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FROM THE EDITOR 
 

 

This issue is the first that is being produced by a new team, including slightly altered editorial board members, many 
of whom are serving in specific capacities to put a new face to the Journal of Bangladesh Studies (JBS). 

 Before we proceed with those details, it is important to acknowledge where Founding Editor Saad Andaleeb 
has brought JBS since he took on as editor in 1998. At that time the name of the journal was Thoughts and Initiatives 
and, while the format was similar, the name Journal of Bangladesh Studies was coined by Professor Andaleeb and he 
formalized the journal, establishing an editorial board and a peer review process. Over the next twenty years, the 
journal established a well-earned reputation for quality and relevance and major universities and other institutions 
subscribed to it. An editorial advisory board was added to the editorial board and the journal began to include book 
reviews, notes, as well as responses to authors. 

 The involvement of Bangladesh Development Initiative (BDI) members in most of these undertakings 
underscored that JBS is a collective undertaking, no matter who is directly in charge of or working with the journal. 

 As we move to the future with JBS, it is important to note some of the changes we have made to the crew 
that is involved with the journal and some of the shifts in emphasis that we foresee. I would like to begin with my 
gratitude to Rahim Quazi for taking on the role of Associate Editor. He has collaborated with me in seeing through 
most of these changes as well as consistently taking on immense editorial responsibilities. We now have a new editorial 
board and have dissolved the team of interim associate editors that we had previously formed. The Editorial Board 
has been invaluable in the review process, and in laying out the details of our new framework for the journal. Our 
marketing efforts are being led by BDI President Munir Quddus, who continues to serve on the journal’s editorial 
board. 

 An important shift is a broadening of the scope of the journal. JBS was conceived as a journal with a focus 
on issues and policies related to development in Bangladesh. While this remains important, and is consistent with the 
core mission of BDI, we are now opening up to papers and topics that are scholarly inquiries into different aspects of 
society, events, and trends in Bangladesh. We want to actively encourage more papers on cultural, critical, and gender 
studies, and bring perspectives from the humanities and fields which enrich our understanding of Bangladesh without 
necessarily having direct policy implications. This is because policy needs to be informed by a deep understanding of 
context – the nuances of society, religion, history – and even though these areas of study may not necessarily yield an 
apparent or immediate plan of action policy makers. 

 With such a change in mind, we present this first issue, which begins with an article by Dina Siddiqi on the 
poignant circumstance of the Rohingyas, their absence of belonging to a national identity, migration to the Arakan 
region, and a genealogy of the slow stripping of their citizenship over time, particularly after 1962. This is followed 
by several articles addressing economic questions – the first by Akthar Hossain on how financial repression in 
Bangladesh, holding real interest rates low, combines with a fixed nominal exchange rate to affect the volatility of 
inflation and industrial output growth. The author uses two complementary structural vector autoregression models to 
examine the matter. The next paper by Anupam Das employs an autoregressive distributed lag model to look at the 
dynamic relationship between oil prices and remittances from the Gulf countries to Bangladesh, specifically focusing 
on the years 1980-2018. Next, Sadequl Islam and Hemin Ashrafi compare the performance of Bangladesh with regard 
to intergenerational income and education mobility with selected countries, and also estimates an “augmented Gatsby 
equation” to explore whether increased income inequality has affected such mobility. 

 These are followed by a paper on health, which studies the risk of being underweight or stunted, as well as 
wasting, among children in char areas, when their parents use tobacco. Wasiqur Rahman et al. use an ordered logistic 
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regression model to understand this connection using data from northern Bangladesh. Finally, Umme Sultana uses 
qualitative analysis to understand how sexuality is experienced by women of different classes and generations. She 
also considers rural-urban differences, weaving a complex picture of gender as a binary power in the process of 
knowing and living sexuality in Bangladesh. The issue ends with a thoughtful review of the book Economic and Social 
Development of Bangladesh: Miracles and Challenges by Nayma Qayum.  

 The scope of the articles – encompassing politics, economics, health, and gender studies is in keeping with 
the multi-disciplinary aim of the journal as well as the above-mentioned intention to invite more inquiry into the 
history and culture of Bangladesh, without which an understanding of development in Bangladesh would remain 
incomplete. 

 Lastly, no journal can maintain its quality without a set of experts who can serve as reviewers. While they 
are not named here, JBS is truly grateful to those who have reviewed the articles in this issue. Their excellent work 
has simultaneously guided authors and upheld scholarly standards. 

 

Farida Chowdhury Khan  

Editor-in-Chief 

Journal of Bangladesh Studies 
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Abstract 
 

This paper reflects on the links between the documentary and the ontological in the (un)making of Rohingya identity. 
At decolonization, mobility narratives framed through a nation-centric lens -- in conjunction with other contingencies 
-- undermined Rohingya claims to belonging. Even as possession of the “right” documentation is today fundamental 
to claiming citizenship, the post-colonial Burmese state has systematically stripped Rohingya of the right 
to any documentation in its attempt to extinguish Rohingya subjectivity. The paper calls for decolonizing cartographies 
and dismantling narratives of belonging tied to nation-centric territorial claims. We might begin with an exploration of 
the ways Rohingya and Rakhine are historically co-constitutive rather than oppositional identity categories.  

 
Keywords: Rohingya, bordering practices, paperwork 

 
Introduction 
 
Along the 170-mile border that separates Myanmar from Bangladesh, a familiar performance played out on August 
22, 2019. The timing was symbolic; almost two years to the day that Myanmar’s military launched their deadliest 
offensive yet against the Rohingya population in Rakhine state.1   
 
 Familiar bureaucratic rituals had already been set in motion. As before, Myanmar authorities unilaterally 
announced a date to begin the repatriation process of the approximately 730, 000 people who had fled across the 
border into Cox’s Bazar and its environs in 2017 to escape the latest pogrom unleashed against them. In line with 
existing protocol, Bangladeshi officials, in conjunction with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), submitted a list of Rohingya names for “verification” by Burmese authorities. As it had in the past, 
Myanmar cleared only a tiny number, in this instance 3,540 of the 22,000 names submitted (Daily Star, August 16, 
2019). Across the border, the Nga Khu Ya repatriation center, with its trailers, information booths and watchtowers, 
went through the motions of preparing for new arrivals. In the end, not a single person boarded the five buses and two 
trucks waiting on the Bangladeshi side to take them back. 
 
 The outcome of this ritualized performance, this tragi-comic script, was surely known to both the UNHCR 
and the two governments involved. Past attempts at repatriation had failed in the face of fierce opposition from the 
refugees themselves (Staples, 2012; Brinham, 2018; Long, 2017). Trapped in squalid and overcrowded camps, 
increasingly without meaningful documentation and a viable future, no Rohingya wants to be “pushed back” into 
Myanmar under existing conditions. Desperate to return, they seek the guarantee of citizenship, of UN-backed safe 
zones, return to the places from where they were driven out, and critically, recognition of their ethnicity as Rohingya.  
  
 With respect to the last point, the repatriation agreement brokered between Dhaka and Nay Pyi Taw on 
November 23, 2017, or the one after it (Bose, 2018), is deeply troubling. According to this Arrangement on Return of 
Displaced Persons from Rakhine State (henceforth The Arrangement), Myanmar would issue “returnees an identity 
card for national verification immediately upon their return.” These National Verification Cards (NVCs), originally 
instated with the approval and assistance of the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), require Rohingya to 
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register as either Bengali or as another category of foreigner (Fortify Rights, 2019). Sometimes referred to as 
“genocide cards,” the NVCs effectively demand that Rohingya disavow their subjectivity, and invalidate any 
citizenship claims to Burma (Brinham, 2018). In a Kafkaesque twist, then, to return under such conditions would be 
to recognize the legitimacy of their expulsion in the first place. Not surprisingly, most Rohingya reject this offer of a 
return to bare life. 
 
 How are we to understand the ritualized rites of return enacted along the Bangladesh-Burma border? What 
idea of Rohingya being does the language of The Arrangement reproduce or elide? For that matter, how does a 
population in its own territory and in possession of at least some citizenship rights until recently become a reviled 
non-minority deserving of elimination? After all, the Rohingya were not obvious candidates for obliteration from the 
political imagination of a future independent postcolonial Burmese.2 
 
 In this paper, I share some reflections on how the ontological and documentary have been inextricably linked 
in the (un)making of Rohingya identity, tracing along the way the slow violence of bureaucratic practices involved in 
the denationalization process. To that end, I provide a brief sketch of the set of complex historical and global 
conjunctures through which the murderous expulsion of the Rohingya from the Burmese national body comes to be. 
I show that the framing of mobility narratives through the grid of the nation state, in conjunction with the selective 
reworking of pre-colonial and colonial cultural memory, have proved to be particularly deadly for Rohingya claims 
to national belonging. In this context, it is critical to recall that Rohingya and Rakhine as political categories were co-
constituted and relied on each other for boundary setting (Prasse-Freeman and Mausert, 2020). The reconfiguration 
of a world of empires into the current nation-state system generated bureaucratic and other bordering practices that 
demanded the production of identity categories as singular, bounded and “naturally” tied to particular national 
territories (Ludden, 2018; van Schendel, 2005). Thus, the general situation, if not the genocidal outcome, is not 
exceptional to Myanmar but part of the shared predicament of postcolonial nations (Pugh, 2013; Shahabuddin, 2019).  
 
 I end with a reading of the 2017 Arrangement, in which the vocabulary of “repatriation” not only re-inscribes 
Rohingya statelessness but actively produces the erasure of Rohingya subjectivities. In putting its signature on 
documents such as The Arrangement, the Bangladesh government effectively helps to write the Rohingya out of the 
Burmese nation once more. Further, the framing of the problem as one of crisis and repatriation, I suggest, enables 
and legitimates this kind of a “solution,” one that discounts Rohingya humanity by non-recognition and non-naming. 
  
A Note on Crisis Narratives 
 
What is a crisis and for whom? When do crises begin and when do they end? Crisis narratives tend to conjure up 
singular, catastrophic events that are temporally bounded, with a beginning and a discrete end. Myanmar has never 
made any secret of its long-term intentions toward the Rohingya, who occupy the unenviable position of being the 
world’s “most persecuted” minority, according to the United Nations. Over the years, before and after the restoration 
of formal democratic politics, the state made little effort to hide explicitly discriminatory and invariably violent 
policies, from severe limitations on mobility and marriage to slash and burn techniques of dispossessing villagers of 
life and property, not to mention mass rape as intimidation (Human Rights Watch, 1996; 2012; 2013; Ahmed, 2020; 
and Irish Centre for Human Rights, 2010). Over these same years, sometimes in a trickle, sometimes en masse, an 
estimated 200,000 Rohingya were desperate enough to seek refuge across the border into Bangladesh. Clearly, this is 
a population that has been “in crisis” for decades. This is their third exodus to Bangladesh in 20 years (Long, 2017; 
Murshid, 2018). Yet, it was only after the carnage unleashed by the August 2017 attack by security forces, and the 
horror generated by the media coverage that followed, that a Rohingya humanitarian/refugee crisis emerged on the 
global stage.  
 

For that matter, why is this named a Rohingya crisis, not a crisis for the Burmese state?3 Who decides and 
who judges? A crisis framing allows for the redistribution of responsibility and accountability in strikingly uneven 
ways, along lines of existing asymmetry. It is worth noting that in the three weeks following the August attacks by the 
Myanmar army, Bangladesh received more refugees than all of Europe did in 2016 at the height of the conflict in 
Syria. The country, which constitutes less than 0.3 percent of the world’s population, currently hosts 4.7 percent of its 
total refugees. In comparison, the unimaginable brutality of the Syrian war became an international crisis only after 
large numbers of Syrians, desperate to escape the carnage in their home country, sought refuge in Europe. Even then, 
it was not Syria but the shores and edges of Europe that were constituted as sites of crisis. What unfolded was 
understood to a refugee crisis, for Euro-American nations. Thus, crisis discourses can legitimize a range of projects, 
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declarations, and logics. In Europe, the idea that refugees represent a crisis, and a threat, has legitimated a set of 
repressive, brutal practices, including detention, deportation, and various forms of violence (Cantat, 2016).  

 
What possibilities does the crisis concept enable and which does it foreclose? Narratives of crisis amplify 

some issues – the explicit savagery of singular events – and occlude or minimize others – the normalized violence of 
everyday bureaucratic practices, for instance. Crisis implies an interruption in the customary flow of everyday life, a 
disruption of normalcy, an aberration. Consequently, a crisis framing can displace attention to the quotidian and 
normative practices responsible for such “aberrations” in the first place (Roitman, 2011; Barrios, 2017). After all, 
everyday life was anything but “normal” for the Rohingya population in Burma well before 2017. State and non-state 
violence on Rohingya bodies, spaces and social relations have long been routinized and normalized for the majority 
Burman population.  

 
 National crisis narratives are often accompanied by the creation of fictionalized enemies (the Muslim 
Rohingya terrorist or the Muslim male immigrant in Europe), subjects or objects in danger (Euro-American values, 
Buddhist/Bamar culture), and ideal agents of rescue (Euro-American humanitarian organizations, among others). 
Further, naming the “problem” as the unauthorized movement across national boundaries, as in a refugee crisis, 
necessarily re-inscribes some kinds of mobility as illegitimate and exceptional, and others as legal and sanctioned. 
This move reinforces the state’s sovereignty over its territory and right to control movement across borders 
(Mazumder, 2019).  
 
National Sovereignty and Making Stateless 
 

Human rights, including the moral rules that bind humans universally, are intrinsic to all persons 
irrespective of their “cultural” make-up. Yet the identification and application of human rights 
laws has no meaning independent of the judicial institutions that belong to individual nation 
states (or to several states bound together by treaty) and the remedies that these institutions 
supply – and therefore of the individual’s civil status as a political subject. (Talal Asad, 2003, p. 
129) 

 
In the passage above, Talal Asad hones in on the fundamental conceptual paradox in the operations of post-World 
War II human rights regimes. On the one hand, a document such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
enshrines the apparent universality and inalienability of human rights. Everyone has these natural rights by virtue of 
being born. On the other hand, these abstract universal rights can only be materialized through the individual’s 
membership in a particular national political community. The exercise of universal rights – or the right to have rights, 
as Hannah Arendt put it so memorably -- hinges on political citizenship (Arendt, 1951). Even if we set aside questions 
of who counts as human and associated hierarchies of suffering, claims to and exclusions from a rights regime depend 
upon the individual or group’s relationship to a nation-state. In other words, the loss of national rights, as Arendt 
noted, entails the loss of human rights.  
  
 To be nation-stateless, then, is to be right-less and, by extension, for others to treat you as less than human. 
One’s suffering does not count since one is not counted as human or as human enough. It is this interstitial, liminal 
space of not-belonging that the Rohingya inhabit. Put differently, statelessness is the denial of the “right of every 
individual to belong to humanity (Arendt quoted in Pugh, 2013 p. 9).”  
 
 There is a voluminous body of scholarship on citizenship and nation-state formation. For the purposes of this 
paper, several points from that scholarship are worth restating. It has been argued that the state is brought into being 
by acts of classifying, enumeration, and sorting, and that states are real to the extent that they constitute themselves 
through various practices (Mitchell, 1999). State formation relies on the idea of a “people” or ethnos over whom state 
sovereignty is be exercised, as well as the ability to persuade the population of the validity of such determinations. As 
historical and political constructs, both the existence and the authority of nation-states must be continuously secured 
through various practices of statecraft (Soguk, 1999; Mitchell, 1999). At the same time, the imagined community 
mobilized into being by the state must appear to be timeless, natural, and bounded.  
 
 Second, the process of constructing a singular or pure ethnos usually involves the active suppression and 
remaking of cultural memories – of historical forms of plurality and conviviality. Such ideological projects – of re-
categorization through census operations and other enumerative techniques of governmentality, the subordination or 
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disavowal of local/regional linguistic, religious and cultural practices, state-imposed regimes of “remembering” and 
“forgetting” through schooling and media – are highly contested and often violent (Ferguson, 2015; Mookherjee and 
Pinney, 2011).  
 
 Third, since nationalism is an exclusionary process, the imagined majoritarian national Self – Bengali, 
Bamar, whatever – is co-constituted with imagined minority Others (Pandey, 1999; Pugh, 2013). That is, the idea of 
a majority is not prior to or independent from that of a minority; indeed, majorities need minorities to exist (Appadurai, 
2006). In this sense, nationalism is as much about the politics of exclusion as it is about inclusion. Further, the 
minority/majority opposition is neither stable nor preformed but the product of particular historical and material 
conjunctures. 
 
 Not all minorities occupy the same place in a nation state, of course (Siddiqi, 2018). Very few end up, like 
the Rohingya, as the object of extreme hatred, expulsion, and/or elimination. Appadurai calls such populations bio-
minorities – those whose difference from national majorities is seen as a form of bodily threat to the national ethnos 
or the people. Since all nation-states rely on some idea of ethnic purity, he avers that such a “biominor” plurality is a 
source of constant threat.  
 
 In the context of the 19th and 20th centuries, state-building also has been called a “refugee making process” 
(Zolberg, 1983). Zolberg shows that the transition from various empires to nation states led to conditions encouraging 
the persecution of specific groups along existing racial, religious, and other social fault lines. Consolidation of newly 
sanctified borders resulted in the mass displacement of those who were deemed as outsiders, foreigners, and enemies 
within. By extension, state-making is also a subject making process – in that “it produces the political subjectivities 
that it deems acceptable and desirable (the national-citizens) and those which it deems illegitimate and undesirable” 
(Cantat, 2016, p. 13). This capacity to make distinctions, to determine what counts as “normal”, acceptable identities 
and what constitutes the abnormal or exception is foundational to national sovereignty. The “sorting” process is neither 
linear, nor modular, but contingent. Biopolitical determinations of belonging and non-belonging, yoked to particular 
ideological projects that may or may not align with existing social relations, are necessarily violent. The production 
of undesirable or dangerous Others tends to play out along existing or emergent fractures.  
 
 The prospect of becoming a reviled outsider, arguably, is built into the structure of the nation state form, 
rather than being an anomaly, or product of imperfect national formation (Balibar,1990). In this light, we can read the 
expulsion and genocidal violence unleashed on the Rohingya as an extreme version of a more general predicament of 
the nation-state form in the present moment in conjunction with historically and politically contingent factors.  
 
 Finally, the context of empire and decolonization is foundational to contemporary global politics and to the 
hyphenated entity that is the postcolonial nation-state. Most obviously perhaps, inherited national borders often bore 
little correspondence to ground realities (Mamdani, 1996). In the words of one historian, “Imperial politics imposed a 
cookie-cutter world map of national territories, which provided the institutional basis for contemporary globalization 
[…]. A radically new territorial system emerged abruptly in the mid-20th century with the collapse of an imperial order 
that had developed for five centuries” (Ludden, 2018). 
 
