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Fqft-{ cn-{ EEr r-s$ft €t-<rq ffi fiELT 'ir<rrtt sr<rq-{ | qeF ffi q6{'r Rr<firg {Ir$ <m
Home 4Riltr$cs{qt 6{IE. eIl-r{T{ I 6-qqfrEa61ffiq< *q 6<er-{rq I q-{stTTFIlslT I El-{

6qg <q{ {{rrT $.F{lsI cclc,o <lRElcqrxt frr< qrcn I qKRr qt <qr <B-m EK <qcffi q-+ PUr<
re-qa1frq FftA qKqR.$H urE {T r uEt <q< qrqR-flT elFFRr "l{ ffir't ftT( q({ ,{ffi 6<q-<-$tft

fr'tRqrTqr (elrs m cN s<lir qri qffi \oo\ qlrr &{ <qrf,{ qqr PFoIT sfuT qtrqR-otrs {T
e<R <qr frrq-s llffi{ T@il@' etl-F | <lREEq-t, sFtl-st q<\ qrc{R-sm <EF{K {I3Tt qm;r srfl El-{

EffiqtRrsmqfuqpqqry r str$qqrtr, q-[tERq, {AretqfteT<rE{EErQr m<Fp r

qfficrr qglq\sB <t EF{q<a ts<R<\ F sEr qtrqk+rq fr'ffiq]rq-T ,{<\ ES er-qB

EEffi( utt-<l"tKfrrr | flqil-{ {nEsrscw Rqffirr:[Hrrcl m-<K qsE eDs ctln
<rmq fu q{-w< ERII s{ mm 6qr.t fr-<(E'rcr {I I T{Fr eEEr q{rsK n< qr, ERF El3il 6qr.t

fr<ruutg; fu 6qr"ifrL< make '[{, 6{ 6qrI qcgET<f firlRf, m 6q.iqEr cqt r +.lrmffi{ m
6E-"rqlRm c'i[q q<R qfi c{ cq-{, m cn"troq<rGrEql I q qffiGfrfrr"{rq*,

"The immigrants imagine that their old homes is like Keats's Grecian Urn where

nothing changes. The returning immigrants discover to their utter surprise that
their dear and near ones have either passed away or changed. The new
inhabitants in their homeland are unknown. The homeland that is vivid in their
mind does not exist any longer."

ETsr 'ir<!"IK fr-eT RlT RE cTilfrqr I )bbb qtrq c+qft-q qT PlEt{ q(E flR{ w qtEEl-T

frgqrcrftEl &fu1flT{rFqTqR cq{cq{T r ERE fi'ctK "K&frFrc"EB

"One thing that struckme as I looked on was how alive and real she looked. This
picture portrays ar actual woman of flesh and blood. She had lustrous almond
shaped eyes with a watery sheen on them. She had quite visible eyebrows and
eyelashes. It was so clear a picture that even the hair ends from her forehead
could be seen. She looks so much alive that she seems to look back at the
onlooker. Even the shadow of her nose was visible and the fleshy inside of her
nostrils were visible. Her lips curved into a pleasing smile though her face wore
a melancholy look. Leonardo da Vinci copied every little cletail and every little
line bring the portrait to life."
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ffi st< TTrrq c<rq I fr Tf6{ srs ql q<R. pe[ Tq'Ni {r<e qI r wlu m Wft e DB"Rt Eq q<R

fi-Ea66s1-aqlqe r sr+Rmcne<r<rEq e<\ET{ esE @c{ e qsB flcrEcak' r fur]fr, qrn
ma or<K qrqt EI{ t<T"IR rRnt't qe6g q<fr 1 ffiqtfrqt< qrr p{{t sLT m firqrq c

'oMona Lisa has a smile like her but Mona Lisa does not say anything and she is
just a painting. But my cousin is a real human being. Mona Lisa will always
remain smiling and she can never change her expression but my cousin can
because she is capable of all emotions and can express them all. I dreamt of

speaking to \1
of speakin_u to

but I cannot I
sentence."
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Short Biography of Hon'ble Speaker

Professor Rehman Sobhan
Professor Rehman Sobhan has served as a Professor of Economics, Dhaka Universiry

- Member, Bangladesh Planning Commission, Director General, Bangladesh Institute of
Development Studies, Visiting Fellow, Queen ElizabethHouse, Oxford, Senior Fellow,

Ash Institute of Demo cratic Governance, Harvard University, Founder and Executive

Chairman, Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD), Executive Director, South Asia Centre

for Policy Studies (SACEPS) and is currently Chairman, CPD. In 1991 he served as a

member of the first caretaker goveflrment headed by President Shahabuddin Ahmed.

