So who can we really rely on for truth and justice?”

3.2. Empowerment:

Secondly, empowerment is a very significant issue to the young generation. Research found that the
youth failed to see any tangible benefits from the action. That means they don’t know whether their actions,
interests pay any attention by the politicians or the government. The following table indicates that almost 70%
of the youth feel politically disempowered while a 25% felt uneasy to give a comment. In majority cases they
reported to feel powerless and coined all major political parties as the “Two sides of a same coin”.

Fig 1: Feeling Disempowered
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In response to one question related with empowerment, the participants reported that they lacked the
power to put things right. Rezwan(25) said

‘We are not empowered. It’s not a democratic country. It’s an autocracy in the name of democracy.
What happened in the last election was not right. If I don’t support the ones in power, | will be called a B.N.P or
Jamayat supporter. It frustrates me.”

3.3. Mobilization and direct contact:

Mobilization being the third most significant factor includes politicians’ support and responses. The
politicians should actively engage themselves with this population to take their opinions into consideration and
respond accordingly. Some suggest that there should be a direct mode of contact for the citizens to reach the
politicians. The unhealthy political culture, political alienation and lack of youth empowerment negatively affect
the behavior of the young generation. The study was conducted on two types of universities (public and private).
Despite this fundamental difference the result shows that around 60% of both types of university students agree
that politics can influence their personality. However, almost one third more public university in comparison to
their counterpart believes political involvement has an impact on the young mind. There is a possibility that the
students of public universities more actively participate in politics given these universities have specific
students’ political parties, a facility private universities don’t provide.

Table 2: Effects of politics over the behavior (%0)

Effects of | Public university Private university
politics Yes No Yes No
Personality 61.78 38.23 60 40
Changes over | 70.58 29.41 58.66 41.33
mind

Elaborating on the negative influence of politics over behavior, a participant Shiraj (20) said,
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“My friend entered in this dirty politics and he was bound to do unlawful things as a part of his
political responsibilities. The upper class political leaders supported him and pushed him further but now he is
in grave trouble. Now he can’t find anyone who can help him. All the leaders are long gone. Politics has
changed his life, his personality, his relationship with others and most importantly from his family.”

In contrast Roheli (24) from public university said,

“T like to participate in the student politics at my university. It gives me a sense of power to influence.
I enjoy the responsibilities vested upon me but of course sensitive issues emerged which we cannot bypass. In
that case I take it positively.”

3.4. Knowledge:

In-depth knowledge about politics is a prerequisite for effective participation. Education is a key
component for the accumulation of this knowledge. A lot of the politicians are not educated to say the least
while some maybe lack of political knowledge despite adequate education. Common practice amongst
Bangladeshi politicians includes power abuse; rent seeking, vandalism, toll collection and extortion. The study
revealed that more than 69% of youth have feelings for their country but in contrast majorities (95%) believe
that politics is risky and unhealthy. Above 89% of youth reported that most political leaders and peoples
representatives they are working only to fulfill their needs and politics is a game of uneducated, ghastly people.

90% of the total participants don’t think of political leaders to have enough education or any
knowledge of politics. More than 69% of youth have patriotic sentiments towards their country yet a vast
majority (95%) stands by the notion of politics being risky and unhealthy. Above 89% of the inquired youth
reported that most political leaders and people representatives work towards the fulfillment of personal goals.
Majority has deemed the Bangladeshi politics as a game for the uneducated ghastly people. The following table
representing youths’ general observation on politics:

Table 3: youth’s observation on politics: (%)

Youth’s observation on politics Response Rate
Yes No
Politics is risky 95.58% 4.41%
Fulfillment of personal goals 89.70% 10.29%
It’s a game of uneducated people | 85.29% 14.70%
Patriotism 69.11% 30.88%

On the other hand, there is evidence to support the youth lacking the comprehension of the underlying
complexities in politics. It also needs to be noted that the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS) reported that
the country's literacy rate of the population aged above 15 reached 59.82 per cent while the illiteracy rate is
40.18. The literacy of women now stands at 55.71 percent (The Financial Express, 2015). Political knowledge
refers to the awareness of the citizens regarding different national issues as well as holding accurate information
regarding civic or other structural relationships. Even though literacy rate is quite high in Bangladesh there is a
big gap between political knowledge/education and conventional education.

IV.  Discussion

The purpose of this study was to understand the perception of youth on politics and the future influence
of their perception. This article indicates that the urban youth population has a negative perception regarding
current politics and they carefully avoid involvement. It has also been established that though they are not too
interested due to the existing political isolation they still harbor strong patriotic feelings. Most participants want
to see a change of scenario in the current politics. They want effective, dynamic but not rigid political
engagement.

There is a large body of literature on youth participation in politics and political activities (Chang,
2012; Stoker, 2006; Sloam, 2007, 2011). Prior literature has established youth political participation to fall into
two extreme paradigms- disengaged (O’toole et al., 2003; Bennet, 2008; Mirazchiyski & Hernandez, 2014;
Dalton, 2008) and engaged (Beck 2001). However, little attention has been paid to the youth’s perception of
politics. Youth in developing countries like Bangladesh believe that the old political structures are ill equipped
to deal with the current issues that and there is an urgent need to reconceptualize the old politics (Beck, 2001;
Chang, 2012).

This study further demonstrates that the youth population in Bangladesh is not politically apathetic but
isolated. This young population has indicated several problematic areas that require reformation. The following
suggestions came out from the research findings:

e Institutional changes requiring the political actors both local and government to put more effort into
offering engagement opportunities for youth need to be made. The recent political culture needs to be
modified. There has to be coordination among the political parties alongside mutual tolerance and integrity.
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e Clear conceptualization of political education emphasizing on good governance, proper democracy and
consistency is required. The lack of knowledge is mainly attributed to the weak capacity building and poor
planning of leadership programs. Some claim that the capacity building opportunities are intentionally
facilitated to avoid leadership handover.

e Security is another issue that discourages the young generation to participate in Bangladesh politics.
Political violence has victimized many members of political parties exposing them to attacks, kidnaps and
eventual deaths. For example, llias, former lawmaker and organizing secretary of the BNP, and his driver
Ansar Ali were kidnapped from Banani in the capital on April 17, 2012. They have remained missing ever
since. Due to the likely probability of getting injured or losing lives; the young generation avoids political
participation in Bangladesh (Azad, 2012).

e Lack of finance is another barrier to youth engagement which is component of a broader problem. It is
related to poverty and specifically the lack of financial resources being a major limiting factor for forming a
young and fresh political party. Almost every focus group across the country has mentioned the phrase,
‘politics is a luxury’ (Qasem, 2003). The average Bangladeshi faces many a struggle everyday to ensure
their livelihoods. They are left with little time to focus on politics. Moreover, there are large numbers of
families where there are no breadwinners other than the youth member. Therefore, it is hardly possible for
that youth to focus on politics.

V.  Conclusion

The engagement of youth in Bangladesh politics is a crucial catalyst to bring changes in the political
manner. The active and effective engagement of youth in politics could bring beneficial changes to the current
political scenario. This study has the potential to uncover the youth political activity in terms of politics,
democracy, voting and engagement. Additionally it hopes to enhance the understanding and will enlighten the
stakeholder, governments and different actors about the development potentials and democratic credentials and
will bring possible changes for effective democracy and good governance in Bangladesh. This may also
contribute to the increasing body of politics and youth participation literature that goes beyond understanding
youth participation in categorical terms. Government initiatives to involve youth in politics through youth
leadership trainings and the ensuring of a secured political environment is the next step put our greatest asset to
optimum utilization.
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