 This radically new territorial system of national spaces dramatically recalibrated the relationships of persons 
to borders. Long established routes of circular migration within the boundaries of empire were now subject to national 
bordering practices. Both to assert territorial sovereignty and produce singular imagined communities tied to particular 
geographies, newly independent states demanded the disavowal or erasure of these older histories of mobility (Amrith, 
2013). Even as passports and visas were introduced to regulate populations and borders, long established paths of 
mobility across these new national borders became criminalized, and terms such as illegal migrant or undocumented 
persons emerged with new meaning. Postcolonial nation-states did not just acquire a monopoly over violence in their 
territories but also absolute control over what counts as legitimate movement (Torpey, 2000). Put differently, modern 
citizenship is built on obscuring or erasing these histories of migration and movement. The question remains as to 
why are some populations and not others rendered outsiders in national cultural imagination, regardless of actual ties 
to the space of the nation. While it is not possible to provide a definitive answer, it is instructive to trace the processes 
through which Rohingya gradually were made outsiders within the Burmese nation.  
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Memories of Mobility 
 
Normalization of the nation-state idea, including absolute state sovereignty over bodies within a given territory, calls 
for the “forgetting” of histories across spaces yet to be nationalized (Amrith, 2013; Ludden, 2018; van Schendel, 
2005). Thus, in the postcolonial period, “every nation set out to create its unique history and identity, so as to make 
its territorial claims appear to be natural and inevitable, if not eternal” (Ludden, 2018, p. 3). In short, writing national 
histories, is a profoundly political project. The same set of “historical facts” can be framed to tell radically different 
stories. How the story is told, and by whom, which stories are remembered, and which forgotten, are fundamentally 
implicated in practices of statecraft and corresponding relations of power. In this section, I present a brief glimpse of 
the now “forgotten” mobility and fluidity – cultural, linguistic, political, commercial, and religious – of the borderland 
spaces between contemporary Bangladeshi and Myanmar.  
 
 Pre-colonial Arakan (today’s Rakhine state) was a “multi-ethnic” and multilingual space with deep 
connections to Arabo-Persianate and Sanskrit worlds (D’Hubert, 2014; Iqbal, 2017; Ludden, 2018). Separated by a 
mountain range from central and upper Burma in the west, Arakan was oriented eastward, and toward the Bay of 
Bengal. Indian Ocean trade and missionary networks had long connected Arakan and Bengal, ties consolidated by the 
search for refuge in times of political crisis. Mrauk-U, the capital of the Arakan Kingdom and Chittagong in Bengal 
represented nodes in a wider zone of mobility, diversity, and cosmopolitanism. Mosques and temples, seminaries and 
libraries dotted the landscape, in which Danish, Portuguese, Arabic, and Bengali, among other languages could be 
heard. 
 
 When Bamar forces/the Kingdom of Ava invaded Arakan in 1408, the Rakhine king Nara Meikhla took 
shelter in neighboring Bengal. Upon regaining his throne, Nara Meikhla is said to have ordered the relocation of 
80,000 craftsmen from Chittagong to his kingdom, which was now a protectorate of the Bengal Sultanate. In a reversal, 
Chittagong became part of the Arakanese Kingdom from 1578-1666 under a later Rakhine king. Bengalis, Muslims 
and Hindus, entered Arakan during this period. As is well known in Bangladesh, the Moghul emperor Aurangzeb’s 
brother Shah Shujah and his followers took asylum in Mrauk-U in 1660. During the Mrauk U period (1433-1785), the 
Bengali language served as an intermediary between the local sphere and the vast trade networks of the Bay of Bengal.  
 
 From available sources, it can be concluded that Bengal Muslims were active at all levels of the 
administration of Arakan, played a critical role as cultural brokers, and were frequent patrons of literary works 
(D’Hubert, 2014). 16th century Arakanese kings struck coins with their names in Persian and Pali, as well as in Arabic 
and Sanskrit. This could be interpreted as sign of the abiding of influence of Islam on Arakan kings, though it has 
been suggested that in the prevailing environment, this was a means of becoming culturally legible to powerful 
neighbors, and the sultanates beginning to emerge around the Bay of Bengal (D’Hubert, 2014, p. 55). It is likely that 
large-scale Muslim settlements were established in the 16th and 17th centuries when Arakanese and Portuguese raids 
into southern Bengal brought thousands of Bengalis to Arakan as slaves. By the 1620s, the borderlands of Bengal and 
Arakan had emerged as the region’s most important slave market, to which the Mogul conquest of Chittagong put a 
stop in 1666 (Amrith, 2013). It was through a slave raid that Alaol famously became the court poet of the Arakan 
kingdom. 
  
 Before moving on, two points are worth noting. First, the history of this long and intimate traffic between 
Bengal and Arakan (or Chittagong and Mrauk-U) has been obscured by nation-centered historiographies informed by 
colonial cartographies. Second, in contrast to the outsider status of Muslims today, those who identified as Muslim 
were not considered to be aliens or enemies. Muslims of various stripes comfortably inhabited a pluralistic social 
milieu in which Islam was not out of place.  
 
 Following the Bamar annexation of Arakan in 1785, many Buddhist and Muslim Arakanese fled to 
neighboring Bengal. Many felt safe to return only after the first Anglo-Burman war in 1823 and in the presence of 
colonial authorities. The colonial policy of expanding labor-intensive rice cultivation in the general region (including 
Assam and Sylhet) led to the migration of mostly Muslim workers from Bengal. In 1886, Burma formally became a 
province of British India and any Indians who moved there were considered “internal” migrants. Indians soon became 
active at all levels of the economy, from banking and commerce to plantation labor in colonial Burma. In Arakan, 
some migrants were seasonal workers, while others settled down permanently. By 1941, the Muslim population of 
Arakan, including those who self-identified as Rohingya, was listed as 27% of the total population, according to the 
Census (Ludden, 2018). British officials in 1824 authorized the first formal boundary of Arakan. This administrative 
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boundary between Arakan in British Burma and Bengal in British India later became the international border between 
Bangladesh and Burma in 1947. In other words, Arakan was not a fixed territorial space and its meanings were multiple 
and shifting. Bordering practices, the national production and policing of “us” and “them,” is obscuring longer 
histories that inform nation state formation. Older narratives of mobility cannot be accommodated within the 
hardening of cultural and political borders that unfolded.  
 
Unhoming Arakan’s Rohingya 
 

Centuries of mobile Arakanese territorial identity came crashing to an end [at independence in 
1948]. Now all the people of Arakan were forced into a rigorously defined national state 
territory, based in Central Burma, dominated by Burmese nationalists and military men, for 
whom all the Muslim and Bengali cultural elements and spatial connections which had been 
integral parts of Arakan for a thousand years seem to be alien imports, first from India, then from 
Pakistan and Bangladesh (Ludden, 2018, p. 14). 
 

How did the Rohingya become illegal Bengali immigrants in popular discourse as well as official documents? How 
did they lose their claim to belong to Rakhine state given the rich cosmopolitan history of the Arakan kingdom? And 
how did Muslims come to be associated with reviled and dangerous foreigners whose existence threatened the nation?  
 
 In an important intervention, Prasse-Freeman and Mausert productively reframe the debate over Rohingya 
indigeneity and nationalist claims by reminding us that both Rohingya and Rakhine are historically constructed 
political categories (Prasse-Freeman and Mausert, 2020). They interrogate the logic underlying readings of available 
records (the British colonial archives and Arakanese royal chronicles) that produce Rohingya and Rakhine as unrelated 
ethnic groups. Along with tracing shifts in the meaning of Rakhine and Rohingya identity over time, they ask how it 
is that cultural emblems and practices associated with Arakanese spaces have come to be associated exclusively with 
the former.  
 
 Prasse-Freeman and Mausert assert that the “Arakan/Chittagong system” began to unravel with the 
annexation of Arakan by the Bamar/Ava Kingdom in 1785. The subsequent “Irrawaddy-fication”4 of Rakhine identity, 
produced a gradual reorientation of Arakan toward the east to central Burma and Chittagong to the west and the wider 
Muslim world. It is noteworthy that Rakhine nationalist historians account for the obviously Indic character of early 
Arakanese civilization by arguing that the Rakhine trace an original pure channel to the Budhha through royal “Aryan” 
blood. This political claim undercuts actual historical proximity to Indians/Muslims. Critical shifts in Arakan from 
18th century onward – Buddhification, the declining role of Muslims in trade with the rise of the Dutch VOC, and the 
Mughal invasion (to which Bengali Muslims were seen to be sympathetic), resulted in a crystallization of religious 
identities and magnification of differences.  
 
 British occupation of Arakan appears to have accelerated the hardening of cultural boundaries between the 
categories of Rakhine and Rohingya. Now familiar nationalist tropes – of Buddhism in danger, the impending decline 
of Burmese (implied to be Buddhist and indigenous) civilization, and the fear of being overrun by foreigners or 
immigrants – found life in this period. In the emergent nationalist imagination, British colonial conquest signified not 
only the extraction of resources and the control of indigenous populations but also a threat to Buddhism (Zarni and 
Briham, 2017). In fact, the last King Thibaw framed the British as anti-Dhamma Kala or alien heretics. Further, the 
large-scale movement of Indians laborers, moneylenders, and administrators in the 1870s and 1880s, in response to 
the demands of the fast-growing rice cultivation industry in Lower Burma, provoked considerable unease among some 
sections of the population, especially the British educated elite, with a newly developed sense of national 
consciousness. The threat of “Indian penetration” and its impact on the future of Burma as a predominantly Buddhist 
society became a major theme in burgeoning nationalist discourse among the political elite. Resentment of Indian 
migration became a major theme of Burmese nationalism, most visibly in the press. Rohingya were implicated in the 
interchangeable use of Indian, Muslim, Rohingya and illegal migrant through the pejorative term, Kala.  
 
 Languages of nationalist resentment tend to be recurring and familiar. So it is that in 2010, the Burmese 
government blamed “wild Muslim extremists” and “armed bands of Bengalis” for violence inflicted on the Rohingya 
population (Pugh, 2013, p. 14). Increasingly, the language of nationalism and the language of immigration came to be 
co-constituted in the mainstream Burmese struggle for freedom from British rule.  
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 By the 1920s, vernacular texts spread a new self-conscious national identity, often through the voices of lay 
monks. For instance, U Ottama, a monk of Arakanese descent, frequently delivered speeches on behalf the Young 
Men’s Buddhist Association (Amrith, 2013). Founded in 1906, the YMBA’s chief platform was the perceived decline 
of Burmese civilization in the face of a growing tide of foreign civilization and learning. Nationalist narratives of the 
“Indian problem” intensified during the worldwide economic collapse in 1929-30. Public resentment over growing 
unemployment reflected the belief that Indians were responsible for taking scarce jobs away. The contraction of the 
colonial economy went hand in hand with the rise of xenophobic nationalism. Such sentiments were expressed in 
slogans such as “Burma for Burmans,” popularized by the Thakins party -- the banner under which Rangoon 
University students, including Aung San, mobilized in the 1930s (Mazumder, 2013). Official Burmese delegates to 
the British Parliamentary Roundtable of 1931 to 1932 declared that the “diseased” condition of their society was the 
result of uncontrolled immigration (Shahabuddin, 2019, p. 355). As Buddhist monks became the militant cultural 
vanguard of nationalism, Theravada Buddhism soon became the ideological glue for a diverse Burman population and 
its aspiring allies, including Arakanese Buddhists (Ludden, 2018).  
 
 Capitalizing on anti-Indian sentiment and an already tense racial atmosphere, the Burmese nationalist press 
produced “scandals” that generated ethnic, religious, and sexual anxieties around the figure of the Indian as well as of 
the Muslim (Zarni and Brinham, 2017). “Race” riots between Muslim and Buddhists broke out in Rangoon at this 
time. Interreligious marriages, especially between Muslim men of Indian origin and Buddhist local women became a 
particular point of contention (Amrith, 2013; Zarni and Brinham, 2017). These marriages of Zerbadi Rohingya 
(sometimes known as Bamar Muslims) were recast as a threat to a predominantly Buddhist national way of life. Zarni 
and Brinham note that the situation became violent only after incitement by the Burmese press, radical nationalist 
Thakins, and colonial era Burmese politicians working for their own agenda.  
 
 Until the 1942 Japanese occupation of Northern Arakan, the active exclusion of Rohingya from the imagined 
Burmese nation did not appear to be inevitable. But Arakan was on the frontlines of the battle between the colonial 
British state and emergent Burmese nationalist forces, and British forces recruited a segment of the Muslim Arakanese 
population to fight against Japanese backed Burmese nationalists. In exchange, they were promised some degree of 
protection and autonomy. Not surprisingly, as in so many other cases, the colonial state reneged on its promise, leaving 
all Rohingya on the “wrong” side of national history in the making. In the wake of a massacre of Muslims in 1942, at 
least 22,000 Rohingya fled to Chittagong where they were put up in refugee camps (HRW, 2000). Sectarian violence 
broke out as thousands of Indians fled Burma through Arakan to India, and again in 1948. Rohingya-Rakhine 
differences were magnified at this time by tensions between Arakanese Buddhists and Muslims over competing 
property claims. 
  
 In light of the consolidation of Bamar Buddhist nationalism and their experiences of WWII, Muslim groups 
in Arakan began to organize for safety, autonomy, and separate political representation following independence. A 
1946 proposal by one such group to the Muslim League in Karachi, requesting that parts of Northern Arakan be 
incorporated into the future East Pakistan, was rejected (Mazumder, 2019). Most Rohingya nationalists sought to 
affirm their ethnic identity as full citizens of the Union of Burma. A small section took up arms in what became known 
the Mujahid rebellion.  
 
 The framing of the Mujahid rebellion by Rakhine and Rohingya nationalists is revealing in this regard, at 
least as captured by an official report of the British Foreign Office. The writer notes that in March 1952, the Arakanese 
Independent Parliamentary Group held a press conference in Rangoon in which they demanded that all unauthorized 
inflow of Pakistani nationals be immediately stopped and that the “mujahid rising was even more dangerous to the 
unity of Burma than was the Kuomintang trouble in the Shan states” (Pearn, 1952. p. 9, italics added). Pearn records 
that in response, the two “Rwangya” Members of Parliament from Maungdaw and Buthidaug vociferously refuted 
allegations of widespread support among Rohingya for the Mujahid or that “infiltration” was ongoing. It appears the 
MPs in question were anxious to represent their constituents as “peaceful, law-abiding and loyal Muslims of Northern 
Akyab” and who “were as strongly opposed to infiltration from [East] Pakistan, as were the Arakanese” (Pearn, 1952). 
Here we see Rakhine nationalists attempting to consolidate their claim to indigeneity through mobilizing a discourse 
of infiltration, Jihadi violence, and dual loyalty of Arakanese Muslims. The self-identified Rohingya representatives 
also betray a deep fear of the consequences of being labeled as disloyal outsiders and terrorists. The British Research 
Officer, in the meantime, confidently cast the rebels as criminals and smugglers. Rohingya have not always been able 
to shed this image of criminality – it is one frequently mobilized in the popular imagination in Bangladesh. The trope 
of Bengali/East Pakistani infiltration or illegality was already in circulation, it would appear.  
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 The essentialization and distillation of Rohingya and Rakhine identity categories intensified in the 
postcolonial era. Post independent imperatives to construct a unified majority identity centered on Bamar Buddhist 
cultural resources. The consolidation of this identity drew on the erasure and reconstitution of cultural memory, 
including the supposed “disloyalty” of Arakan’s Muslims during Burma’s independence struggle. The Rakhine 
nationalists, seeking to consolidate their inclusion in Myanmar’s “national races” embraced ideologies that privileged 
Buddhism and associated narratives of indigeneity. In order to stake a claim on a distinct ethnic identity, Rohingya 
elite tended to privilege Muslim identity over non-Muslim traditions (Prasse-Freeman and Mausert, 2020). In what 
followed, the nationalization of all businesses and expulsion of foreign, primarily Indian, business owners by General 
Ne Win in 1962, engendered an increasingly hostile climate for the acceptance of Rohingya claims to belonging. 
Bamar nationalist antipathy to India and Pakistan rendered Rohingya language and religion “tainted.” Historical links 
across what had become hard borders rendered their loyalty more suspect (Ludden, 2018). The reworking of colonial 
era tropes of the so-called Indian Peril, and communal identity formations inherited from the colonial state also helped 
to popularize ideas of Rohingya as untrustworthy outsiders (Zarni and Brinham, 2017). The postcolonial state was 
able to use “decades of resentment” toward British colonial policies to successfully “Other” the Rohingya, casting 
them as illegal or Bengali settlers, and external threats to the nation. 
 
 In more recent times, land grab/resource extraction, the interests of military and international capital, along 
with transnational extremist Buddhist ideology, security, and war-on-terror narratives all converged to produce the 
current conjuncture. Islamophobia provides especially potent ideological fuel for the extrusion of Rohingya from the 
body politic. Burma’s xenophobic Buddhist nationalism draws on transnational circuits of exchange in which a 
modern globalized imaginary of Islam as a danger to religion and cultural identity are central motifs. Burmese monks, 
for instance, travel to Sri Lanka where they encounter the Bodhu Bala Sena, which runs fiercely anti-Muslim and anti-
Christian campaigns. Globalized imaginaries of Islam are translated and localized to a modern contest, as part of a 
globalized “ontological scare” (Gravers, 2015). 
 
 The militarized Burmese state and society draw strength from the silence and inaction of the international 
community. Political will is, not unexpectedly, deeply entangled in considerations of commerce and global political 
economy. Few, if any, governments or corporations are willing to jeopardize their current or future investments in a 
newly liberalized Burmese economy. For instance, telecommunications giant, Telenor, which has been accused by the 
Arakan Rohingya National Organization of indirect complicity in the August 2017 killings, refuses to use the word 
Rohingya in any of its communications (ARNO Press Release, December 22, 2018). Telenor is majority owned by 
the Norwegian government, which prides itself on being a staunch supporter of democracy.  
 
 Finally, the profoundly ahistorical premises on which UN style governance protocols proceed assume the 
timelessness of national borders, the immutability of identity and, critically for our purposes, the existence of 
documentation of legal records. This ahistoricity reproduces and enables the violent logic of the nation and 
corresponding technologies of rule. In the next section, I take a closer look at how ostensibly apolitical and neutral 
bureaucratic arrangements are fundamentally implicated in the production of ethnic identities and, in this case, the 
writing out of Rohingya from national memory, history, and culture.  
 
Administrative Obliteration  

 
“All my life I’ve tried I can everything to fit in. But it’s never enough -- the goal post for being 
truly Burmese keeps moving further and further back.” Yasminullah. New York City, February 
8, 2018.  
 