He has held a number of important professional positions which include President,

Bangladesh Economic Association, Member, U.N. Committee for Development

Planning, Membeq Governing Council of the U.N. University, Tokyo, Member of the

Executive Committee of the Intemational EconomicAssociation, Member of the Group

of Emminent Persons appointed by the SAARC Heads of State to review the future of
SAARC and Chairman of the Board of Grameen Bank.

Professor Sobhan was actively associated with the Bengali nationalist movement in the

1960s and the Bangladesh liberation struggle in 1971 where he was designated as

Envoy Extraordinary in charge of economic affairs by the first Bangladesh government.

He has been awarded the Shadinata Purushker, the nation's highest civilian award and

was the first recipient of the Bangladesh Bank Purushkar for services to economics.

He has published alarge number of books, research monographs and articles published

in professional journals, relating to the political economy of development, public

enterprise and privatization, foreign aid, petropolitics, agrarian reform, regional

cooperation in South Asia, demo cracy and governance. His most recent works include,

Challenging the Injustice of Poverty: Agendas for Inclusive Development in South Asia
(2010), his memoir, (Jntranquil Recollections: The Years of Fuffillment (2015),both
published by Sage, From Two Economies to Two Nations: My Journey to Bangladesh
(2016), published by Daily Star Books, the second volume of his memoir Untranquil
Recollections: Nation Building in Post-Liberation Bangladesh (202T) published by
Sage, Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Raltman: Philosophy, Politics and Policies (2023)

co-authored with Rounaq Jahan, published by Prothoma and Fifty Years of Bangladesh
(2024) co-edited with Rounaq Jahan, published by Routledge.
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than economic institutions. It is these markets which perpetuate injustice because they
themsdlves mostly remain unequal institutions in the way they operate. We recognise, in
the Bangladesh context, that the operative issue is not whether market forces exist but
who controls the market, who participates in it, and does so on what terms.

These imperfect markets derive from unequal access to the market in every area,
stretching from information, to assets, to credit, to education and health care. For
example, in our society we do not just have unequal access to information, we have
illegitimate access to information built around the capacity of particular groups of people
to use information as a private resource, usually feloniously acquired. Privileged
knowledge of a public tender, of trading on the stock market, emerging shortages or even
the residential phone number of a Minister's PA, is a potential market opportunity for
some favoured person or the other.

The deprived classes in our society are victims of the market. If they are producers, they
are also price-takers. They provide goods and services on inequitable terms, both at the
national and the global level. Over the course of the twentieth century the jute growers
of Bangladesh have been victims of the market and have remained mired in poverty for
generations. For these millions ofjute growers, life has been lived on an escalator with
their fortunes rising and falling with the vagaries of the global market. This experience
has been perpetuated over the years so that market instability continues to plague the lives
of small farmers.

We live in an era of hierarchical markets where, if we look at the vertical integration of
markets, we will see the distribution of returns within this hierarchy of markets between
the growers who produces a small crop of paddy and the final retail price of rice paid by
a consumer. The possible presence of 'syndicates'may be further contributing to this
widening of margins between the growers and consumers. But the source of the problem
remains embedded in the unjust working of market forces.

If we look at a microcredit beneficiary who may buy a cow with her credit and produce
a few litres of milk for sale in the local market, we may observe that she is compelled to
sell the milk to alocalmilk trader who is part of a distribution chain within an inequitable
market skucture where the main returns are appropriated along the chain by the flnal
agro-processing enterprise.

