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1. Context of Conference

Bangladesh’s political journey has been a tumultuous one, marked by profound ideological
shifts and political upheavals. Since gaining independence in 1971, the country has grappled
with defining its constitutional identity amid extreme political and religious contestation.

The 1972 Bangladesh Constitution' adopted a Westminster patliamentary system. In 1975, it
was radically transformed into a national party-led presidential system”, soon to be overthrown
by a military coup’. While the 1972 Constitution emphasised the secular Bengali ethnic and
linguistic identity as an organising principle of the state, the post-1975 regimes Islamised the
country. The military regime re-introduced the multi-party politics but retained the presidential
system too. Though parliamentary democracy was restored in 1991, it failed to stabilize the
political landscape * due to mutual distrust among the ruling and opposition parties,
suppression of intra-party dissent and parliamentary opposition, violent street agitation,
election rigging, and back-door conspiracies for ascending or clinging to power, which
eventually became the norm.

The introduction of a non-party caretaker government’ system in 1996 aimed to ensure fair
elections. However, it was later manipulated® and ultimately repealed” in 2011, leading to
legitimacy crises in subsequent elections of 2014, 2018 and 2024 marred by allegations of
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manipulation®. In 2024, widespread protests—initially sparked by demands for reform of civil
service quotas— culminated in the fall of the authoritarian Awami League (AL) government’.

2. The Recent Reform Initiatives

The interim government formed in 2024, under the leadership of Nobel Laureate Professor
Muhammad Yunus—a figure widely regarded as a development icon and favoured by Western
powers—generated significant public expectations. It was perceived as an opportunity for
systemic realignment, the establishment of safeguards against authoritarianism, and a decisive
break from entrenched political practices. Endorsed by protest leaders, the administration
initially constituted six reform commissions tasked with recommending institutional changes
in the judiciary, bureaucracy, police, electoral system, anti-corruption mechanisms, and, most
notably, the Constitution."” Subsequently, four additional commissions were introduced to
address health care, mass media, labour rights, and women’s rights."" Among these, the
Constitutional Reform Commission attracted the greatest attention, symbolizing prospects for
a new political beginning. Although early demands for a complete abrogation of the
Constitution—advanced primarily by Jamaat-e-Islami, which opposed Bangladesh’s liberation
war, and certain far-left groups—were prominent, these calls gradually weakened as the reform
conversation progtressed.”” The leading centre-right party, the Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP), opposed wholesale constitutional replacement, partly due to concerns over potential
delays in electoral timelines.” Consequently, while the movement for a new constitution
subsided, proposals for substantial constitutional reform remained strongly supported by
BNP, Jamaat-e-Islami, and most anti-Awami League political actors.

The Constitutional Reform Commission initiated consultations with major political actors to
build “consensus” on the reform agenda. However, these efforts were undermined by
persistent disagreements and the absence of a shared constitutional vision among the actors.
Despite these challenges, the Commission produced an extensive set of recommendations
encompassing both constitutional amendments and administrative restructuring.'* Following
its reportt, the interim government established a “National Consensus Commission”, which
notably excluded—and formally banned—the Awami League, Bangladesh’s largest political
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party representing approximately 40 percent of the electorate, along with its allied groups on
the left and moderate right. This exclusionary approach raised concerns regarding the
legitimacy and inclusiveness of the reform and consensus building process." Critics argue that
the commissions operated with evident bias and favouritism, reflecting a top-down agenda
rather than a participatory, bottom-up model typically expected of any democratic reform
initiatives. ' Allegations of partiality intensified as rival parties, including Jamaat-e-Islami and
the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), accused the interim leadership of favouring the
student-led National Citizens Party (NCP), a key actor of the protest movement that facilitated
the government’s rise to power. Further controversy emerged when Jamaat-e-Islami advocated
for proportional representation—a proposal widely perceived as advantageous to its interests
over those of the BNP. Overall, the exclusion of the Awami League without broad political
consultation and the perceived co-optation of reform processes underscore the fragility of the
interim government’s so-called “consensus-building”.