The last decade has seen the emergence of a vast body of literature on documentary citizenship, and the violence of 
bureaucracy (Hull, 2012; Srivastava, 2012). Scholars have shown that documentary regimes are neither monolithic, 
nor fully dominant. Individuals and groups find inventive ways to negotiate or evade bureaucracies and borders 
(Carswell and De Neve, 2020; Ghosh, 2019; Siriman, 2018). One of the troubling aspects of Rohingya experience 
over time is the systematic stripping away of the right to any documentation that could verify their existence and ties 
to the territory of Burma. The NVCs are especially dangerous in this regard because they call for renouncing any 
rights to belonging in Burma. It seems that he recognition of Rohingya subjectivity now depends on whether they 
possess the right to documentation.  
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 Burma’s 1948 Constitution granted full citizenship to eight “indigenous” races along with those who had 
settled within the territory of the newly formed Union of Burma before the first Anglo-Burmese war in 1923 
(Ferguson, 2015). A caveat stipulated that anyone whose parents and grandparents had lived on such territories could 
also be granted citizenship. In addition to this temporal aspect, Ferguson notes that the newly independent nation 
posited its indigeneity in opposition to foreign control, more specifically against non-indigenous capital. This 
discourse of indigeneity, explicitly tied to the need to resist foreigners, has been mobilized to great effect in subsequent 
years. As mentioned above, after 1962, all businesses were nationalized and foreign business owners (mainly Indian) 
expelled, the climate becoming more hostile for Rohingya claims to indigeneity.  
 
 Just before the 1982 census, the government revised the 1948 Citizenship Law. Drawing on ideas of jus 
sanguinis, they retained the first part of the citizenship law. Those belonging to the eight national races, and those 
ethnic groups who had settled within the state prior to 1823 would qualify for citizenship. It deleted the second part 
of the 1948 law, which had allowed people whose grandparents had settled in the territory to register as full citizens. 
The 1983 census introduced a new scheme for categorizing ethnicity: a list of 135 subcategories within the eight 
national races.5  
 
 There is general consensus today that national belonging is neither primordial nor given, but partly the 
function of bureaucratic arrangements. In Myanmar it appears to be negotiable and punctuated over time. This is 
evident in the moving lines for documentation necessary to be eligible to claim citizenship. A chronology of 
identifying documents and regulations issued by the Burmese state to reclassify its Rohingya population makes this 
evident: 
 

1948 National Registration Certificates issued to all Rohingya.  
 
1962  Citizenship no longer guaranteed – restrictions on mobility, increasingly difficult to join the civil 

service. 
 
1974  Emergency Immigration Act; All citizens required to carry identity cards (National Registration 

Certificates), but the Rohingya only offered Foreign Registration Cards (FRCs). However, even 
without FRCs, “the local authorities did not grossly disrupt the daily lives of the Rohingyas, and 
those who needed them often found it possible to obtain them through bribery or forgery” (Human 
Rights Watch, 1996). Rohingya no longer accepted in the army. 

 
1977 Nagamin “Census” – all citizens required to register but the Rohingya were barred from doing so.  
 
1982  Citizenship Law which instituted three tiers of citizenship – Full, Associate, and  Naturalized, two 

of which can be revoked. Few Rohingya could fulfill the new  requirement to prove pre-1823 
origin/residence.  

 
1989  Color coded Citizen’s Security Cards. 
 Full Citizens: Pink 
 Associate Citizens: Blue  
 Naturalized Citizens: Green  
 Rohingya not issued any cards 
 
1994 Rohingya children no longer issued birth certificates. Official permission from Border Security 

Force for marriage made mandatory. Family lists – records family members and date of birth but 
not place of birth, therefore does not count as evidence of birth in Burma.  
 

1995 In response to UNHCR advocacy efforts, the Burmese government issues Temporary Registration 
Cards (white). The cards do not mark the individual’s date of birth.  

 
1990s Must apply for permission to visit family in neighboring villages and pay for a travel pass. Anyone 

overstaying their travel pass prevented from returning, and their names automatically deleted from 
the family lists, effectively leading to administrative obliteration. Travel limited to Arakan, 
excluding Sittwe/Akyab.  
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2015  Self-identifying Rohingya stripped of right to vote. 
 
2016  Stipulation to accept National Verification Cards (NVCs) as condition for remaining in the country.  
 

The stripping of rights and the downgrading of Rohingya citizenship has not been consistent or even, and has hinged 
on the demands of political expediency at any given moment.  
 
 More chilling in this regard is an observation by Etienne Balibar that in processes of mass extermination, 
victims are - so to speak - “prepared for elimination, i.e., progressively and institutionally marked as potential, future 
victims and collectively pushed into a social symbolic corner where they acquire the status of living corpses, who are 
neither completely alive, nor yet already dead. Without preparation, you cannot have elimination, but with the 
preparation, you still don’t have the elimination itself, only its conditions of possibility” (Balibar, 2005, p. 32-33, 
italics added). In conjunction with other stipulations - the systematic withholding of basic health and education 
services, deliberate neglect of nutritional needs coupled with literal penning in to villages and detention camps - the 
state’s objective seems to have been to prepare its Rohingya population for elimination, if and when necessary.  
 
 The shifting requirements listed above map on to individual experience of becoming a foreigner within, of 
slow denationalization. Here I want to quote from Mr. Nurul Islam, head of the Arakan Rohingya National 
Organisation, with whom I had a conversation in June 2016.6 He had heard about an initiative with which I was 
involved on advancing exchanges between progressive Burmese-Bangladeshi activists and scholars. My colleague 
Firdous Azim and I met him one afternoon at BRAC University. It is his story that forced me take the subject of 
documentation – of administrative obliteration – seriously. As I looked through my notes from that conversation before 
writing this paper, the following statements resonated strongly: 
 

● My father and U NU (the first Prime Minister of independent Burma) both had the same document of 
citizenship. 
 

● I had the same card but with a seal and no guarantee of citizenship after 1962. 
 

● My younger brother had no certificate but a temporary white card.  
 

● Now we have all been issued a STAY PERMIT, a green card.  
 

● In order to obtain a national verification card, you have to accept the designation of Bengali. 
 

 Mr. Islam spoke of how Burmanization became “Buddhization” after independence and the imposition of 
artificial colonial demarcations. I heard for the first time of the Panglong Conference to which the Rohingya were not 
invited. I learned that U Nu had acknowledged the Rohingya – the Health Minister under him had been R. Sultan 
Mahmood, and that between 1962 and 1964, all indigenous people, including Rohingya, had radio shows in their own 
language. Mr. Islam told us about the active participation of Rohingya students in the anti-dictatorship protests at 
Rangoon University in 1988, and the irony of not being able to vote for the first time after formal democracy was 
introduced. He mentioned in passing the destructive theories of the historian Jacques Leider, and the business dealings 
of the former British Ambassador, Derek Tonkin, with the military junta.  
 
 In Mr. Islam’s account, there were no significant problems before 1942. That year, at the height of World 
War II, the British Military High Command was based in Akyab. It was the year that 80,000 people were killed in 
anti-Muslim pogroms. I learned that those who had fled to camps in Chittagong could still be found in Rangpur. Until 
then, I didn’t know of the Landhi Colony Housing Society or the Barmi Colony in Karachi where many of Mr. Islam’s 
people could be found. To my surprise, Mr. Islam said the contrast with life in Pakistan could not be greater.7 Living 
in Bangladesh meant living with constant fear and frustration. The ever-present fear of being detained for being 
undocumented haunted their every move. He expressed frustration that to survive Rohingya had little option but to 
“befriend” those who seemed intent only on exploiting their powerlessness.8 
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Bordering Practices 
 
We will do anything, we can even dress like them, but we must be able to maintain our religion.  
[…] We want to remain in Burma. Bangladesh is our neighbor. We need the help of Bangladesh.  
Nurul Islam. Dhaka, June 19, 2016.  
  

The Arrangement on Return of Displaced Persons from Rakhine State between the governments of Bangladesh and 
Myanmar finalized in November 2017 does not mention the word Rohingya in the text or in the title. The replacement 
terms, “Displaced Persons from Rakhine State” or “Displaced Myanmar Residents” embody the slow violence of 
bureaucracy that has dogged the Rohingya population since independence. The Burmese authorities’ refusal to name 
the Rohingya and the Bangladesh government’s complicity constitutes yet another act of administrative obliteration. 
For the purposes of the text, this community simply does not exist. The Arrangement once more writes them out of 
the nation in which they were once citizens. This not-naming means that returning home is conditional upon 
renouncing Rohingya selfhood. The text states: 
 

“Myanmar will take all possible measures to see that the returnees will not be settled in 
temporary places for a long period and their freedom of movement in the Rakhine state will be 
allowed in conformity with existing laws and regulations […] Myanmar will issue the returnees 
an identity card for national verification immediate upon their return” (p. 2).  

 
Multiple erasures and re-framings are evident in the storyline embedded in the text, according to which “significant 
numbers of Muslims from Rakhine State” and other communities, who were “residents” of Myanmar took shelter in 
Bangladesh following “terrorist attacks of 2017, 2016 and earlier” (p. 1). The responsibility for the violence is 
displaced on the Rohingya themselves while the notorious Tatmadaw’s genocidal attacks of August 2017 and October 
2016 are written out of the narrative, as is the civilian violence that accompanied it. In this context, Rohingya resistance 
of any kind can only be read as terrorism.  
 
 The text assures returnees freedom of movement “in conformity with existing laws and regulations.” As we 
have seen, existing laws and regulations not only punish mobility but are also at the heart of rendering Rohingya 
stateless and without identity. Finally, also with no apparent irony, the agreement states that the process of 
“verification for return will be based on evidence of past residence.” This can best be described as Kafkaesque since 
Rohingya proof of citizenship has been systematically removed over the years, through confiscation, destruction, 
nullification, and targeted non-issuance of documents (Brinham, 2018). The point here is not only that The 
Arrangement erases Rohingya subjectivity and the history of violence that precedes it but that it is constitutive of the 
violence of present border making practices. The conditions for and criteria of eligibility reduce the right of return to 
a hollow but elaborate staging of bureaucratic power and protocol, a necessary fiction to produce a state effect 
(Mitchell, 1999). It appears that Burmese bordering practice have followed the Rohingya into Bangladesh.  
 
Conclusion 
 
The newness of postcolonial national borders and older non-national ways of being in the world have long been 
generative of conflict, not least along the borders of Burma and what is now Bangladesh (Mazumder, 2019; Sur, 2020). 
This is a simple but critical point that raises questions on how scholars, institutions, and media label and categorize 
people. Nation states, transnational bodies, and popular discourse tend to assume the stability of national and ethnic 
boundaries. Who is a migrant or a citizen when we take into account the “overnight” legal reclassification of British 
India into (East) Pakistan, Burma, and India? It is precisely the fuzziness of the lines between citizen and non-citizen 
across newly minted states of India and Pakistan that made it exceptionally undesirable for these new countries to 
accept, let alone ratify, the 1951 Refugee Convention. From this perspective, Rohingya are subject to the still 
unraveling implications or playing out of the 1947 partition of British India, and Arakan’s place as a contested frontier 
between Bengal and Burma.  
 
 Much of the Rohingya debate today hinges on getting the history “right.” Should they be referred to as 
Bengali Muslim migrants or Rohingya? Undoubtedly, it is critical to undo hegemonic historical narratives of Rohingya 
and Rakhine as mutually exclusive political categories. I suggest that more or better evidence is not necessarily going 
to solve the issue. Nor does the lack of evidence imply such forms of identification did not exist in the past. Discussions 
around the “authentic” history of Rohingya deflect attention from the problem of claiming citizenship through 
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ethnicity or indigeneity. The slow violence of bureaucratic practices is directly enmeshed in the constant invention of 
boundaries between Burmese nationalist conceptions of past, present, and future. In this world of documentary 
uncertainty, no document will ever be enough.  
 
 Extremist Buddhist monks in Myanmar are known to preach that the Rohingya are reincarnated from snakes 
and insects; by implication, killing them would be a service rather than a crime or sin. Yet, even if the Rohingya were 
acknowledged to be fully human, they would be excluded from Myanmar’s political community, and thus the right to 
claim Myanmar citizenship since being a member in a “national race” is the critical condition for membership in the 
political community that is now “Myanmar” (Cheesman, 2017).  
 
 In the circumstances, it is urgent to reframe the question of belonging, and uncouple the idea of rights from 
citizenship and the shackles of the nation state. To this end, it is critical to dismantle existing narratives of belonging 
and citizenship tied to territory and “primordial” identities. How might the parameters of citizenship and belonging 
be re-imagined? Can we have forms of political community that transcend the citizen/no-citizen binary? First, we need 
to decolonize colonial cartographies, to open up the possibility for non-territorial or nation-state based imaginations 
of identity and belonging. In this regard, the recent call by Maung Zarni to “de-imagine” Myanmar and “re-imagine” 
a post-Myanmar free or federated states holds out the promise of inaugurating a less violent and more egalitarian 
political project (Zarni, 2020). 
  
Endnotes

 
1 In March 2017, several months before the genocidal violence of August 25th, the United Nations Human Rights Council urgently 
dispatched (through resolution A/HRC/RES/34/22) an independent international fact-finding mission, “to establish the facts and 
circumstances of the alleged recent human rights violations by military and security forces, and abuses, in Myanmar, in particular 
in Rakhine State, including but not limited to arbitrary detention, torture and inhuman treatment, rape and other forms of sexual 
violence, extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary killings, enforced disappearances, forced displacement and unlawful destruction of 
property, with a view to ensuring full accountability for perpetrators and justice for victims.”  UN experts declared that Rohingya 
in Myanmar are not only persecuted but continue to live under threat of genocide (United Nations, 2017).  

2 Most of us in/of Bangladesh have had to tutor ourselves hurriedly in the world of Burmese history and politics, in the face of 
“hosting” – almost overnight – what is apparently the world’s largest refugee camp. It was in this spirit, partly for self-education, 
partly out of a sense of obligation that I began to look more closely at the processes that led to the extraordinary violence on, and 
expulsion of, the Rohingya. In other words, this is new territory for me, and I do not draw on formal ethnographic work for my 
analysis.  

3 Patrick DeSutter raised this point at a symposium entitled Beyond the Crisis Narrative: Rohingya Statelessness and its 
implications for Bangladesh held at the University of California, Berkeley on February 7, 2020. 

4 As quoted in Prasse-Freeman and Mausert (2020, p. 2). 

5 Ferguson notes there were numerous inconsistencies and overlaps within and among these subcategories (Ferguson, 2015, p. 15).  

6 Dina M. Siddiqi and Firdous Azim in conversation with Mr. Nurul Islam, June 19, 2016, English department, BRAC University.  

7 Those Rohingya who fled Myanmar in the late 1960s generally found a hospitable environment in Karachi, Pakistan. At the time, 
the lack of documentation posed few problems. Ironically, the securitization of the Pakistani state after 9/11, and a corresponding 
desire to document and control “unruly” populations meant that Rohingya migrants, along with Bangladeshis, found themselves 
labeled “illegal,” criminal, and security threats (Anwar, 2013). 

8 In the months after the August 2017 attacks, ordinary Bangladeshis expressed considerable solidarity and support for Rohingya 
fleeing, though this has abated appreciably (Lewis, 2019). There is now more hostility than ever toward the Rohingya, whose 
populations inside Bangladesh is quite heterogenous. Recently that identity and belonging are increasingly mediated through 
expressions of faith/Islam, a move that - ideally - secures hospitality and solidarity. 

 

 

 

http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/RES/34/22
http://southasia.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/shared/events/Rohingya_Conf_2020.pdf
http://southasia.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/shared/events/Rohingya_Conf_2020.pdf
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Abstract 
This paper uses monthly data for Bangladesh over the period 1973M1−2019M7 to investigate the interrelations among 
broad money growth, inflation, inflation volatility, and industrial output growth. Statistical analyses provide evidence 
supporting feedback relations between inflation and inflation volatility. They further suggest that both inflation and 
inflation volatility maintain feedback relations with industrial output growth and its volatility. In order to understand 
these relations broadly, the paper econometrically investigates the effects of inflation and inflation volatility on 
industrial output growth and its volatility within the repressed financial system in Bangladesh. In doing so, the paper 
estimates two complementary structural vector autoregression (SVAR) models. The first model includes broad money 
growth, inflation, the real deposit rate of interest, the real effective exchange rate, and industrial-output growth. The 
second model comprises the volatilities of broad money growth, inflation, the real deposit rate of interest, the real 
effective exchange rate, and industrial-output growth. The empirical results obtained from these models confirm the 
expected interrelations among these variables.  
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Introduction  

 
Price stability1 plays a major role in maintaining macroeconomic and financial stability, thereby promoting 
technological innovation, productive investment, and sustained economic growth (Fischer, 1993; Montiel, 2003; Poole 
and Wheelock, 2008). The experiences of many developing countries in Asia and Latin America suggest that high and 
volatile inflation is detrimental to economic growth and, consequently, raises poverty and income inequality.2 Despite 
these adverse consequences of inflation and inflation volatility, inflation volatility has not been considered important 
in the design and conduct of monetary policy. When an economy operates under a repressed financial system3, high 
and unstable inflation, which may originate from both monetary and non-monetary sources, increases volatilities in 
both the real interest and exchange rates. The real interest and exchange rates are core determinants of savings, 
investment, and trade and capital flows; hence, they cannot be ignored in assessing the macroeconomic performance 
and management of any country (Hossain, 2015a, 2015b; Hossain and Chowdhury, 1996; Montiel, 2003). Therefore, 
an emerging consensus is that both inflation and inflation volatility should be kept to “irreducible minimum levels” 
so that they do not retard economic growth, undermine economic stability, or create any danger of macroeconomic 
and financial crises (Rossi, Sekhposyan, and Soupre, 2016). Nevertheless, there is no consensus on what optimal rate 
of inflation might be, or what its range of volatility could be so as to ensure stable economic growth. Also, how such 
a rate of inflation could be achieved remains a policy issue that economists have yet to resolve.4 
 
 Inflation in Bangladesh was high and very volatile during the 1970s. It fell slowly but significantly by the 
early 1980s and remained moderately high on average from that time until the early 1990s, when Bangladesh’s 
economy was liberalized at a rapid pace under the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank structural 
adjustment programs (Hossain, 1995, 2003, 2010). Since the late 1990s, when Bangladesh’s economy moved to a 
higher growth path of approximately six percent, the inflation rate has averaged five percent per annum.  
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 An average rate of inflation of five percent could arguably be considered optimal; however, inflation 
volatility, which remained high throughout the 1970s and 1980s, did not fall much despite the introduction of official 
monetary targeting5 by Bangladesh Bank in 2005, or its unofficial introduction in the early 1990s. The aim of this 
monetary targeting strategy appears to be price stability, along with economic growth and other economic and social 
objectives.6 The operational approach to monetary targeting continues to be that a pre-set target level of broad money 
is achieved by using the monetary base as the intermediate target. The target level of broad money is estimated based 
on any expected increase in the demand for broad money. This money demand originates from real output growth and 
a tolerable rate of inflation that remains undefined. Assuming that the broad money demand function remains stable, 
the predetermined broad money growth rate acts as the key, if not the sole, determinant of inflation over the medium 
run.7  
 
 This paper develops the theme that, although monetary targeting remains an appropriate strategy of monetary 
policy for Bangladesh, the Bangladesh Bank has an untenable goal of achieving price stability through monetary 
targeting while maintaining the de facto pegged exchange rate of the taka8 with the U.S. dollar. Because of the link 
between the monetary base and key items in the balance of payments, namely overseas workers’ remittances and 
garment export earnings, the pegged exchange rate system makes the money stock endogenous. As the Bangladesh 
Bank does not have control over the money stock and its growth, inflation continues to remain high, volatile, and 
persistent amidst policy and supply shocks of both domestic and foreign origin (Hossain, 2010, 2011, 2015c). Having 
highlighted these problems associated with the conduct of monetary policy in Bangladesh, this paper proceeds to use 
monthly data over the period 1973M1−2019M7, unless stated otherwise, to investigate the interrelations among broad 
money growth, inflation, inflation volatility, and industrial-output growth.9  
 
 The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. The next section reviews the trends and volatility of 
inflation in Bangladesh since the early 1970s. It also investigates the feedback relations between inflation and inflation 
volatility. This is followed by a section that examines the relation between broad money growth volatility, inflation 
volatility, and industrial-output growth volatility. The section after that explores the interrelations among broad money 
growth, inflation, the real deposit rate of interest, the real effective exchange rate, and industrial-output growth within 
an SVAR modelling framework. This is followed by a section investigating the interrelations among the volatilities 
of broad money growth, inflation, the real deposit rate of interest, the real effective exchange rate and industrial-output 
growth. The last section summarizes the findings, draws policy implications, and makes concluding remarks. 
 