The main problem with the working of the market, thus, arises from the unequal terms on
which the poor participate in the marketplace. They do so in an unequal market for
knowledge. Theyparticipate in an unequalcapitalmarket. The failure to treat microcredit
as part of a broader capital market and to treat microcredit as a side activity is a very
critical element in the failure of the capital market. It was not the market which in fact
gave the world microcredit; it was socially committed individuals, such as Muhammad
Yunus andFazle HasanAbed who set up institutions to deliver microcredit to the poor as
a gesture of social commitment towards improving their lives. No private banker was
willing to risk their capital to service microcredit borrowers; nor are they institutionally
willing to do so even today, after the creditworthiness of these borrowers had been
established not just across Bangladesh but across the world. Bankers may today prefer
providing credit to low-income households in the rural areas through agent banking but
the risk taking is transferred to the agent.
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Due to the indifferent quality of public education the elites of Bangladesh rarely send

their children to state pri*ury schools set up through the expansion in the educational

budgets. The more affluent ciasses send their children to private schools which are now

being further differentiated from public schools through the tendency of the elite to send

theiihildren to private English medium schools. Parents from the higher brackets of the

elite are increasingly sendiig their children abroad. This means that we are now creating

two societies polarised by Jducation, and this is having a profound impact on the life

opportuniti., *hi.h are available to different echelons of Bangladesh society'

While we take comfort in attaining fhaving attained] universai literacy and universal

primary education, our societier u.. going to be fincreasingly] run by the graduates of the

private schools and those who retum with their foreign degrees, not by those who have

emerged through an expanded system of govemment primary and secondary schools'

SimiLrly, *. hur. evidence of significant gender disparities in the education system'

Whilst tle significant expansion irrthe enrollment of girls in the school system is a most

promising development, their access to professional and technical education is less

Lvident u,rd i. likeiy to perpetuate gender stereo- typing in their parlicipation in the labour

market.

If we look at the healthcare system, here again we obsele a polarisation of healthcare

where the growth of high-quality private care coexists with the expansion of public health

budgets. T-his private healthcare system is again serving to build a dual society with an

elite who have opted out of public healthcare to seek their care in the private sector and

if they are affluent enough, to seek it abroad. This differentiated health care system not

only i*pacts on levels oi security and insecurity, it also influences life chances amongst

trousetrotds, and it perpetuates the notion of two societies within one country'

Political Injustice

The promotion of democracy is today universally recognised as an absolute value. For

many, including the US StateDepartment, democracy is basically seen as the right to vote

and hopefully 1o exercise that right without anyone holding a gun at your head' In

Bangladesh over the last decade even this right has been unjustly abrogated by the ruling

part| abusing the law and compromising the integrity of electoral instirutions to hold

elections which were not free, fair or competitive'

Electoral democracy, even in the period where it commanded some credibility due to the

constitutional provision of being supervised by a non-partisan Caretaker Govemment

(CTG) suffered from many flaws. In practice it had increasingly become a rich man's

game.' Over the years we witnessed the escalation of the role of mone-v in politics, the

6..rg.n.. of poiitics as an instrument for business, and business as a source of entry into

politics. It is no accident that around three fourths of the elected representatives of
-Bangladesh 

in the outgoing parliament reported business as their prin.rary or secondary

occulation. This number .-ortO rise to close to IOO% if we inr estigate those MPs with

othei professions but who moved on to engage in business once thr-'r entered parliament'

Successive parliaments have degenerated into a chan-iber of c.tt]]ttlerce for 'crony'

capitalists,rh.r. the pursuit of buiiness interests, unconcerned u ith atn issue of conflict

of interest, have used their power to advance their business lorrures
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inspired by the influence of powerful pressure groups. In Bangladesh these goups
included business elites, public employees, the military and the holders of public debt,
foreign and local. The principal claims on the Bangladesh state's budgetary priorities
originated under the heads of wages and salaries to public employees, the defence budget
and payment of interest on internal and external debt[s]. If the state expended three-
quarters of its budget on just a few heads in order to accommodate specific
constifuencies, where were we going to generate domestic resources for the poor?

Business elites exercised their power to extract tax concessions, subsidies and other
preferences from the state. Such forms of budgetary intervention by the state were never
clearly registered in the national budget nor were the distributive implications of these

implicit or explicit public resource transfers to the privileged business sector ever put on
record.

In such a constrained allocative regime we need to address the notion of the captured state

which succeeded the paternal state of the 1960s and 1970s. The state, in recent times, has

become a captive of crony capitalists, of the special interest groups and of
institutionalised collectives of state employees.