Concerns about the integrity of the reform process were further heightened by demands from
student representatives to elevate the “July Charter”—a government-issued document—above
the Constitution, proclaim it under the government’s asserted revolutionary authority, and
subsequently constitutionalize it through a national referendum. It became a major point of
contention. The claim of constitutional supremacy for the “July Charter” was strongly disputed
by legal and political actors.'” Subsequently, the “July Charter Implementation Ordinance”,
issued by the President under the claimed authority of the “July Revolution” rather than
constitutional mandate, required its incorporation into the constitutional framework through
a national referendum. It further directed Parliament to reconstitute itself as a constitutional
reform assembly and, failing that, provided for the Charter’s automatic inclusion in the
constitutional text—a provision widely criticized as impractical and procedurally flawed."
After its promulgation, the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP)—a principal stakeholder in
the interim administration—accused the government of fraud and breach of trust, framing the
move as a betrayal of the “July Revolution”".
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Beyond procedural flaws, serious doubts have emerged regarding the interim government’s
commitment to its professed reform agenda. While it claims to seek a sustainable constitutional
framework to prevent authoritarianism, its actions suggest continuity with or even more
regressive than the previous regime’s authoritarian practices. Pending recommendations from
reform commissions on the judiciary, electoral system, anti-corruption mechanisms, and public
administration, the government has compelled the entire Appellate Division to resign®, placed
a substantial number of Supreme Court judges on forced leave®, appointed™, elevated® or
removed™ a substantial other on purely political considerations. One judge was impeached
solely for a judicial opinion on quota litigation.  Additionally, the government appointed a
highly politicized Election Commission® through a search committee established under a
condemned Al-era law?, and reconstituted the Public Service® and Anti-Corruption
Commissions™ with its own nominees. The revised Human Rights Commission law has been
criticized for enhancing governmental control rather than independence.” Transparency
International Bangladesh (TIB) condemned the government for disregarding key
recommendations of its own Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) Reform Commission to
establish “Selection and Review Commission” for the ACC which aimed at ensuring political
neutrality and accountability in the ACC’s activities. TIB chair Mr Iftekharuzzaman, who was
also a member of the government’s National Consensus Commission labelled the
government’s approach “anti-reform and self-contradictory.””!
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Although the Supreme Court initially reinstated the Thirteenth Amendment, which provides
for a non-partisan caretaker government and which was scrapped by Awami League in 2011,
the interim government appealed the decision. The Appellate Division ultimately ruled that
the caretaker system would apply only to the fourteenth parliamentary election, meaning that
the thirteenth parliamentary election to be conducted under the interim government will not
be under a neutral caretaker government, exclude the Awami League and its allies — nearly fifty
percent of the electorate. This outcome has created further uncertainty regarding how future
caretaker arrangements will be structured, particularly given the ongoing controversy
surrounding constitutional reform processes suggested by the National Consensus
Commission under the July Charter.

In the domain of human rights and fundamental freedoms, the interim government—now
eighteen months in office—has presided over a marked deterioration in governance. Reports
indicate a surge in Islamic radicalism, minority repression, and intolerance to cultural and
democratic pluralism.” This instability has been compounded by widespread mob violence,
arson, and looting of factories and businesses of the “sympathizers of the previous regime”,
alongside extrajudicial reprisals against political opponents and dissenting voices. ” Sectarian
violence and targeted attacks on marginalized religious groups ™ have also intensified.
Repealing the previous government’s controversial Cyber Security Act in August 2024, the
government introduced its own Cyber Safety Ordinance 2025, which has drawn criticism for
retaining repressive provisions, including warrantless arrests.” In addition, amendments to the
Anti-Terrorism Act have extended its extratertitorial reach™, granting the state authority to
prohibit and prosecute any form of publication, media campaign, or assembly—both domestic
and international—under Sections 9 and 18(1). These provisions effectively criminalize
expressions of political support for opposition groups.” The government’s decision to revoke
accreditation for approximately sixty journalists® has further provoked condemnation from
international press freedom organizations, underscoring growing concerns over democratic
backsliding and rights violations.