Inflation, Inflation Volatility, and Industrial-Output Growth  
 
Inflation trends, persistence, and volatility 
 
Based on monthly consumer price index (CPI) data, Figure 1 plots the year-on-year CPI inflation rate (INFSA) in 
Bangladesh over the period 1970M7−2019M7.10 To complement the analysis of the trend and movement of the rate 
of inflation exhibited in Figure 1, Figure 2 plots the conditional standard deviation of the rate of inflation obtained 
from an estimated AR(1)−GARCH(1,1) model of inflation.11 These figures, individually and jointly, provide 
information on the movement and volatility of inflation in Bangladesh over the past five decades. They reveal that 
inflation in Bangladesh remained moderately high and volatile even when the economy stabilized in the 1980s after a 
major economic crisis in the mid-1970s. Most studies on Bangladesh’s economy suggest that macroeconomic 
management in the country remains ad hoc in nature without clarity, transparency, or a sense of direction (Hossain, 
1995, 2011, 2020). This is reflected in the conduct of macroeconomic policy, which is a combination of monetary 
policy, fiscal policy, and exchange rate policy. Bangladesh has operated under varied monetary policy and exchange 
rate regimes since the early 1970s, as demanded by different political regimes. The outcome has been a repressed 
financial system, which is revealed in controls over interest rates, exchange rates, and trade and capital flows. As 
Bangladesh’s economy was heavily dependent on agriculture until the 1990s, it remained exposed to policy and supply 
shocks of both domestic and foreign origins. In a segmented, regulated economy, these shocks affected core 
macroeconomic variables, becoming magnified and persisting until macroeconomic adjustment measures, such as 
IMF/World Bank structural adjustment programs were introduced. 
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(a) 1970M7–2019M7 

 

 
 
 

(b) 1990M7–2019M7 
 

 
 
 

(c) 2003M7–2019M7 
 

 
 

Figure 1  Year-on-year CPI inflation rate (INFSA) (%), Bangladesh monthly data, 1970M7–2019M7 
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(a) 1970M7–2019M7 
 

 
 

(b) 1990M7–2019M7 
 

 
 
 

(c) 2000M7–2019M7 
 

 
 

Figure 2 Conditional standard deviation of CPI inflation, estimated by AR(1)-GARCH(1,1) model 
 
 
Relation between inflation and inflation volatility 
 
According to the inflation literature, the bi-directional relation between inflation and inflation volatility affects the 
design and conduct of monetary policy. An interpretation of the feedback relation between inflation and inflation 
volatility can be derived from the writings of Friedman (1960, 1968, 1977), Ball (1992), Cukierman and Meltzer 
(1986), and Cukierman (1992). The Friedman-Ball hypothesis states that a rise in inflation raises inflation volatility 
and uncertainty (Ball, 1992; Friedman, 1968, 1977). The Cukierman-Meltzer hypothesis states that a reverse relation 
also exists between inflation and inflation volatility; that is, a rise in inflation volatility raises average inflation 
(Cukierman, 1992; Cukierman and Meltzer, 1986). 
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  Monthly data for Bangladesh over the period 1970M8−2019M7 is used to investigate the validity of each of 
these hypotheses. Table 1 reports the vector autoregression (VAR) Granger-causality test results between inflation 
and inflation volatility.12 The reported results are consistent with both the Friedman-Ball and the Cukierman-Meltzer 
hypotheses.13 Although the proposition that a rise in inflation raises inflation volatility14 seems obvious to 
policymakers, the finding that inflation volatility raises the average rate of inflation could be interpreted within a 
political-economy framework to explain the behavior of a central bank’s design and conduct of monetary policy. How 
a central bank operates in developing countries is not clear to many people. At a basic level, it is acknowledged that a 
central bank in a developing country is under sustained political pressure to introduce expansionary monetary policy 
as and when needed to stimulate the economy.15 This is applicable to Bangladesh Bank as well. Moreover, when a 
central bank aims to achieve multiple objectives through monetary policy, it often gives way to political pressure and 
can introduce clumsy procedural measures that hide the real intention of policymakers. Consequently, monetary policy 
loses its credibility and effectiveness; it then suffers from inflation bias. Further, under a pegged exchange rate system, 
high and rising inflation raises inflation volatility and uncertainty amidst policy and supply shocks originating from 
both domestic and foreign sources. The effects of those shocks may spread to other sectors. They particularly influence 
the real interest and exchange rates and affect trade and capital flows.  
 

Table 1  The VAR Granger-causality between CPI inflation and CPI inflation volatility, Bangladesh, 
1970M7–2019M7 

 
Hypothesis Order of lag; number 

of observations 
F-statistic (p-value) 

CPI inflation does not Granger-cause CPI 
inflation volatility 

12 (n= 576) 
24 (n = 564) 
35* (n = 553) 

121.29 (0.00) 
213.37 (0.00) 
430.67 (0.00) 

CPI inflation volatility does not Granger-
cause CPI inflation 

12 (n = 576) 
24 (n = 564) 
35* (n = 553) 

73.16 (0.00) 
240.37 (0.00) 
271.22 (0.00) 

Note: * = optimal lag-length based on the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC). 
 
 
How Money-Growth Volatility, Inflation Volatility, and Output-Growth Volatility are 
Related 

 
The view that there exists a causal relation between inflation volatility and output-growth volatility has increased in 
importance since the 1970s.16 Taylor (1979) has postulated that the relation between the rates of inflation and 
unemployment, represented in the Phillips curve relation, does not exist in the long run. Therefore, such a relation 
cannot be used as a policy menu to achieve a higher level of social welfare, although a trade-off may still exist between 
the volatilities of inflation and output growth. However, the secondary relation between the volatilities of inflation 
and output growth can be expressed in terms of an unemployment gap under a relation called Okun’s law17 (Okun, 
1962, 1971). Taylor (1979) has argued that this policy option is consistent with the non-existence of a long run trade-
off between the rates of inflation and unemployment. While the trade-off between the rates of inflation and 
unemployment is short-lived, the trade-off between the volatilities of inflation and output growth could be long-
lasting.18 When such a relation exists and remains stable, a central bank can justifiably deploy independently 
conducted monetary policy to keep the rate of unemployment at its natural level. This implies that, when desired, the 
unconditional variance of output growth or the rate of unemployment could be kept at an irreducible and low level 
over the long run.19  
 

Although the Taylor curve relation seems to be a plausible proposition, whether a central bank can operate 
on the Taylor curve remains doubtful. Friedman (2010) argued that the Taylor curve is an efficiency frontier yielding 
a trade-off for optimal monetary policy. In other words, the trade-off between the volatilities of inflation and output 
growth could be binding only when a central bank pursues optimal monetary policy to achieve price stability. In this 
case, the volatilities of inflation and output growth would move in the same direction according to whether the 
efficiency of monetary policy improves or worsens. Friedman presented empirical evidence suggesting a positive 
correlation between U.S. output variability and inflation variability with a value of 0.81 over the period 1879−2005. 
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To interpret this positive relation, he reported data to show that the variability of money growth raised the variance of 
output growth, which in turn generated inflation volatility.20 This implies that a steady money-growth rate could lower 
the volatilities of output and prices in the United States. Therefore, according to Friedman, a direct cause-effect 
relation was involved in the relations of money, output, and prices, and was consistent with classical monetary theory.  

 
Friedman’s proposition can be stated in two parts. First, a rise in money-growth volatility raises output-

growth volatility, which in turn raises inflation volatility. Second, inflation volatility raises inflation uncertainty, which 
lowers productive investment, production efficiency, and output growth. Following this line of reasoning, Figure 3 
presents a causal scheme involving money growth volatility, output growth volatility, and inflation volatility. This 
scheme is built on the idea that a central bank deploying monetary policy to achieve multiple objectives is likely to 
engage in monetary activism within a broad context of macroeconomic populism. The monetary authorities can 
thereby justify changing their monetary policy stance in response to both demand and supply shocks. This occurs 
despite the fact that economic shocks are by definition infrequent and random and therefore do not have any significant 
effect on real output and its growth over the medium run. An implication of this is that a rule-based, forward-looking 
monetary policy should aim to achieve and maintain price stability over a longer time horizon. Within this framework 
of monetary policy, the central bank should not introduce stabilization policies that could be counterproductive 
because of their long, variable lag effects. Contemporary literature on this issue suggests that proactive stabilization 
policies carry the danger of destabilizing an economy by creating complex dynamic interrelations among variables 
such as the levels and volatilities of money, output, prices, interest rates, and exchange rates (Hossain, 1995, 2014).  

 
 

 
 

Figure 3 A causality scheme among money growth volatility, output growth volatility, and inflation 
volatility 

 
 

To empirically investigate the above proposition for Bangladesh, the remainder of this section conducts a 
bivariate VAR-Granger-causality test between broad money growth volatility, inflation volatility, and industrial output 
growth volatility.21 Table 2 reports the test results. These results confirm feedback relations among all three volatility 
measures. One interpretation of the relations among these variables could be that, under a pegged exchange rate 
system, an increase in broad money growth volatility raises industrial-output growth volatility. This, in turn, raises 
inflation volatility by affecting the demand for and supply of money. The recent literature on money demand suggests 
that, in an unstable economic environment, economic uncertainty affects money balances and triggers adjustments to 
the holding of various assets in a portfolio. However, the situation may take a serious turn when an unstable economic 
environment induces a “flight from money” and “capital flight.” When such a condition arises, it undermines economic 
growth and stability, as happened in many high-inflationary countries in Latin America throughout the 1960s, 1970s, 
and 1980s (Dornbusch, 1993; Dornbusch and Edwards, 1991).  
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Table 2 The VAR Granger-causality between broad money growth volatility, CPI inflation volatility, 

and industrial output-growth volatility, Bangladesh, 1973M1–2019M07 
 

 Hypotheses and test results Optimal lag length 
(AIC, SIC) 

F-statistic (p-value) 

A. Money Growth Volatility   
CPI inflation volatility does not Granger-cause 
money growth volatility 
 
Output volatility does not Granger-cause money 
growth volatility 

14 (N = 543) 
 
 

14 (N = 543) 

306.27 (0.00) 
 
 

36.59 (0.00) 

B. Inflation Volatility   
Broad money growth volatility does not Granger-
cause CPI inflation volatility 
 
Output growth volatility does not Granger-cause 
inflation volatility 

14 (N = 543) 
 
 

14 (N = 543) 

116.82 (0.00) 
 
 

330.50 (0.00) 

C. Output Growth Volatility   
Broad money growth volatility does not Granger-
cause industrial-output growth volatility 
 
CPI inflation volatility does not Granger-cause 
industrial-output growth volatility 

14 (N = 543) 
 
 

14 (N = 543) 

18.85 (0.17) 
 
 

61.09 (0.00) 

 
Notes: AIC = Akaike Information Criterion. SIC = Schwarz Information Criterion. 

 
Broad Money Growth, Inflation, the Real Deposit Rate of Interest, the Real Effective 
Exchange Rate, and Industrial-Output Growth: An SVAR Analysis for Bangladesh 

 
In the monetary economics literature,22 money can be considered to be neutral and superneutral. Following Classical 
theory, the monetary neutrality condition states that a monetary expansion does not have any significant effect on real 
output in the long run. Similarly, the monetary superneutrality condition states that an increase in the money-growth 
rate does not raise the rate of economic growth in a steady state. Neither monetary neutrality nor monetary 
superneutrality, however, holds in the short run (Hossain, 2009). In the short term, a rise in the growth rate of money 
that raises the rate of inflation, plausibly less than proportionately to the money-growth rate, affects variables such as 
savings, investment, and trade and capital flows.23 As a monetary stimulus is transitory, it does not play any significant 
role in raising the standards of living of the people. Instead, as in other developing countries, financial repression and 
a monetary stimulus together lead to high inflation and inflation volatility, affecting savings, investment, and economic 
growth.  

 
Despite these problems associated with financial repression, many developing countries maintain controls 

over the interest and exchange rates. Consequently, these variables do not fully adjust to any inflation differential that 
exists between the countries concerned and their trading partners.24 This explains why a rise in both inflation and 
inflation volatility, caused by policy shocks, supply shocks, or both, deepens the state of financial repression (Khan, 
Senhadji, and Smith, 2006). Financial repression is generally reflected in a widely-fluctuating real deposit rate of 
interest, which becomes negative and remains so until remedial measures are adopted to avoid a financial crisis. 
Another symptom of financial repression is real exchange rate misalignment or sustained currency overvaluation under 
a fixed exchange rate system. Sustained overvalued exchange rates affect trade and capital flows, often resulting in 
macroeconomic and financial crises. Generally, when the real interest and exchange rates deviate from long-run 
equilibrium levels and remain highly volatile, they create economic uncertainty and enable boom and bust cycles. By 
affecting economic decisions, economic uncertainty lowers economic growth and raises its stability. Using statistical 
data, Bentour and Razzak (2009) have demonstrated how a fixed exchange rate system creates a boom-bust cycle 
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when the domestic and foreign inflation and interest rates behave differently. This brief review of key issues in the 
state of financial repression illustrates the financial conditions in Bangladesh. 

 
The remainder of this section uses monthly data for Bangladesh over the period 1973M1−2019M7 to estimate 

a five-variable SVAR model that demonstrates the interrelationships among broad money growth, inflation, the real 
deposit rate of interest, the real effective exchange rate, and the growth of industrial output.25 The model is developed 
on the assumption that an increase in broad money growth raises the rate of inflation.26 Under a repressed financial 
system, a rise in inflation affects the real deposit rate of interest and the real effective exchange rate. These variables 
subsequently affect industrial-output growth. Industrial-output growth then affects the broad money growth, the real 
deposit rate of interest, and the real effective exchange rate with lags. The variables in the system follow the order 
BMG, INF, RDRI, LREER, and IPIG; BMG is broad money growth, INF is CPI-inflation, RDRI is a representative 
real interest rate such as the real deposit rate of interest, LREER is the real effective exchange rate,27 and IPIG is 
industrial-output growth. The unit-root test results (not reported, but available upon request) suggest that these 
variables are stationary and remain suitable for generating impulse response functions and forecast error-variance 
decomposition across the variables. 

 
 The impulse responses reveal the interrelations among five variables in the model.28 As expected, a rise in 
inflation lowers the real deposit rate of interest, indicating that the nominal interest deposit rate responds slowly and 
partly to a rise in inflation. In addition, as in many developing countries, a decline in the real deposit rate of interest 
does not increase investment because of the existing financial repression. In these countries, a very low or negative 
real deposit rate of interest, originating from a rise in the rate of inflation caused by a monetary stimulus, deepens 
financial repression (Khan, Senhadji, and Smith, 2006). Consequently, financial repression lowers savings, 
investment, economic efficiency, and economic growth (Hossain and Chowdhury, 1996). Under discretionary, ad hoc 
monetary policy, high and volatile inflation is sustained and creates other macroeconomic problems, including 
balance-of-payments crises and capital flight.29 In Bangladesh, the very low and volatile real deposit rate of interest 
remains associated with an overvalued real exchange rate. This is considered one of the major reasons for large-scale 
capital flight from the country over the past few decades. In the absence of market-determined interest rates, the 
lending rate of interest remains high while credits are allocated or rationed within an interlocking business, banking, 
and political system.  
 