We also must talk of the collusive state, which has mutated into a conspiracy of
politicians, bureaucrats and the armed forces to dominate the state for private gain. We,

thus, needto viewthe state as aprivatised state, motivatedby commercial greed. We must
eventually view the state as a delegitimised state which had lost faith in itself, just as

people had lost faith in the state.

The Bretton Woods Institutions have conkibuted to this process of delegitimisation and
have, in the process, left Bangladesh with a state without a mission and a vision, exposed
to a process of de-accumulation in its capacity to discharge its responsibilities as a state.

We see a state faced with a withering away of its institutions and erosion in its
accountability.

Above all, we see a lawless state, where the law has now become a resource to be
commandeered by the rich to oppress the weak, with law and order serving basically as a

commodity to be marketed like any other. As a result, in Bangladesh, you buy the degree

of protection or immunisation that you are willing to pay for.

Unless these realities of power, as they impinge on the working of our institutions which
govern politics and development, are considered, grandiose statements about
macro-economic reforms or poverty alleviation or improved governance are likely to
remain rhetorical exercises. Neither our donors nor ourpolicymakers, nor indeed most of
our academics, have attempted to explore the injustices inherent in our institutions which
have driven the growth of economic inequality and social discrimination in Bangladesh.
Nor have we attempted to take account of the political forces which sustain and are
sustained by these institutions. Unless we open the debate on how to build more just
institutions, our policy and reform agendas will remain a largely therapeutic process
rather thatpart of a serious commitment to eradicate the twin scourges of inequality and
unjust governance.
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mandated responsibility of holding the state accountable and the organization of political
parties would be democratized.In the economic sphere reforms, which institutionalize
the management of the economy, enhance the competitive process, and allocate resources

more democratically and justly, may be expected to strengthen the effrciency and fairness

of the development process.

A11 such expectations from the reform process, if even partially realized, may be expected

to contribute to building a less discriminatory social order. However, no reform

commission has been explicitly targeted to address boishomo which abridges

opportunities for less privileged social groups such as religious and ethnic minorities to
participate in society on more equitable terms. The concerns of one of the most

discriminated groups, women, has been invested in a special commission which appears

to have been set up as an afterthought and has begun its work well after the other

commissions. How far this Commission will have the time, resources and competence to

correct a social order which has discriminated against women from time immemorial
remains to be seen.

In the final analysis much will depend on who may actually be made responsible for
implementing the reforms initiated by the IG. To implement such a highly ambitious

agenda would demand that the IG continue in the office for a sufficient length of time,
perhaps 4 or 5 years. Given the IG's commitment to hand over power to an elected

government within a reasonable period, perhaps 18 months or two years, the scope for
implementing most of the reforms will be challenging. Even those reforms which are

initiated by the CTG will need to be sustained through the buy in of whichever party is
elected to office. This places the principal responsibility of both formally enacting and

sincerely implementing reforms which may impact significantly on boishomo on

whichever political party assumes office. The commitment and capacity of such aparty
will have to be assessed in relation to its social and political support and its past record,

if it has previously held office.

Challenging Structural Inj ustice

It is not clear how far any of the Reform Commissions will be engaged in substantively
addressing boishomo, defined as inequality in the social and economic sphere. Nor is it
clear to me if the Commissions have discussed the sources of boishomo in all its forms,

which originates in structural injustice. Such forms of injustice have been more deeply
rooted in the system than governance injustice and remain the source of political, social
and economic injustice. I have attempted to summarily discuss the nature of structural
injustice in my presentation and accordingly offer some ideas on how our policy makers,

whether the IG or a prospective elected regime, may initiate a process of structural
reforms which may have a durable impact onboishomo. These ideas, extracted from my
work on Challenging the Injustice of Poverty, are discussed below:

Widening opportunities for owning productive assets by the poor

What differentiates wealthy elites from the poor masses is their monopolisation of
income generating wealth. To change the fortunes of the deprived it is essential to

enhance their ownership over productive assets. Once upon a time we favoured agraian
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To address the isolation of these more vulnerable groups we need to develop institutions
which aggregate small holders and service providers for purposes of collective action, in
the form of marketing cooperatives or corporate bodies. Such collective entities of the

vulnerable classes could thereby enhance their competitiveness through availing
themselves of many of the advantages derived from the externalities available to large

scale enterprises. Such institutions would need to be imaginatively conceived and

calibrated to meet the special needs and concerns of its hitherto disempowered members,

inexperienced in their exposure to the upper tiers of a market sconomy.