The independence of the lower judiciary in Bangladesh remains deeply compromised by
entrenched political patronage. Successive governments have routinely politicized judicial
appointments, using state agencies—including the judiciary—as instruments for consolidating
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power. Reports indicate that, despite the absence of credible evidence from law enforcement,
individuals detained by the interim administration have been systematically denied bail and
remanded for interrogation by courts at all levels, including magistrates, district courts, and the
High Court Division.” This pattern of mechanical adjudication has disproportionately targeted
Awami League supporters*’, lawyers*, academics®, journalists®, civil society actors*, and even
former senior public officials such as the former Chief Election Commissioners®, judges of
the Appellate Division® and the former Chief Justice of Bangladesh’. In an open letter to the
current Chief Justice, a senior advocate described the arrest of a former Chief Justice as “a blot
on the judicial culture of the country,” signalling a profound erosion of judicial independence.*

The most notable instance of legal abuse has been the trial of Sheikh Hasina before the
International Crimes Tribunal, culminating in a death sentence rendered without legal
representation. While calls for accountability regarding the July—August 2024 protest killings
may be justified, the Tribunal’s composition—dominated by individuals linked to Jamaat-e-
Islami and other political adversaries of Hasina®—raises setious concerns of partisan bias. The
retributive approach in Hasina and other trials has been termed as a “political retribution
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disguised as criminal justice””, a view echoed by Human Rights Watch, which expressed

“grave human rights concerns” . Notably, while the interim government has pursued
prosecutions against former Awami League officials, it has exempted perpetrators of violence
during the post-regime upheaval—including the killing of police officers and widespread
arson—ijustifying these acts as expressions of “public anger” and “self-defence” . Such
selective accountability underscores the politicization of transitional justice mechanisms and
the growing evidence that the interim government is leveraging judicial processes to advance
political objectives.”

Although Professor Yunus’s interim government initially inspired widespread confidence as a
vehicle for democratic reform, its failure has revived bitter memories of Bangladesh’s previous
aborted democratic transitions and constitutional moments.”* Developments under the interim
administration raise fundamental questions about its professed commitment to democratic
consolidation, the rule of law, and inclusive governance. The interim government’s July
Charter, its implementation order and the subsequent referendum on it (12 February 2026) —
all remained deeply controversial and questionable. The scale of controversy is such that the
newly elected government on 12 February 2026 election refused to take oath as a Constitution
Reform Council, as required by the interim government’s July Charter implementation order
and the whole reform process got stuck in limbo.”

These dynamics underscore the urgent need for sustained civic engagement and rigorous
scholarly inquiry into the roots, persistence, and consequences of Bangladesh’s democratic
crisis, as well as potential pathways for reform.

3. Scope of the Conference and Selected Papers

This two-day hybrid Conference proposes to investigate the problems and prospects of
democracy and state-building in Bangladesh after the fall of the country’s long-time ruler
Sheikh Hasina on 5 August 2024. The Conference speaks directly to one of the UKRI’s
International Science Partnership Fund (ISPF) and its designated Overseas Development
Assistance (ODA) objectives - the promotion of “sustainable development meaning lasting
benefit for the people” in developing countries. Bangladesh is a leading beneficiary of the UK
Government’s robust ODA activities involving financial, logistic, human capital development
and democracy-building support. Bangladesh’s transition from one-party authoritarianism
towards an inclusive, equal, and sustainable democratic system is of direct interest to the British
government and the people.
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Apart from raising awareness of Bangladesh’s reform agenda and future direction among the
Bangladeshi diaspora, the University of Hull Conference titles, ‘Democracy and State Building in
Bangladesh after the Breakdown of One-Party Dominance’, held on 26-27 March 2025 aimed at
facilitating the British policymakers and think tanks better understanding the prospects and
pitfalls of the UK Government’s ODA policies and programs regarding Bangladesh. The
conference was organised in eight plenary and parallel sessions considering papers,
presentations, and discussion around the trajectories, prospects, and problems of the country’s
ongoing efforts on Constitutional Reform, Reform of the Oversight Bodies, Political Party
Reform, Rule of Llaw and Human Rights, Gender Equality, Minority Rights and National
Security. It engaged extensively with the Bangladeshi diaspora in the UK, Canada, Australia,
USA, France, Bangladesh and around the world. The following three papers of this volume
are selected from those presented in the Conference. The papers were further reviewed after
the Conference, and the authors were invited to revise the papers as per the comments. We
hope these papers will mark thought provoking contributions to Bangladesh’s ongoing reform
processes.