Table 3 reports the forecast-error-variance decomposition of variables in the model. In the table, the numbers 
represent both the percentages of the forecast-error-variance of variables that can be attributed to their own innovations 
and the percentages of forecast-error-variance that originate from innovations of other variables. Results obtained over 
a 60-month time horizon show that the dominant sources of the forecast-error-variance for all the variables are their 
own innovations: 66 percent for broad money growth, 68 percent for inflation, 19 percent for the real deposit rate of 
interest, 75 percent for the real effective exchange rate, and 80 percent for industrial-output growth. For industrial-
output growth, innovations in the real interest and exchange rates jointly account for 7 percent of the forecast-error-
variance. The corresponding share of inflation in industrial-output growth is 6 percent. In addition to the direct effect 
of inflation on industrial-output growth, the channel map of the transmission mechanism suggests that inflation affects 
the real interest and exchange rates, which affect industrial-output growth. These findings reinforce the view that 
inflation and inflation volatility are not benign. They affect real variables such as real interest and exchange rates, 
which in turn affect savings, investment, and trade and capital flows (Rossi, Sekhposyan, and Soupre, 2016). An 
obvious policy implication is that low and stable inflation promotes and sustains economic growth and its stability. 
Further, removal of administrative controls over the interest and exchange rates is needed to lower the degree of 
financial repression. 
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Table 3  Forecast-error-variance decomposition of variables using structural VAR factors 

 
Variance Decomposition of BMGSA 

Period 
Standard 

Error BMGSA INFSA RDRI LREER IPIGSA 
1 1.68 100.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
2 2.06 98.22 0.03 0.14 0.81 0.81 

12 4.83 93.79 2.17 0.96 1.05 2.04 
24 5.95 73.09 7.04 1.16 0.85 17.85 
36 6.22 67.43 6.63 1.60 1.66 22.68 
48 6.39 66.90 6.31 1.90 2.34 22.56 
60 6.54 65.90 6.19 1.93 2.65 23.33 

Variance Decomposition of INFSA 

Period 
Standard 

Error BMGSA INFSA RDRI LREER IPIGSA 
1 1.56 0.00 99.99 0.00 0.00 0.00 
2 2.40 0.05 98.54 0.83 0.52 0.06 

12 6.69 3.31 90.69 3.48 0.72 1.81 
24 7.59 7.42 75.33 12.16 2.15 2.94 
36 7.96 10.83 69.42 11.39 2.42 5.94 
48 8.02 10.97 68.76 11.31 2.41 6.55 
60 8.07 11.24 68.00 11.48 2.39 6.89 

 Variance Decomposition of RDRI  

Period 
Standard 

Error BMGSA INFSA RDRI LREER IPIGSA 
1 1.25 0.01 82.65 17.34 0.00 0.00 
2 1.90 0.11 87.24 11.88 0.75 0.03 

12 4.74 3.23 87.33 6.31 1.32 1.81 
24 5.84 6.40 66.64 21.11 3.86 1.99 
36 6.14 8.10 63.02 19.35 4.97 4.56 
48 6.17 8.03 62.90 19.17 5.32 4.59 
60 6.19 8.00 62.59 19.30 5.48 4.63 

Variance Decomposition of LREER 

Period 
Standard 

Error BMGSA INFSA RDRI LREER IPIGSA 
1 0.02 0.01 22.06 0.27 77.66 0.00 
2 0.03 0.76 22.20 0.12 76.89 0.04 

12 0.09 5.58 39.33 5.21 49.14 0.74 
24 0.12 4.82 22.97 7.36 63.19 1.66 
36 0.14 4.57 17.95 5.82 70.19 1.47 
48 0.14 4.02 15.91 5.20 73.17 1.70 
60 0.15 3.72 14.66 4.99 74.54 2.09 
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(Table 3 continued)  
Variance Decomposition of IPIGSA 

Period 
Standard 

Error BMGSA INFSA RDRI LREER IPIGSA 
1 7.23 0.00 0.29 0.66 0.00 99.05 
2 7.61 0.55 0.89 0.61 0.73 97.21 

12 8.72 2.05 2.56 3.74 1.12 90.52 
24 9.23 4.77 4.02 4.65 1.68 84.89 
36 9.55 7.21 5.01 5.50 1.62 80.66 
48 9.64 7.55 5.00 5.46 1.68 80.31 
60 9.69 8.23 5.00 5.46 1.67 79.64 

       
 

Interrelations Among the Volatilities of Broad Money Growth, Inflation, the Real Deposit 
Rate of Interest, the Real Effective Exchange Rate, and Industrial-Output Growth  

 
This section investigates the interrelations among the volatilities of broad money growth, inflation, the real deposit 
rate of interest, the real effective exchange rate, and the growth of industrial output. Friedman (2010) highlighted these 
interrelations in the context of monetary policy conduct, showing that inflation and inflation volatility can originate 
from policy shocks and supply shocks of domestic and foreign origin. Policy-linked shocks and monetary surprises 
are common in countries where discretionary, or ad hoc, monetary policy is deployed to achieve multiple objectives, 
including price stability, economic growth, financial development, and exchange rate stability. This represents the 
present state of monetary policy in Bangladesh. Although the Bangladesh Bank follows monetary targeting, it remains 
noncommittal in keeping the growth of money supply low and steady, although this is recommended by many 
monetary economists, including Friedman (1968, 1977), McCallum (1995, 1999), and Nelson (2008). As argued 
earlier, any monetary shock affects inflation and inflation volatility and, through these, the real interest rate, the real 
exchange rate, and industrial-output growth. Such a transmission mechanism of monetary shock is revealed in impulse 
responses and the forecast error-variance decomposition of variables in the SVAR model. These responses reinforce 
the interrelations of the volatilities of variables in the model.30 Table 4 reports the forecast-error-variance 
decomposition results for the volatilities of variables over a 60-month time horizon. For broad money growth 
volatility, the two sources of the forecast-error-variance are the innovations in inflation and the volatility of industrial 
output growth. For the forecast-error-variance of inflation volatility, the two main sources are the volatilities of broad 
money growth and growth of industrial output. Money growth volatility itself contributes about 16 percent of the 
forecast-error-variance of inflation volatility. For the real economy, innovations in money growth volatility and 
inflation volatility jointly account for 5 percent of the forecast-error-variance of industrial-output growth. The overall 
findings confirm that under the repressed financial system in Bangladesh, a rise in money growth volatility under a 
pegged exchange rate system affects the volatilities of inflation, the real deposit rate of interest, the real exchange rate, 
and growth of industrial output. It is significant that innovations in inflation volatility comprise 58 percent of the 
innovations in the volatility of the real deposit rate of interest. Similarly, innovations in inflation volatility contribute 
54 percent to the real exchange rate volatility. These findings provide strong evidence that the financial system in 
Bangladesh has remained repressed despite deregulatory measures that have been introduced over the years. 
 

The above findings are in conflict with the basic requirement for introducing monetary targeting for price 
stability. They suggest that the revealed broad money growth rate is not determined by policy; it remains linked to 
such variables as inflation, industrial-output growth, and their volatilities. Hossain (2015c) has demonstrated how 
broad money growth in Bangladesh remains linked to key items of the balance of payments under the de facto pegged 
exchange rate system of the taka with the U.S. dollar. To complement this finding, Hossain (2020) has updated the 
results for the period 1976-2019. He has conducted a VAR Granger-causality test between the net foreign assets and 
the net domestic assets and between changes in ready-made garment export earnings plus overseas workers’ 
remittances and changes in the broad money supply. These results (not reported) suggest that overseas workers’ 
remittances and ready-made garment export earnings are indeed causally linked to changes in the broad money supply.  
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A policy implication is that continuing the pegged exchange-rate system does not support a rule-based 
monetary policy such as monetary targeting. As the open-economy impossibility theorem suggests, unless there are 
effective controls over capital flows, monetary policy loses its independence as a policy instrument for price stability 
under a pegged exchange rate system (Krugman, Obstfeld, and Melitz, 2018). In the absence of monetary policy 
independence, it does not matter whether the monetary-policy strategy takes the form of monetary targeting, inflation 
targeting, or a variant of these.  

 

Table 4 Forecast-error-variance decomposition of volatilities using structural VAR factors 
Variance Decomposition of GARCH_BMGSA 

 Period Standard 
Error 

GARCH 
_BMGSA 

GARCH 
_INFSA 

GARCH 
_RDRI 

GARCH 
_LREER 

GARCH 
_IPIGSA 

 1 0.27 100.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
 2 0.39 99.43 0.23 0.01 0.18 0.16 
 12 1.00 76.52 20.59 0.89 1.16 0.85 
 24 1.37 70.43 25.60 0.75 1.28 1.93 
 36 1.52 70.32 25.21 0.76 1.47 2.25 
 48 1.63 71.24 24.41 0.70 1.42 2.22 
 60 1.71 71.38 24.36 0.67 1.38 2.22 

Variance Decomposition of GARCH_INFSA 
Period Standard 

Error 
GARCH 

_BMGSA 
GARCH 
_INFSA 

GARCH 
_RDRI 

GARCH 
_LREER 

GARCH 
_IPIGSA 

 

 1 1.35 0.04 99.96 0.00 0.00 0.00 
 2 2.06 0.02 95.48 0.00 4.01 0.48 
 12 3.59 2.73 83.03 1.88 4.99 7.36 
 24 4.46 6.63 69.77 4.70 9.42 9.49 
 36 4.63 9.65 67.09 4.47 9.45 9.34 
 48 4.78 14.33 63.33 4.22 8.90 9.22 
 60 4.85 15.86 62.04 4.125 8.68 9.29 

Variance Decomposition of GARCH_RDRI 
 Period Standard 

Error 
GARCH 

_BMGSA 
GARCH 
_INFSA 

GARCH 
_RDRI 

GARCH 
_LREER 

GARCH 
_IPIGSA 

 1 0.52 0.12 54.30 45.58 0.00 0.00 
 2 0.76 0.09 52.77 45.07 1.51 0.55 
 12 1.23 1.03 46.30 45.65 4.96 2.07 
 24 2.11 2.14 66.08 18.26 6.64 6.88 
 36 2.21 5.31 61.71 17.20 7.32 8.45 
 48 2.26 8.70 59.29 16.65 7.20 8.15 
 60 2.30 10.73 58.10 16.07 7.02 8.07 

Variance Decomposition of GARCH_LREER 
 Period Standard 

Error 
GARCH 

_BMGSA 
GARCH 
_INFSA 

GARCH 
_RDRI 

GARCH 
_LREER 

GARCH 
_IPIGSA 

 1 0.0004 0.86 0.06 0.04 99.04 0.00 
 2 0.0005 4.25 1.69 0.05 92.98 1.03 
 12 0.0015 1.08 72.92 10.85 14.14 1.02 
 24 0.0018 5.42 55.38 10.17 10.79 18.24 
 36 0.0019 6.52 54.63 10.35 10.65 17.85 
 48 0.0019 7.73 53.92 10.35 10.45 17.55 
 60 0.0019 8.10 53.62 10.33 10.39 17.57 

 



A. HOSSAIN                                                                                                   GROWTH OF MONEY, INFLATION, AND INDUSTRIAL OUTPUT      27 

 

 

(Table 4 continued)  
 

Variance Decomposition of GARCH_IPIGSA 
 Period Standard 

Error 
GARCH 

_BMGSA 
GARCH 
_INFSA 

GARCH 
_RDRI 

GARCH 
_LREER 

GARCH 
_IPIGSA 

 1 5.64 0.02 0.11 0.02 0.19 99.66 
 2 8.00 0.02 0.06 0.15 0.16 99.61 
 12 17.24 0.26 0.96 1.46 0.60 96.72 
 24 21.28 1.00 1.45 1.51 0.51 95.53 
 36 23.37 1.44 3.14 1.31 0.58 93.53 
 48 24.54 1.65 2.95 1.22 0.60 93.62 
 60 25.20 2.02 2.94 1.16 0.54 93.34 

 
Summary Findings, Policy Implications, and Concluding Remarks 
 
This paper has investigated why both inflation and inflation volatility in Bangladesh have remained high when the 
Bangladesh Bank has a declared policy of maintaining price stability to promote and sustain economic growth and 
stability. The empirical results obtained from the models employed in the paper reinforce the interrelations among 
broad money growth, inflation, inflation volatility, and the growth of industrial output. The empirical results also 
reveal the roles of the real deposit rate of interest and the real effective exchange rate in the channel map of the 
transmission mechanisms of inflation and inflation volatility to the growth of industrial output and its volatility.  
 
 These results have important monetary policy implications. To achieve and sustain price stability, the 
Bangladesh Bank needs to continue with a rule-based monetary policy. This may take the form of monetary targeting, 
inflation targeting, or a variant, provided that the economy is allowed to function under a flexible exchange rate system 
and that there are no controls over the interest rates and trade and capital flows. Although the paper did not investigate 
the appropriateness of monetary targeting or inflation targeting per se, an emerging majority view is that a rule-based, 
forward-looking monetary policy is appropriate for both developed and developing countries (Svensson, 2011; Taylor, 
2000, 2012, 2018, 2020).  
 

In its present state, the Bangladesh Bank does not have institutional and policy independence. Nevertheless, 
there is scope for improvement in monetary policy under a monetary-targeting strategy. In the context of monetary 
policy design, transparency and credibility can be improved by setting an achievable inflation target and explaining 
the transmission mechanisms of monetary policy under monetary targeting or inflation targeting. This requires 
institutional reforms and development, including adopting a flexible exchange rate system; setting the primary 
objective of monetary policy, such as price stability, which should be endorsed by the government; and improving the 
prudential regulation and supervision of the financial system, preferably under a regulatory authority outside the 
jurisdiction of the Bangladesh Bank.31  

 
 Provided that these required institutional reforms are undertaken, it does not matter much whether monetary 
targeting, or inflation targeting, or a variant thereof is used as the monetary policy strategy to achieve price stability. 
When monetary policy is conducted within such an improved institutional framework, a rule-based monetary policy 
such as monetary targeting will keep inflation low and stable.32 Monetary targeting will then become less restrictive 
and be equivalent to inflation targeting; money may be the instrument of monetary policy under inflation targeting, 
especially when the policy interest rate approaches zero.33  
 
 In Bangladesh, a monetary aggregate remains a potent instrument of monetary policy, even in a low-
inflationary environment. It remains to be seen whether the Bangladesh Bank will take necessary institutional reforms 
to adopt monetary targeting in a strict form or inflation targeting in a strict or flexible form. It is more important for 
the Bangladesh Bank to first achieve monetary-policy independence to attain price stability. Presently, the Bangladesh 
Bank has an exchange rate policy rather than a monetary policy. It is unclear why the de facto pegged exchange rate 
system remains so important for Bangladesh that it sacrifices monetary policy for ineffective controls over capital 
flows.  
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Endnotes 

 
1  Price stability is defined as “low and stable inflation,” such as that within the range of one to three percent per annum. For 

discussion on the definition and benefits of price stability, see “Benefits of Price Stability.” Available at: 
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/mopo/intro/benefits/html/index.en.html. Also see 
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/mopo/strategy/pricestab/html/index.en.html (accessed on November 6, 2019). 

2  For detailed discussion on this issue, see Bruno and Easterly (1998), Easterly and Fischer (2001), Dornbusch and Edwards 
(1991), and Hossain (2015a, 2015b). 

3  Financial repression represents an economic condition where the interest rates, the exchange rates, bank credit, and capital 
flows are administratively regulated and controlled to such an extent that the real deposit rate of interest remains very low or 
negative, the real exchange rate remains overvalued or mis-aligned, and capital flows are tightly controlled and effectively 
prohibited. For detailed discussion on this issue, see Fry (1998), Hossain (2015a), and Hossain and Chowdhury (1996, 1998). 

4  The extant literature on price stability does not consider the optimal rate of inflation to be zero, or, following Friedman (1960, 
1971a, 1971b), a rate of inflation that equals the negative of the equilibrium real interest rate. Instead, a rate of inflation within 
the range of one to three percent per annum is accepted in some developed countries as an acceptable rate of inflation on the 
grounds that such inflation is compatible with a maximum rate of output growth, given institutional and policy constraints 
(Khan and Senhadji, 2001). When price stability is defined this way, it could be achieved through a rule-based, forward-looking 
monetary policy, such as monetary targeting, inflation targeting, or a variant of these. Within a rule-based monetary policy that 
aims to achieve price stability, inflation volatility could be contained at a low level that does not necessarily have to be zero. 
Given various structural rigidities and frictions, inflation volatility which remains linked to both nominal and real shocks to the 
economy do not dissipate easily and quickly (Agarwala, 1983; Ahmed, 1987, 2003; Corbo, 1974). 

5  Bangladesh Bank, the central bank of Bangladesh, adopted official monetary targeting in 2005 (Bangladesh Bank, 2005, 2006). 

6  The Bangladesh Bank’s website provides a list of monetary policy objectives. They are (1) price stability, (2) sustainable 
growth and development, (3) high employment, (4) economic growth and efficient use of resources, and (5) the stability of the 
financial and payment system. See http://www.bb.org.bd/fnansys/regulator.php (accessed on July 8, 2020).  

7  For a recent review of broad money demand stability in Bangladesh, see Hossain (2020) and references therein. 

8  Taka is the legal tender and the currency unit in Bangladesh. 

9  This paper uses the industrial production index in Bangladesh as a proxy for a broad measure of real output such as the gross 
domestic product (GDP) at constant prices. The Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS) and the Statistics Informatics Division 
in Bangladesh compile and publish the industrial production index. The data for the industrial production index deployed for 
the present study have been drawn from various statistical publications of the BBS and the IMF’s International Financial 
Statistics (IFS). In order to generate a consistent industrial production index with a single base year since the early 1970s, the 
author has spliced the series obtained from various publications with overlapping bases. In the absence of information on data 
coverage and changes in the methodologies deployed to estimate production indices over the years, no quantitative adjustment 
has been made to the generated series for the complete sample period. In order to investigate the reliability of the production 
series, the generated industrial production index has been used to estimate a monthly broad money demand function where the 
coefficient of the industrial production index bears a positive sign and remains highly significant when the model is estimated 
for several sub-sample periods.  

10  The extension SA associated with a variable such as INFSA suggests that the year-on-year inflation rate (INF) is computed 
from the monthly CPI data. The change of the CPI (INFSA) for January 2010, for example, then represents a 12-month change 
of the CPI from January 2009 to January 2010. This method of estimation of the inflation series removes seasonality from the 
data series. 

11  The AR-GARCH model represents the autoregressive (AR)/generalized autoregressive conditional heteroskedasticity 
(GARCH) model. The conditional standard deviation of inflation, as obtained by this approach, is used as a measure of inflation 
volatility. Although inflation volatility is used synonymously with inflation uncertainty, they are different but closely related 
concepts. Inflation uncertainty, by definition, is unpredictable volatility that affects such real variables as savings, investment, 
trade and capital flows, and economic growth.  

https://www.ecb.europa.eu/mopo/intro/benefits/html/index.en.html
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/mopo/strategy/pricestab/html/index.en.html
http://www.bb.org.bd/fnansys/regulator.php
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12  For discussion on the Granger-causality test and related issues, see Enders (2010) and Engle and Granger (1987). 

13  This paper does not take into account the possibility of any asymmetric relation between inflation and inflation volatility, 
although a growing body of literature suggests that a positive inflation shock may have a greater impact on inflation volatility 
than a negative inflation shock.  

14  On the relation between inflation, inflation volatility, and inflation uncertainty, see Thornton (2006, 2007), Grier and Perry 
(1998), and Barnett, Ftiti, and Jawadi (2018). 

15  This follows the short-run Phillips curve relation, where the rates of inflation and output growth could be shown as positively 
related. When such a relation is used as a policy menu, a policy-induced inflation surprise would be expected to boost output 
and employment. 

16  A steady positive rate of per-head output growth is desirable because it raises people’s standards of living on a sustained basis. 
This provides justification for stabilization policies which, by dampening economic fluctuations, may promote savings, 
investment, and economic growth over the long run (Lin and Kim, 2014; Montiel, 2003).  

17  Okun’s law claims a negative relation between the rate of unemployment and the rate of output growth over the rate of potential 
output growth that is consistent with stable unemployment. 

18  See Chatterjee (2002) for detailed discussion on the Taylor curve relation and its policy implications. 

19  This viewpoint is in conflict with the new classical policy-ineffectiveness hypothesis (Sorensen and Whitta-Jacobsen, 2005). 
Provided that monetary neutrality and superneutrality conditions hold in practice, a rule-based, non-activist monetary policy is 
recommended by many prominent monetary economists to sustain price stability and steady economic growth (Taylor, 2011, 
2020; Taylor and Williams, 2011).  