Across SouthAsia, including in Bangladesh, social institutions such as cooperatives, civil
society organisations (CSO) and NGOs, as well as some public institutions, are akeady

providing marketing services to the poor, for partictilar commodities, and in particular
markets. These institutions are helping small scale producers to add value to their labours

by moving upmarket through linkages with agro-processing enterprises owned by them
or through contractual ties for marketing their produce to corporate agro-processors or
retailers. We may note here, the pioneering role of Amul Dairy Cooperative in India,
which empowered millions of small-scale livestock farmers to become owners of one of
the largest agro-processing conglomerates in India, and to collectively share in the value
addition to their primary product of milk.

Such collective endeavours by our small farmers remain largely absent in Bangladesh, in
contrast to the rapid spread of the agro-processing industry, largely based on unequal
contractual relations with the corporate sector. The only exception being Milk Vita
Cooperative. It is accordingly suggested that opportunities be provided for small scale
producers across Bangladesh, through financial support and professional guidance, to
offer them opportunities to evolve into equity stakeholders in the upstream corporate
enterprises which add value to their produce or labour. More effort also needs to be
invested in developing co-operatives of small producers, on the lines of Milk Vita, but to
run more professionally and keep insulated from political intervention.

On similar lines Bangladesh's principal source of external earnings, its disempowered
migrant workers, now held captive in the thrall of exploitative manpower agents, can be
empowered through aggregating them into corporate service-exporting enterprises. Such
collectives of migrant workers could also be encouraged to aggregate some of their
remiffances, as members of a dedicated Mutual Fund, which can [could] be incentivized
to acquire a stake in listed corporate enterprises located in the upper tiers of the market.
Such collectives ofmigrants could eventually evolve into setting up their own larger scale

enterprises.

Enhancing public investments in human development

The priority for the education sector over the next decade should be to substantially
enhance public investment, to atleast 5o/o of GDP as recofirmended by the Education
Commission set up it20L0, for the purpose of upgrading the quality and governance of
public education. Such public institutions need to provide education, serving low-income
groups, to a level where they do not feel disadvantaged, compared to the more
expensively educated members of society, including in the private sector. Such a goal
carries formidable implications as to costs and governance. Strong measures will need to
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This suggested reconfiguration of the NGO's would also make them accountable to their
myriad owners. Such an institutional transformation could lay to rest the critique of
NGOs that they are accountable only to their external donors and perpetuate the
patron-client system which they were designed to challenge. An NGO owned by and
accountable to five million members or even 5000 members could emerge as a socially
powerful organization at the national or local level with no less social legitimacy than a
representative institution.

The political economy of empowerment

The entire process of building a collective identity for the poor through specially
constructed institutions, derives from the need for the poor to claim a place in Bangladesh

society which is more cofirmensurate with their numbers. The poor remain disempowered
because they are isolated. Bring them together and they emerge as a major force in the
economy, in society and eventually in the political arena. Incorporating the poor, around
opportunities for collective economic benefit, may invest them with a sustainable sense

of solidarity which may not have been possible through more episodic participation in
various class actions. However, in the final analysis, it is only when the poor are siffing
in the representative institutions of the state, in local elective bodies as well as in the Jatyo
Sangshad, that they will be able to ensure that their special concerns will be

mainstreamed within the policymaking process.

The political leadership needs to recognize that the majority of the voting population
belongs to this underprivileged class. They accordingly need to reach out to this class by
empowering them to assume important position in party organizations and nominating
them in larger numbers to contest for seats not just in local elections but also to the Jatiyo
Sangshad.

The move to realize a skucfurally more just society remains a longer-term project, but
such a goal may be brought forward if our political leadership sincerely commit
themselves to realizing a vision for a non-discriminatory and more egalitarian, that is to
say, a socially just society. Such a prospect may appeff to be part of my romantic
imagination. But who would have dreamt that we would today have a government headed
by Prof. Yunus and would be talking about reforms to achieve boishomo free society and
the state.
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