20  Within a monetary model of inflation, output-growth volatility affects inflation volatility primarily through the money-demand 
channel, although inflation volatility affects the money-supply process through both the multiplier and monetary base, which 
remains linked to the balance of payments. 

21  Section 4 investigates the interrelationships among broad money growth, inflation, the real deposit rate of interest, the real 
effective exchange rate, and the growth of industrial output, while section 5 investigates the interrelations of the volatilities of 
these variables. In both models, broad money growth appears as the lead variable, such that it creates an initial monetary shock 
that affects other variables in the model contemporaneously and dynamically. 

22  For discussion on many core topics on monetary economics, see Friedman and Hahn (1990) and Friedman and Woodford 
(2011). 

23  For discussion on the monetary origins of inflation in the context of the global financial crisis of 2007-09, see Lothian (2009, 
2011, 2014). 

24  Calvo and Reinhart (2002) explained the fixity of the currency exchange rates in developing countries as a fear of floating. This 
is the case for Bangladesh. The author has failed to receive a satisfactory explanation from high officials of the Bangladesh 
Bank why the exchange rate of the taka has remained pegged to the U.S. dollar for so long when the Bank intends to achieve 
price stability through monetary targeting.  

25  This model provides some insight on how inflation affects economic growth in the present state of financial repression through 
such variables as the real interest and exchange rates. 

26  Hossain (2010, 2014, 2015b) has reported findings in several publications that inflation in Bangladesh has monetary roots. For 
general discussion on the role of money growth in inflation, see King (2002) and McCallum and Nelson (2011). 

27  As data for the monthly real-effective-exchange rate are not available for any period prior to the 1990s, the bilateral real 
exchange rate of the taka against the U.S. dollar is used to extend the data series to the early 1970s.  

28  The impulse-response results are indicative, not conclusive. They are not reported in this paper to conserve space and the author 
will make them available upon request. 

29  An overvalued real exchange rate, when sustained, induces capital flight. When this risk exists, the real interest rate must rise 
to attract foreign capital and/or to discourage capital flight. In the literature, freely mobile capital flows are explained within 
the open-economy real interest rate parity condition (Dornbusch and Giovannini, 1990; Hossain and Chowdhury, 1998).  

30     Impulse responses would be made available by the author upon request. 
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31  Barnett, Ftiti, and Jawadi (2018) have explained how and why inflation uncertainty could be relatively low when the objective 

of monetary policy is restricted to price stability.  

32  This is also expected to lower the persistence of inflation (Fuhrer, 2011). 

33  The zero lower bound problem represents a condition in which the nominal interest rate approaches zero. When the nominal 
interest rate approaches zero, a central bank cannot lower the policy interest rate further or make it “negative” to increase 
aggregate demand. However, money can still act as an instrument of monetary policy, as demonstrated in the quantitative-
easing experiments in Japan, the United States, and the European Union. On this issue, see McCallum (2000a, 2000b) and 
Mishkin (2018). 
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Abstract 
 

Most Bangladeshi migrants are employed in several oil-rich Gulf countries. Therefore, not surprisingly, Bangladesh 
receives the highest amount of remittances from these countries. Given the importance of oil production in these Gulf 
countries, it is reasonable to believe that oil prices may be an important determinant of remittance flows to Bangladesh. 
This is the first study that empirically examines the dynamic relationship between oil prices and remittances from the 
Gulf countries to Bangladesh. The autoregressive distributed lags (ARDL) bounds testing is applied to a time series 
dataset that covers the period from 1980-81 to 2017-18. Results suggest a robust positive association between oil price 
and remittance flows from the Gulf countries to Bangladesh, after controlling for domestic macroeconomic factors. 
These results have important policy implications not only for Bangladesh but also for other remittance recipient 
countries. 

 
Keywords: Remittances, oil price, Gulf countries, ARDL 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Over the last four decades, remittances have been one of the most important sources of foreign currencies in 
Bangladesh. According to the World Bank-KNOMAD (2019), total remittances constituted approximately 5.4% of 
Bangladesh’s GDP in 2018. In terms of its size, remittances have risen from a modest USD 18.8 million in 1976 to 
USD 15.6 billion in 2018, making Bangladesh one of the top ten remittance-recipient countries in the world (World 
Bank, 2020). By the mid-1990s, remittances surpassed both foreign direct investment (FDI) and official development 
assistance (ODA) and became the second largest source of foreign currencies after export earnings (Figure 1). For the 
last two decades, academics and scholars made the effort to understand the macroeconomic impact of remittances in 
Bangladesh. These studies mainly focus on the dynamic relationship between remittances and the domestic 
macroeconomic variables such as economic growth (Hassan, Chowdhury, and Bhuyan, 2016; Kumar and 
Stauvermann, 2014; Paul and Das, 2011; Paul, Uddin, and Noman, 2011; Siddique, Selvanathan, and Selvanathan, 
2012), domestic financial development (Chowdhury, 2011), consumption (Das and Chowdhury, 2019), investment 
(Hossain and Hasanuzzaman, 2013; Das and Chowdhury, 2019) and trade competitiveness (Chowdhury and Rabbi, 
2014).
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Figure 1: External Financial Flows to Bangladesh 
Source: World Bank (2020) 

 
Although the existing literature on the macroeconomic impact of international remittances in Bangladesh is 

vast, the dynamic association between remittances and external factors have not been studied extensively. The price 
of oil is one of those external factors. The rapid increase in oil prices due to the OPEC crisis in 1973 and the associated 
rise in demand for migrant workers in the Gulf countries led to labor migration from Bangladesh. In 2019, 
approximately 80% of total migrant workers were in the Gulf countries (Bureau of Manpower Employment and 
Training, 2020). Not surprisingly, the lion’s share of Bangladeshi remittances comes from these countries. Figure 2 
shows the recent time series data on remittances inflows from the Gulf countries. During the 2016-2017 fiscal year, 
over USD 7.3 billion of remittances came to Bangladesh from the Gulf countries (Bangladesh Bank, 2020). Most 
recent data from February 2020 suggests that 57% of total remittance inflows to Bangladesh were from the Gulf 
countries. 
 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Recent Trends of Remittance Flows to Bangladesh from the Gulf Countries 
Source: Bangladesh Bank (2020) 
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 Given the above trends, one expects that remittance inflows to Bangladesh may be sensitive to oil prices. 
However, no study has investigated this relationship for this country. The aim of this paper is to address this void in 
the literature. I will examine the dynamic relationship between inward remittances to Bangladesh from the Gulf 
countries and oil prices, after controlling for several factors, including domestic economic activity, inflation, and 
financial development. The dataset used in the paper covers the period from 1980-81 to 2017-18. I use the 
autoregressive distributed lags (ARDL) technique to examine the remittance-oil price nexus. Results suggest that there 
is a strong positive association between remittances from the Gulf countries to Bangladesh and oil prices. The rest of 
the paper proceeds as follows. The next section provides a brief discussion on remittances and oil prices. The one after 
this presents the data and empirical strategy. The one that follows discusses the findings, and the last section concludes 
the paper. 
 
Remittances and Oil prices 
 
In the existing literature, the relationship between remittances and oil prices has been examined from two distinct 
perspectives. A first group of studies have investigated this relationship from a home, or migrant country's point of 
view. Lueth and Ruiz-Arranz (2007) is one of the first studies that modeled oil prices as a determinant of remittance 
flows to Sri Lanka. They applied cointegration, vector error correction model (VECM), and impulse response function 
(IRF) techniques to a quarterly dataset from 1996 to 2004. They found long-run evidence of one cointegrating 
relationship among variables, including remittance inflows and oil prices. Findings from the IRF suggested that a rise 
in oil price positively impacted remittances in Sri Lanka. They, therefore, argued that greater economic activity in the 
host countries due to an oil price rise helped Sri Lankan migrant workers send more money to their home country. 
Gupta (2005) did not find any statistical impact of oil prices on remittances in India. On the contrary, Khodeir (2015) 
found a negative association between remittance inflows to Egypt and global oil prices. Khodeir (2015) argued that 
although a rise in oil prices increased migrants’ income, a rise in the cost of living and consumption in the host country 
led to workers sending lower amounts of remittances back to the home country. Thus, there is no clear evidence on 
how the relationship between remittances and oil prices plays out in the home country. 
 

The second set of studies examines the dynamic relationship between oil prices and remittance outflows from 
a host country perspective. Umair and Waheed (2017) used a time series dataset from 1973 to 2014 to examine the 
determinants of remittance outflows from Saudi Arabia to Pakistan. They applied the ARDL method and found that 
oil prices were not statistically significant in determining remittance outflows. Others presented an opposing view. 
Naufal and Termos (2009) used a panel dataset of Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries from 1971 to 2004. 
Using both ordinary least squares and fixed effects techniques, they found the coefficient of oil prices in the remittance 
outflow regression to be between 0.24 and 0.37. This means that remittance outflows tend to have a positive and 
inelastic relation to oil prices. Akçay (2019) found a coefficient of 0.70 while examining the relationship between 
remittance outflows from Oman and an upward movement of oil prices. Thus, it can be argued that the outflow of 
remittances from Oman is relatively elastic with respect to the positive movements in oil prices. Further, Akçay (2019) 
found no statistical significance between remittance outflows and the negative movement of the oil price. Other studies 
that found similar results are Snudden (2018) and De, Quayyum, Schuettler, and Yousefi (2019). 
 

From a home country's perspective, it is important to note that a positive relationship between remittance 
outflows and oil prices in the oil-producing countries may give us an indication of the potential relationship between 
remittance inflows and oil price in the home country. In this paper, I use time-series data to test this hypothesis for 
Bangladesh – one of the largest recipients of remittances flowing from the Gulf countries. The novelty of this paper 
is to focus on the home country and to unpack the dynamic relationship between remittances from the Gulf countries 
and oil prices. This study is the first to analyze the issue for Bangladesh. 
 
Data and Methods 
 
Data 
 
To examine the impact of oil prices (OIL) on real remittance inflows from the Gulf countries (REM), I use annual 
data from 1980-81 to 2017-18. The length of the time-series dataset is constrained by the availability of the data on 
remittances and other variables. Further, I control for economic activity by including real GDP (Y), financial 
development by including broad money to GDP ratio (FIN), and price movements by including inflation (π) in the  
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behavioral equation. These variables are transformed by applying the natural logarithm and denoted as LNOIL, 
LNREM, LNY, LNFIN, and LNπ respectively. Therefore, the behavioral equation estimated in this paper takes the 
following form: 

 
LNREM = F(LNY, LNOIL, LNFIN, LNπ)     (1) 
 
I collected data on Y, FIN, and π from the World Development Indicators published by the World Bank 

(2020). The data on REM was collected from the Bangladesh Economic Review 2019, published by the Ministry of 
Finance (2019). The data on OIL was collected from the BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2019 published by 
British Petroleum (2020). OIL is the price of Dubai crude oil. REM is personal transfers and the compensation of 
workers from six Gulf countries including Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Oman, Bahrain, and Kuwait. 
The nominal value of remittances is divided by the GDP deflator to estimate the real value of remittances. Y is 
measured in 2010 constant US dollar terms. The nominal value of broad money is divided by current GDP to estimate 
FIN.1 Finally, π is the percentage change in GDP deflator. The REM variable is in the fiscal year format, while the 
other variables are in the calendar year format. I convert them into fiscal year format by taking the average value of 
the previous and current years.  
 
Methods  
 
The empirical technique used in this paper consists of unit root testing and the ARDL bounds testing. To examine the 
orders of integration of the variables, I first use the Augmented Dickey Fuller (ADF) unit root test (Dickey and Fuller, 
1979). This test has three versions: with intercept, with trend and intercept, and without trend and intercept. I carry 
out all three versions but present results only from the last one due to space constraints.2 If variables are integrated of 
order 0 or 1, the next step is to apply the ARDL bounds testing method as proposed by Pesaran and Shin (1998) and 
Pesaran, Shin, and Smith (2001). 
 
 The ARDL bounds test is based on the calculation of an F-test statistic, which is compared against its lower, 
I(0) and upper bound, I(1) critical values. This test assumes a null hypothesis (H0) ß1 = ß2 = ß3 against the alternative 
hypothesis (Ha) that ß1, ß2, and ß3 are not simultaneously zero. The null hypothesis is rejected when the estimated F-
test statistic is greater than the upper bound critical value. We cannot draw any conclusion if the F-test statistic lies 
between the I(0) and I(1) critical values. If the F-test statistic lies below I(0) critical value, the null hypothesis of no 
levels relationship is not rejected. I use both Schwarz Bayesian Information Criteria (SBIC) and Akaike Information 
Criteria (AIC) to select an optimal lag length. If the F-test establishes a long-run level relationship between OIL, 
REM, and other control variables, then in the next step, I proceed to estimate the relationship using a single equation 
error correction framework. Finally, to check for robustness, I estimate a battery of diagnostic tests including the 
Jarque-Bera Normality test, the Breusch-Godfrey Serial Correlation Lagrange Multiplier test, the Breusch-Pagan-
Godfrey Heteroskedasticity test, and several stability tests including the Ramsey regression equation specification 
error test (RESET), the cumulative sum of recursive residuals (CUSUM), and the cumulative sum of squares recursive 
residuals (CUSUMQ). 
 

Numerous scholars justified the use of the ARDL method over standard cointegration techniques such as the 
Johansen approach (see, for example, Akram and Das, 2020). Below is a summary of some of the advantages of the 
ARDL method. First, this technique can be used in the presence of all I(0), all I(1) or a combination of I(0) and I(1) 
variables. Therefore, this approach does not require a priori knowledge of the integration properties (Narayan, 2004). 
Second, the standard Johansen test is based on a vector autoregression (VAR) model. This specific cointegration test 
uses a single ARDL equation that reduces the estimated number of parameters. Third, unlike the standard cointegration 
techniques, different variables within the ARDL framework can take different optimal numbers of lags. Fourth, 
scholars argued that the ARDL approach to cointegration avoids the problems of serial correlation and endogeneity 
because this technique is free of residual correlation (Ghatak and Siddiki, 2001; Jalil, Mahmood, and Idrees, 2013; 
Narayan, 2004; Marques, Fuinhas, and Menegaki, 2016). Finally, and perhaps most importantly, this technique 
performs better with a small sample size (Bahmani-Oskooee and Fariditavana, 2015; Jalil, Feridun, and Ma, 2010; 
Narayan and Narayan, 2006; Murthy and Okunade, 2016). Given that the dataset used in this paper has only 38 
observations, ARDL is the appropriate cointegration technique to identify the relationship between oil prices and 
remittances. 
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Results 
 
Table 1 reports findings from the ADF unit root test results for the levels and first differences of the series LNOIL, 
LNREM, LNY, LNπ, and LNFIN. The null hypothesis of unit roots is rejected at levels for both LNπ and LNFIN 
implying that these variables are integrated in order 0. For the other three variables, i.e., LNOIL, LNREM and LNY, 
the null hypothesis of unit roots is not rejected at levels but rejected at the first differences. Therefore, these variables 
are integrated in order 1 and it is evident that none of the series under investigation are integrated in order 2 or higher. 
This makes the ARDL bounds testing appropriate. I proceed with the F-test before estimating the long run equation 
as defined in equation (1).

 
Table 1: ADF Unit Root Tests 

 
Variable Test Statistic 
LNREM -2.07 

ΔLNREM -4.94*** 

LNY 0.15 

ΔLNY -3.96** 

LNOIL -2.60 

ΔLNOIL -4.24** 

LNFIN -3.54* 

ΔLNFIN - 

LNπ -4.06** 

ΔLNπ - 

Note: 1. ***, ** and * imply statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% level respectively; 2. The null hypothesis of the ADF 
test is that the series contains unit roots. 

Source: Author’s calculation. 
 
The next table presents the ARDL bounds test results. The F-test statistic is higher than the F-test upper bound critical 
value (7.16 versus 4.44) at the 1% level of significance. Therefore, the null hypothesis is rejected by the F-test. Hence, 
in the next step of the analysis, I estimate the long-run and short-run relationships between the variables. 
 

Table 2: ARDL Bounds Test: F-test Statistic 
 

Equation Test Statistic 
LNREM = F(LNY, LNOIL, LNFIN, LNπ) 7.16*** 

Upper and Lower Bounds 
Level of Significance I(0) I(1) 

10% 1.90 3.01 
5% 2.26 3.48 
1% 3.07 4.44 

Note: *** implies statistical significance at the 1% level. 
Source: Author’s calculation. 
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Table 3 presents the results from the ARDL regression. According to the SBIC, the selected ARDL model is 
(2, 2, 0, 2, 0). The same model is chosen when the AIC is used to select the optimal lag length. Therefore, the results 
remain unchanged. The variables ΔLNY, ΔLNFIN, and their first lag, along with the first lag of ΔLNREM are included 
in the short-run equation. These variables are statistically significant at least at the 5% level. As expected, the error 
correction term in the short-run equation is negative and significant at the 1% level. The size of the coefficient is -
0.46, suggesting that approximately 46% of any deviation from the long-run equilibrium is corrected within the first 
year. In other words, it can be argued that it will take a little over two years for the dependent variable to return to the 
equilibrium due to a change in other variables.  
 

The main focus of the ARDL approach is the long-run equation. The results suggest that the coefficient of 
LNOIL is positive and statistically significant at the 1% level. The size of this coefficient is 0.578. Thus, on average, 
a 1% increase in Dubai crude oil price tends to increase remittance flows from the Gulf countries to Bangladesh by 
approximately 0.58%. This result supports earlier findings of Lueth and Ruiz-Arranz (2007) for Sri Lanka but 
contradicts findings of Gupta (2005) for India and Khodeir (2015) for Egypt. The association between LNY and 
LNREM in the long run equation is positive and statistically significant at the 1% level, with a coefficient of 0.56. 
Therefore, a 1% increase in domestic GDP is associated with a 0.56% of remittances to Bangladesh from the Gulf 
countries. This relationship shows the importance of remittances’ pro-cyclical behavior in Bangladesh, which is 
previously noted by Paul and Das (2011) and Paul, Uddin, and Noman (2011). The other two variables, i.e., LNπ and 
LNFIN, do not seem to have any long-run impact on remittance flows. 

 
Table 3: ARDL Bounds Tests: Long-Run and Short-Run Dynamics 

 
Variable Coefficient 

Long-Run Equation 
LNY 0.56*** (0.06) 

LNOIL 0.58*** (0.17) 
LNFIN -0.27 (0.34) 

LNπ -0.24 (0.28) 
Short-Run Equation 

Error Correction Term -0.46*** (0.07) 
ΔLNREM (First lag) 0.38*** (0.12) 

ΔLNY -6.45** (2.57) 
ΔLNY (First lag) 7.79*** (2.65) 

ΔLNFIN -1.45*** (0.35) 
ΔLNFIN (First lag) 1.01*** (0.34) 

Number of observations 37 
Selected Model ARDL (2, 2, 0, 2, 0) 

Time Period 1980-81 to 2017-18 
Note: 1. *** and ** imply statistical significance at the 1% and 5% level, respectively; 2. Standard error is in parenthesis. 

Source: Author’s calculation. 
  
 

In the next step, I conduct a series of robustness tests. Table 4 presents results from the normality, serial 
correlation, and homoskedasticity of the residuals tests. Additionally, I present findings from the RESET test to 
examine if non-linear combinations of the fitted values explain the response variable. As evident from the table, the 
null hypotheses of normality, no serial correlation, and homoscedasticity are not rejected at conventional levels of 
statistical significance for the ARDL model estimated in the paper. Further, from the RESET test, we see that the null 
hypothesis of the correct specification is not rejected. 
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Table 4: Diagnostic Test 
 

Test Test Statistic 
Jarque-Bera Normality Test 0.54 (0.76) 

Breusch-Godfrey Serial Correlation Lagrange Multiplier Test 1.00 (1.00) 
Breusch-Pagan-Godfrey Heteroskedasticity Test 0.81 (0.62) 

Ramsey RESET Test 0.68 (0.50) 
Note: 1. p-value is in parenthesis; 2. None of the test statistics is significant even at the 10% level. 

Source: Author’s calculation. 
 

Finally, I report the CUSUM and CUSUM of squares to examine of the stability of the estimated ARDL 
model. These figures are presented in Figure 3 and Figure 4. From these figures, it is evident that the parameter and 
variance are both stable. 
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Figure 3: Cumulative Sum of Recursive Residuals 
Source: Author’s Calculation 
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Figure 4: Cumulative Sum of Squares of Recursive Residuals 
Source: Author’s Calculation 
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Conclusion 
 
Economists have long established that remittances are important for Bangladesh’s economic development. The lion’s 
share of this country’s remittances comes from oil-rich countries in the Gulf region. Because of the large magnitude 
of remittance inflows to Bangladesh and its development impact, researchers have demonstrated the dynamic 
relationship between remittances and other domestic macroeconomic variables, such as economic growth, investment, 
consumption, and financial development. However, very little attention has been paid to how important external 
factors are in determining remittance inflows to Bangladesh. This study is the first to demonstrate how oil prices, 
which are determined externally, are associated with remittances from the Gulf countries to Bangladesh. Using time 
series data from 1980-81 to 2017-18, I find evidence of a positive relationship between remittance inflows and oil 
prices in the long run, after controlling for other macroeconomic factors. I use the ARDL bounds testing approach to 
examine this relationship. Additionally, results reinforce findings from previous studies that remittances are pro-
cyclical in nature. 

 
Although the findings in this study are based on some statistical assumptions, several policy suggestions can 

be made from them.3 First, it is important for Bangladesh to reduce its reliance on remittances. The price of oil is not 
only an exogenous factor for Bangladesh, it can change abruptly due to geopolitical events or other reasons. In recent 
days, we have seen numerous crises such as the Russia-Saudi Arabia oil price war and COVID-19, both of which 
impacted the price of oil negatively. In situations like these, it is possible that remittance flows will be detrimentally 
affected in Bangladesh. Therefore, the government and households should prepare themselves in the event of a sudden 
decline in remittance inflows. Some of these potential negative shocks can be addressed by creating incentives for 
remittances that are used to accumulate capital in the domestic economy. This can be done by making the domestic 
economy more business-friendly, reducing red-tape, and providing tax breaks. Second, to ensure a sustainable flow 
of remittances, the government should search for foreign labor markets outside oil producing countries. This will 
diversify the choice for migrant workers to work in other economies that do not rely on the oil industry. Third, 
according to the International Organization for Migration (IOM, 2018), only 31% of migrant workers receive 
employment opportunities in skilled occupations. Most migrants do not have the required training to be qualified for 
jobs that are recognized by host countries. In this regard, it is important for the government of Bangladesh to allocate 
resources to create vocational institutions to provide training that corresponds to the external demand for labor. 
Further, incentives should be provided to existing training institutes to ensure high-quality training as often required 
by industries in foreign countries. This paper fills an important gap in the existing literature on this topic. Future 
research should undertake similar studies for other large remittance recipient countries. 
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Endnotes 

 
1 The sum of currency outside banks; demand deposits other than those of the central government; the time, savings, and foreign 
currency deposits of resident sectors other than the central government; bank and traveler’s checks; and other securities such as 
certificates of deposit and commercial paper. 
 
2 All three versions produced similar results, which are available upon request. 
 
3 Domestic policies to support migrants can vary for different migrant groups. For example, Bangladeshi migrants in North America 
or Western Europe face different socio-economic conditions than those of migrants in the Gulf countries. Indeed, migrants in Gulf 
countries are typically temporary workers, while migrants in other parts of the world may be permanent immigrants. However, 
because the bulk of remittances comes from the Gulf countries, I present the policies which are most relevant to migrants in the 
Gulf countries. 
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Abstract 
 

This paper focuses on income inequality and intergenerational mobility in Bangladesh and selected countries. Using 
mainly the Global Database on Intergenerational Mobility, produced by the World Bank, the paper compares the 
performance of Bangladesh in absolute and relative mobility in education and income with selected countries. The 
paper also estimates simple and “augmented Gatsby equations” to examine the relationship between income inequality 
and relative mobility in education and income. The paper finds that Bangladesh has made significant progress in upward 
mobility in education, especially for girls. However, relative upward economic mobility in Bangladesh remains low. 
The paper also finds that income inequality has no significant impact on relative mobility in education among a cross-
section of countries. However, the regression results for “Gatsby equations” support the hypotheses that a) as inequality 
rises, relative mobility in income falls, and b) as per capita income rises, relative mobility in income rises.  

 
Keywords: Income inequality, intergenerational mobility, Gatsby curve, absolute mobility, relative mobility 

 
Introduction 
 
Inequality in income, wages, wealth, and other related measures of well-being is now at the forefront of debate among 
scholars and policy makers. A large literature has emerged on the causes and consequences of inequality in industrial 
countries (Krueger, 2012). In recent years, many studies (Connolly, Corak, and Haeek, 2019; Corak, 2013; OECD, 
2018; Jacobs and Hipple, 2018; and Narayan, et al., 2018) have explored the effects of rising inequality on 
intergenerational mobility. Intergenerational social mobility, that is mobility between social classes, has also been 
explored by sociologists (Erikson and Goldthorpe, 2002), based on correlations of socio-economic statuses of parents 
and children. The ability to move up the economic ladder is a universal aspiration.  
 

Intergenerational mobility (IGM), that is, economic mobility across generations, is a major indicator of socio-
economic development (Narayan et al., 2018). Most parents would like to see that that their children achieve a higher 
standard of living than they have had themselves. High IGM can help reduce income inequality and poverty and 
promote sustained and inclusive economic growth. Lack of IGM, in contrast, implies lack of equality of opportunity 
which can undermine trust in social, political, legal institutions and norms. The empirical evidence shows that there 
is a strong positive relation between IGM and the level of economic development. Furthermore, greater IGM is also 
associated with higher economic growth and lower poverty (Narayan et al., 2018, Chapter 3). Aizer (2014) finds that 
public investment in child human capital can offset the negative effects of increasing income inequality on 
intergenerational mobility. The importance of intergenerational mobility has drawn the attention of not only 
researchers but also policy makers (White House, 2013; Obama, 2013). 
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The combination of income inequality and intergenerational mobility varies across countries. Low income 
inequality may coexist with high intergenerational mobility. Nordic countries are the prototype of this combination. 
High inequality may be associated with low intergenerational mobility. The United States, South Africa, Brazil, and 
possibly Bangladesh are the exemplars of this combination. These two combinations are usually highlighted in the 
literature on inequality and intergenerational mobility. However, other combinations may also exist (OECD, 2018). 
For example, some continental countries, such as France and Germany, show low mobility and low inequality. 
Furthermore, in recent decades, income inequality has increased in China that has been associated with high mobility.1 
In reality, of course, there are wide variations along the mobility and inequality spectrums.  

 
The relevant questions that need to be addressed are: (1) Why does the combination of these two variables 

vary across countries at a point in time? (2) Over time, what are the drivers of movement from one combination to 
another? and 3) What is the causal relationship between the two variables? 
 

In recent years, research on social mobility in emerging countries has increased to address the above 
questions; however, very few studies exist on intergenerational mobility in Bangladesh. The literature on 
intergenerational mobility and inequality in Bangladesh is scanty because of lack of longitudinal data on education, 
income, and wealth across generations. The relationship between intergenerational mobility and inequality is 
important for Bangladesh for several reasons. First, during the last three decades, the performance of Bangladesh has 
been impressive in economic growth, level of per capita GDP, reduction of extreme poverty, and expansion of 
education, especially for girls. A relevant question is: Is the impressive performance on the above indicators associated 
with improvements in absolute and relative mobility in education and income? Second, in recent years, income 
inequality has increased significantly in Bangladesh. What is the likely effect of increased inequality on relative 
intergenerational mobility in Bangladesh? What are the dominant mechanisms through which these effects operate in 
this context? Finally, which government policies in this country are likely to be effective in promoting 
intergenerational mobility? 

 
The main objective of this paper is four-fold: (1) to examine IGM in Bangladesh compared to other countries, 

such as India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, China and Vietnam2; (2) to estimate the “Gatsby equation” which quantifies the 
relationship between IGM and income inequality (Corak, 2013); (3) to estimate an “augmented Gatsby equation” by 
adding stage of development as an additional determinant of IGM; and 4) to suggest policy recommendations for 
promoting IGM in Bangladesh.  

 
This paper contributes to the literature in several ways. First, it estimates the “Gatsby equation” using the 

latest data available from the World Bank’s Global Database on Intergenerational Mobility (GDIM) for developed as 
well as developing countries including Bangladesh. The paper also situates Bangladesh on the “Gatsby Curve.” 
Second, the paper examines mobility over generations in Bangladesh and the selected Asian countries mentioned 
above by examining intergenerational persistence in education and income. Finally, the paper also compares 
intergenerational mobility in education in Bangladesh with that in the selected countries based on transitional 
probabilities.3 

 
Literature Review  
 
A large literature has emerged on income inequality and intergenerational mobility. Becker and Tomes (1979, 1986) 
and Solon (2004) provide a theoretical model of IGM based on heritable monetary and non-monetary endowments 
and parental preferences for investment in the human capital of their children. The model predicts that a country would 
have lower relative IGM and more inequality if it has more extensive heritability of endowments, higher return to 
human capital investment, and less progressive public investment in the human capital of children. Solon (1992) 
examines the intergenerational income elasticity in the United States based on a Panel Study of Income Dynamics 
(PSID) and suggests that the elasticity is higher than suggested by earlier research. Corak (2013) discusses the 
relationship between intergenerational elasticity of income and income inequality and derives the “Gatsby Curve.” He 
finds that the United States is characterized by high intergenerational income elasticity (low relative mobility) and 
high-income inequality. The Nordic countries, on the other hand, have low intergenerational income elasticity and 
low-income inequality. Chetty et al. (2017) find that in the United States, rates of absolute mobility have decreased 
from approximately 90% for those born in 1940 to about 50% for those born in the 1980s. Chetty et al. (2014), based 
on administrative data, also find that in the United States, intergenerational mobility has remained somewhat stable; 
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however, mobility varies significantly across regions in the United States. Mazumder (2018) surveys the literature on 
intergenerational mobility which concentrates on sibling correlations and multigenerational correlations rather than 
parent-child correlation. Blanden (2013) summarizes the literature on intergenerational mobility across different 
countries. The study finds that mobility is negatively correlated with inequality and the return to education but 
positively correlated with public expenditure on education. Bird (2013) highlights that poor parents have little time, 
financial resources, social networks, and energy to help develop the human capital and potential earnings of their 
children. Bidisha, Das, and McFarlane (2013), based on the British Household Panel data, find that intergenerational 
mobility in U.K. is higher for immigrants and ethnic minorities than it is for the native population. 
 

Based on the panel data of Latin American countries, Neidhofer, Serrano, and Gasparini (2018) find that 
intergenerational mobility is positively related to economic growth, and negatively related to income inequality. Yuan 
(2017) finds that relative mobility in income is lower in China than in advanced countries, but mobility among poor 
households is quite high. Jin, Bai, Li, and Shi (2019) find that relative income mobility is lower in China than in 
developed countries and that during 2009-2011, relative mobility declined in China. Azam and Bhatt (2015) report 
that intergenerational persistence in education, measured by the regression coefficient of fathers’ education as a 
predictor of sons’ education, has declined in India. This implies that relative mobility in education has increased in 
India. The study also finds that although persistence has decreased at the lower end of the fathers’ educational 
distribution, it has increased at the top end of that distribution. Doan and Anh (2016), based on five waves of Vietnam 
Living Standard Survey covering the 1992-2012 period, find that the intergenerational elasticity of income for father-
son pairs ranges from 0.48 to 0.49. The study also observes that upward mobility of the poor families is very low in 
Vietnam. Sarma, Licht, and Kalugalagedra (2018) argue that poverty and rurality are major contributors to educational 
inequalities in Sri Lanka. Poor quality schools limit poor and rural children’s learning and educational outcomes and 
restrain later life opportunities. Based on the 2010 Pakistan Panel Household Survey, Javed and Irfan (2014) find that 
the educational, income, and occupational status of the son in Pakistan is mostly determined by the socio-economic 
status of the father. 

 
In a major international study, Narayan et al. (2018) examine absolute and relative intergenerational mobility 

in education and income for a large number of countries including developing countries. These authors find that: 
 

• Absolute and relative mobility are higher in high-income countries than in developing countries.  

• Average relative mobility in South Asia and Africa is lower than in other regions of the world.  

• Mobility from the bottom half of the education ladder to the highest quartile has decreased in developing 
countries. 

• The gap in absolute mobility between high-income and developing countries has been decreasing. However, 
developing countries have increasingly fallen behind high-income countries in relative mobility. 

• Girls have moved ahead of boys in absolute mobility in education in high-income countries and are rapidly 
closing the gap in developing countries. 

The study by Narayan et al. (2018) also examines three channels through which parental income and 
education influence incomes of children in the next generation: (1) parents with high income and education levels can 
afford to provide high levels of education for their children; (2) parents with high income and education can help their 
children acquire non-cognitive skills, norms, and values which are valued in labor markets; and (3) parental 
characteristics other than education which directly and indirectly increase adult earnings of children in the future. 
Examples of the third channel include parental social and political connections and networks, parental access to 
information, services, and jobs, parental legacies and social privileges, and neighborhoods where parents choose to 
live. This study finds that in many countries the third channel plays a dominant role. For example, 94% of the effects 
of parental income and education on children’s incomes in China and Sri Lanka are determined by the third channel; 
the relevant figure for India is 75% (GDIM, World Bank, 2018).4 
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Another major international study on social mobility and inequality has been undertaken by the OECD 
(2018). Some major findings of this study are the following: 

 
• About 40% of people with low-educated parents have lower secondary education themselves; only 10% 

continue to obtain tertiary education. In contrast, two-thirds of children with high-educated parents have 
completed tertiary education. 

• About two-thirds of people with low-income parents succeed in moving to a higher status; however, for about 
50% of them, upward income mobility is limited to the nearest income group. Consequently, in an “average 
OECD country,” it would take about four to five generations for children from the bottom income decile to 
attain the mean income level. 

• Over a four-year period, about 60% of people remain stuck at the bottom 20% of the income distribution. 
Furthermore, at the top of the income distribution, 70% of people remain at the top over a four-year period.  

• Since the 1990s, there is a trend toward increased persistence of income positions at the bottom and at the 
top, especially in the United States and Germany. This suggests the prevalence of “sticky floors” and “sticky 
ceilings.” 

• Income mobility is higher for those in the middle-income group. While they have more opportunities to move 
upward, they also face greater risks to fall down the economic ladder. 

Jacobs and Hipple (2018) provide a recent survey of the literature on causal links between inequality and 
intergenerational mobility, highlighted by the “Gatsby Curve,” in the context of developed countries, including the 
United States. This survey highlights how inequality in wealth and income is associated with inequalities in health 
(especially prenatal health), inequality in parental financial and non-financial resources, and inequality in education. 
Various forms of inequality lead to inequality of opportunities and create a vicious cycle: higher inequality stunts the 
development of not only human capital but also human potential restricting upward mobility which in turn perpetuates 
inequality. The study also emphasizes the role of structural changes in the economy as a whole and in the labor markets 
which increase inequality and impede upward mobility. Jerrim and Macmillan (2015) explore the mechanisms 
underlying the “Gatsby Curve.” The study finds that income inequality is associated with several major components 
of the intergenerational processes such as unequal financial resources causing unequal access to higher education, the 
financial returns to education, and effects of parental education on labor-market earnings of children. The study finds 
that variations in access to financial resources is a major driver of intergenerational transmission of advantage and 
disadvantage. 

 
Emran, Greene, and Shilpi (2018) examine intergenerational persistence in education in Bangladesh and 

India using two measures: the intergenerational regression coefficient and intergenerational correlation. For 
Bangladesh, the study uses data from the 1996 Matlab Health and Socio-economic Survey (MHSS) maintained by the 
International Centre for Diarrhoeal Disease Research, Bangladesh (ICDDRB). The database contains information 
including information about non-resident children of about 4,538 households in Matlab Thana of Chandpur district. 
Usually, data from surveys including Household Income and Expenditure Surveys suffer from co-residency bias 
because these surveys do not provide information about non-resident children. The authors argue that intergenerational 
persistence in education, when measured using intergenerational regression coefficients, is biased downward. 
Accordingly, the authors call for the use of intergenerational correlation as a better measure of intergenerational 
persistence. Some limitations of the study need to be mentioned: it covers households from only one district in 
Bangladesh; the data from 1996 are outdated; and the study does not examine the effects of inequality on 
intergenerational mobility in education or income.  

 
Asadullah (2012) investigates intergenerational mobility in wealth in rural Bangladesh using a sample of 

12,015 male-headed households from the 1996 Matlab Socio-economic Census maintained by the ICDDRB. This 
study covers 141 villages in Matlab Thana. The study uses regression analysis as well as the transition matrix approach 
and finds that intergenerational mobility in wealth is quite low. Furthermore, low intergenerational mobility in wealth 
is mainly driven by low mobility in educational attainment. This study shares the same limitations as the study 
mentioned earlier.  
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Hertz et al. (2007) examine 50-year trends in intergenerational persistence in education for 42 countries 
including Bangladesh. The data for Bangladesh are also from the 1996 survey of the Matlab region. The study provides 
estimates of intergenerational persistence in education based on regression coefficients and correlation measures. The 
average elasticity of children’s education with respect to parents’ education for Bangladesh is 0.58, while the parent-
child correlation is 0.38. The study reveals that both measures of intergenerational persistence show upward trends; 
however, during the early 1970s these measures declined. Rahman, Matsui, and Ikemoto (2008) find that the majority 
of the chronically poor households in rural Bangladesh did not experience any upward mobility. Davis (2011) 
observes, based on 293 life-history interviews in rural Bangladesh, a high prevalence of intergenerational persistence 
of poverty. He also notes that government programs such as Vulnerable Groups Development and Primary Education 
Stipend are ineffective in promoting upward mobility for the poor. Ali et al. (2006) find that given poor asset bases, 
limited access to credit and infrastructure, and adverse economic and natural disasters, a large majority of the extreme 
poor is trapped in poverty for several generations. Khandker and Samad (2013), using panel data, find that microcredit 
participants, especially women, have managed to increase income, consumption, assets, and investment in children’s 
education. Hossain and Bayes (2018) find that about 29.2% of poor households in the 1988 survey remained poor in 
the 2014 survey, while 30.7% of the poor households in the 1988 survey became non-poor households in the 2014 
survey. Furthermore, 12.6% of the non-poor households in 1988 experienced downward mobility in 2014.  
 
Methodological Issues 
 
In the literature (OECD, 2018; Narayan et al., 2018) two types of IGM have been considered. The first type is Absolute 
upward IGM which measures the extent to which the levels of education or income of the current generation are higher 
than those of their parents. Higher absolute upward mobility is essential to shared economic growth and reductions of 
poverty. The second type of IGM is relative IGM. It measures the extent to which an individual’s position on the 
economic ladder is independent of the socio-economic position and characteristics of his/her parents. A higher relative 
IGM across generations is associated with a lower inequality of opportunity and circumstances. Both absolute and 
relative IGM are complementary and are essential for sustained economic growth. Both absolute IGM and relative 
IGM may reinforce each other; however, progress in absolute IGM does not always ensure progress in relative IGM.  

 
Intergenerational mobility is a multi-dimensional concept. Socio-economic mobility can take different forms 

across generations: educational mobility, income mobility, wealth mobility, occupational mobility, and health 
mobility. Because of availability of data, this paper focusses on educational mobility and income mobility.  

 
Intergenerational mobility (IGM) across generations between parents and children requires the specification 

of the parents and children. Parents may include both fathers and mothers, or only fathers, or only mothers. Children 
may include all children, or only sons, or only daughters.  

 
Absolute upward IGM in education (AIGMED) is estimated by the percentage of survey respondents who 

reached higher educational level than their parents. In the literature, relative IGM in education (income) is measured 
in two alternative ways. The first method uses the regression method as described below. 

 
Ln YSi,t  =  α +  β ln YFi,t-1 + Ui    (1) 
 

where YS represents incomes of sons from a family indexed by i at generation t, YF represents incomes of fathers from 
the ith family at generation t-1. The error term U represents all other variables which affect the son’s adult incomes 
not correlated with the father’s incomes. A positive value of β indicates the persistence of incomes across generations. 
This coefficient is also called the “intergenerational income elasticity” or “intergenerational persistence in income.” 
The higher the value of β, the greater is the degree of persistence and hence the lower is the relative intergenerational 
mobility. The income variable can be defined in several alternative ways: permanent income, life-time income, or 
maximum income during the life-cycle. The above equation can also be modified in several ways: fathers’ incomes 
can be replaced by the average incomes of both parents, or by the incomes of mothers; incomes of sons can be replaced 
by incomes of all children or incomes of daughters. Finally, this equation can be modified to measure intergenerational 
persistence in other indicators such as education, wealth, occupation, and health. In practice, because of data 
limitations, it is relatively easier to measure intergenerational mobility in education.  
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An alternative measure of relative IGM is based on transition probabilities from the transition matrix. For 
example, the probability of a child from the bottom half ending up in the lowest quartile (BHQ1) or in the highest 
quartile (BHQ4) can be computed. Similarly, the matrix of transition probabilities can provide two other notable 
measures. First is the percentage of children who reach the top quartile in education (income) level of their generation 
among all children who are born to parents who are in the top quartile of educational attainment (income) in their 
respective generations (Q4IGPriv). The second measures the probability that a child from the highest quartile ends up 
in the bottom half (Q4BH), indicating the extent of downward mobility. 

 
 Estimation of the typical “Gatsby equation” as in equation (1) requires data on intergenerational persistence 
as the dependent variable and a measure of income inequality (for example, the GINI coefficient) as the independent 
variable. The regression analysis in this paper is based on cross-section data. It is hypothesized that the regression 
coefficient is positive, that is, the higher is income inequality, the higher will be intergenerational persistence. 
Intergenerational persistence may be influenced not only by income inequality but also by stage of development. 
Accordingly, in this paper, an “augmented Gatsby equation” will be estimated by adding stage of development as an 
additional independent variable. Stage of development will be represented by per capita GDP.  
 
Data  
 
For data on various measures of intergenerational mobility, this paper relies on the Global Database on 
Intergenerational Mobility (GDIM), released by the World Bank in 2018. This database contains data on many 
variables related to absolute and relative mobility in education for 148 countries including Bangladesh. This database 
also contains data on relative mobility in income for 70 countries including Bangladesh. The relative mobility in 
income for Bangladesh is available only for children of the cohort of the 1960s. Furthermore, for Bangladesh, data on 
various mobility measures in education are available for the cohort of the 1980s, based on the Household Income and 
Expenditure Survey 2010. 
 
 Data on various measures of inequality are available from the Human Development Report 2016 of the 
UNDP. The data on per capita income (defined as per capita Gross National Income based on purchasing power parity 
2011 $) are also collected from the Human Development Report 2016.  
 
Basic Statistics 
 
This section presents some basic statistics on intergenerational mobility and inequality for Bangladesh and selected 
countries. Table 1 reports some basic statistics on absolute and relative intergenerational mobility in Bangladesh and 
selected countries. Some highlights from this table are as follows: 
 

• Absolute intergenerational mobility in education (AIGMED) in Bangladesh is impressive especially for girls: 
65% of daughters in Bangladesh surpassed the education level of their fathers, outperforming India and 
Pakistan.5 
 

• Intergenerational persistence (IGP) in education for all children is lower in Bangladesh compared to India 
and Pakistan but higher than Sri Lanka, China, and Vietnam. This suggests that relative intergenerational 
mobility is higher in Bangladesh compared to India and Pakistan but lower compared to Sri Lanka, China, 
and Vietnam. However, intergenerational persistence in education involving father-son and father-daughter 
pairs are higher in Bangladesh compared to other selected countries. 

 
• The numbers for intergenerational persistence based on correlation (IGPCor) are higher for Bangladesh 

compared to other countries. Furthermore, the IGPCor numbers are higher for daughters than for sons, 
indicating somewhat lower relative mobility of daughters. 
 

• The number for Q4IGPriv (which can be called intergenerational privilege) is significantly higher for girls 
in Bangladesh, compared to other countries: girls whose fathers belong to the highest quartile in education 
has a 70% probability of reaching the highest quartile in education. This is consistent with the findings of 
Narayan et al. (2018) for developing countries that intergenerational persistence is higher for girls than for 
boys.  
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• The number for relative intergenerational persistence in income (IGEincome) is higher in Bangladesh 
compared to Pakistan, China and Vietnam. This suggests that relative mobility in income is lower in 
Bangladesh compared to these countries. 
 

• Income inequality measured by the GINI coefficient is lower in Bangladesh than in other countries with the 
exception of Pakistan. 
 

Table 1: Mobility Measures for Selected Countries 
 

Mobility Measures Bangladesh India Pakistan Sri Lanka China Vietnam 

IGP (Avg, All) 0.73 0.77 0.76 0.47 0.56 0.55 

IGP (Father, Daughter) 0.60 0.59 0.56 0.37 0.49 0.45 

IGP (Father, Son) 0.55 0.52 0.51 0.29 0.40 0.42 

IGPCor (Avg, All) 0.58 0.58 0.56 0.55 0.49 0.58 

IGPCor (Father, Son) 0.55 0.53 0.51 0.41 0.40 0.49 

IGPCor (Father, Daughter) 0.58 0.55 0.52 0.43 0.47 0.52 

AIGMED (Avg, All) 0.62 0.62 0.51 0.57 0.62 0.76 

AIGMED (Father, Daughter) 0.65 0.51 0.54 0.67 0.63 0.75 

AIGMED (Father, Son) 0.56 0.68 0.47 0.66 0.61 0.72 

Q4IGPriv (Avg, All) 0.59 0.59 0.57 0.45 0.49 0.55 

Q4IGPriv (Father, Daughter) 0.70 0.50 0.62 0.45 0.47 0.53 

Q4IGPriv (Father, Son) 0.53 0.63 0.51 0.47 0.41 0.40 

IGEincome 0.54 0.60 0.45 N/A 0.40 0.48 

Gini Coefficient 32.16 35.2 30.7 39.2 42.2 37.6 
Source: The data on mobility measures are compiled from the Global Database on Intergenerational Mobility (GDIM) and World 

Bank (2018). The data on the Gini Coefficient are from the Human Development Report 2016, UNDP. 
 

 When exploring the effects of inequality on intergenerational mobility, it is essential to note that inequality 
is a multidimensional concept involving not only income but also wealth, education, health, and political power. Figure 
1 reports two alternative measures of inequality for Bangladesh and selected countries: the coefficient of human 
inequality (CHI) and inequality in education (IIE)7. The coefficient of human inequality is the average of three 
inequalities in income, life expectancy, and education.  
 
 It can be observed that the coefficient of human inequality is higher in Bangladesh compared to the selected 
countries, with the exception of Pakistan. Education inequality is also higher in Bangladesh compared to Indonesia, 
Philippines, Sri Lanka and Vietnam. Sri Lanka has the lowest values of human inequality and educational inequality. 
The World Inequality database produced by the UNECSO also reveals that there are substantial inequalities in several 
indicators of education across wealth groups in Bangladesh: 1) the percentage of out-of-school youth varies from 65% 
for the poorest quintile to 37% for the top quintile; 2) the percentage of the population living in “education poverty” 
with less than four years of education for the age group 20-24 years varies from 46% for the poorest group to only 6% 
for the richest group; and (3) the upper secondary completion rate (the percentage of young people aged 3-5 years 
above upper secondary school graduation age and people aged 20-29 years who have completed upper secondary 
school) varies from only 2% for the poorest group to 35% for the richest group. 
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Figure 1: Human Inequality and Education Inequality: Selected Countries 
Source: Author compilation based on data from the Human Development Report 2016, UNDP. 

 
Intergenerational Mobility in Education Based on Transitional Probabilities 
 
The transition matrix approach based on the Markov models provides another framework for investigating mobility 
in an economy. The World Bank database (GDIM, 2018) reports some transition probabilities for mobility in education 
in developed as well as developing countries including Bangladesh. 
 
The transitional probabilities for Bangladesh, reported in Table 2, can be interpreted as follows: 
 

• The figure in the first row under BHQ1 is 0.42. This indicates that the probability that children from the 
bottom half moves to the lowest quartile (BHQ1), given that the average education level of parents belongs 
to the bottom half, is 0.42. Similarly, in the first row under BHQ4, the figure is 0.08. This suggests that the 
probability that children from the bottom half moves to the highest quartile (BHQ4), given that the average 
education level of parents belongs to the bottom half, is 0.08, which is quite low. 
 

• It appears that daughters in Bangladesh have a slightly higher probability of reaching the highest quartile 
than sons. 
 

• The figures under Q4BH represent downward mobility in education. For instance, in row two under Q4BH, 
the figure is 0.08. This indicates that the probability that a daughter from quartile 4 (the highest quartile) 
moves to the bottom half is only 0.08. The corresponding figure for a son under Q4BH is 0.13.  
 

• Overall, the figures suggest that the vast majority of children from the bottom half are stuck in quartiles 1 
and 2 while those in the highest quartile face low risks of falling down the education ladder. This is 
consistent with the existence of “sticky floors” and “sticky ceilings” (OECD, 2018). Sticky floors restrict 
movement of disadvantaged groups to higher rungs of the socio-economic ladder, while sticky ceilings 
protect richer groups from falling down the ladder. 
 

• The transitional probabilities for India and Pakistan presented in Table 3 and Table 4 reveal significant 
gender differences. Compared to Bangladesh, daughters in India and Pakistan have greater chances of 
being stuck in quartiles 1 and 2 and have lower chances of moving to the highest quartile. 
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• Transitional probabilities for Sri Lanka are reported in Table 5. It appears that children of Bangladesh have 
lower probabilities in moving from the bottom half to the top quartile (BHQ4), compared to their 
counterparts in Sri Lanka. 

 
• For China, transitional probabilities are reported in Table 6. It can be observed that probabilities are 

somewhat lower under BHQ1 and higher under BHQ3 and BHQ4, compared to Bangladesh. Accordingly, 
relative mobility in education appears to be higher in China compared to Bangladesh. 

 
• Transitional probabilities for Vietnam are presented in Table 7. It appears that there is no big difference in 

mobility between Bangladesh and Vietnam. 
 

• The probabilities under Q4BH (the probability that a child from the top quartile family will fall to the 
bottom half) are lower in Bangladesh compared to countries such as China, Sri Lanka and Vietnam. It is 
possible that rich families in Bangladesh have greater political and socio-economic powers to shield their 
children from downward mobility. Another possible reason is that the education arena in China, Sri Lanka 
and Vietnam are more competitive and meritocratic, compared to that in Bangladesh. 
 

 

Table 2: Intergenerational Mobility in Education in Bangladesh: Transition Probabilities 
 

Parent Child BHQ1 BHQ2 BHQ3 BHQ4 Q4BH 
Avg All 0.42 0.30 0.19 0.08 0.11 
Avg Daughter 0.41 0.28 0.20 0.11 0.08 
Avg Son 0.43 0.30 0.19 0.08 0.13 
Father All 0.42 0.30 0.19 0.08 0.14 
Father Daughter 0.41 0.28 0.19 0.12 0.09 
Father Son 0.43 0.31 0.19 0.08 0.16 
Max All 0.42 0.30 0.19 0.09 0.14 
Max Daughter 0.40 0.28 0.20 0.11 0.10 
Max Son 0.43 0.30 0.19 0.08 0.16 
Mother All 0.36 0.30 0.22 0.12 0.13 
Mother Daughter 0.35 0.25 0.26 0.15 0.10 
Mother Son 0.36 0.31 0.21 0.12 0.14 

Source: Compiled from data in the Global Database on Intergenerational Mobility (GDIM), World Bank (2018) 
 

Table 3: Intergenerational Mobility in Education in India: Transition Probabilities 
 

Child BHQ1 BHQ2 BHQ3 BHQ4 Q4BH 
All 0.41 0.30 0.20 0.09 0.14 
Daughter 0.52 0.27 0.16 0.06 0.18 
Son 0.30 0.33 0.25 0.12 0.10 
All 0.40 0.30 0.20 0.09 0.17 
Daughter 0.51 0.27 0.16 0.06 0.25 
Son 0.29 0.33 0.25 0.12 0.11 
All 0.41 0.30 0.20 0.09 0.17 
Daughter 0.51 0.27 0.16 0.06 0.24 
Son 0.29 0.33 0.25 0.12 0.10 
All 0.35 0.29 0.22 0.14 0.16 
Daughter 0.45 0.28 0.18 0.09 0.19 
Son 0.24 0.31 0.27 0.18 0.14 

Source: Compiled from data in the Global Database on Intergenerational Mobility (GDIM), World Bank (2018) 
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Table 4: Intergenerational Mobility in Education in Pakistan: Transition Probabilities 
 

Parent Child BHQ1 BHQ2 BHQ3 BHQ4 Q4BH 
Avg All 0.41 0.30 0.20 0.09 0.14 
Avg Daughter 0.48 0.23 0.18 0.10 0.12 
Avg Son 0.38 0.33 0.20 0.09 0.16 
Father All 0.40 0.30 0.20 0.10 0.17 
Father Daughter 0.45 0.23 0.19 0.13 0.16 
Father Son 0.38 0.32 0.20 0.09 0.18 
Max All 0.41 0.30 0.20 0.09 0.16 
Max Daughter 0.48 0.23 0.19 0.11 0.15 
Max Son 0.38 0.33 0.20 0.09 0.17 
Mother All 0.32 0.29 0.23 0.16 0.17 
Mother Daughter 0.37 0.23 0.21 0.19 0.12 
Mother Son 0.30 0.32 0.24 0.15 0.22 

Source: Compiled from data in the Global Database on Intergenerational Mobility (GDIM), World Bank (2018) 

 
Table 5: Intergenerational Mobility in Education in Sri Lanka: Transition Probabilities 

 
Parent Child BHQ1 BHQ2 BHQ3 BHQ4 Q4BH 
Avg All 0.37 0.27 0.21 0.15 0.24 
Avg Daughter 0.40 0.27 0.19 0.14 0.26 
Avg Son 0.31 0.28 0.25 0.16 0.22 
Father All 0.36 0.29 0.19 0.16 0.19 
Father Daughter 0.43 0.26 0.16 0.15 0.21 
Father Son 0.28 0.33 0.22 0.17 0.18 
Max All 0.35 0.27 0.21 0.16 0.26 
Max Daughter 0.39 0.28 0.19 0.13 0.27 
Max Son 0.29 0.26 0.25 0.20 0.25 
Mother All 0.37 0.27 0.21 0.15 0.27 
Mother Daughter 0.42 0.29 0.16 0.13 0.30 
Mother Son 0.29 0.24 0.28 0.19 0.24 

Source: Compiled from data in the Global Database on Intergenerational Mobility (GDIM), World Bank (2018) 
 

Table 6: Intergenerational Mobility in Education in China: Transition Probabilities 
 

Parent Child BHQ1 BHQ2 BHQ3 BHQ4 Q4BH 
Avg All 0.38 0.28 0.21 0.12 0.25 
Avg Daughter 0.40 0.28 0.21 0.11 0.21 
Avg Son 0.36 0.29 0.22 0.14 0.28 
Father All 0.36 0.28 0.22 0.14 0.30 
Father Daughter 0.37 0.27 0.22 0.14 0.27 
Father Son 0.35 0.30 0.22 0.14 0.32 
Max All 0.36 0.28 0.22 0.14 0.26 
Max Daughter 0.37 0.27 0.23 0.13 0.24 
Max Son 0.35 0.29 0.22 0.14 0.29 
Mother All 0.36 0.27 0.23 0.14 0.28 
Mother Daughter 0.39 0.27 0.21 0.13 0.24 
Mother Son 0.34 0.27 0.24 0.15 0.32 

Source: Compiled from data in the Global Database on Intergenerational Mobility (GDIM), World Bank (2018) 
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Table 7: Intergenerational Mobility in Education in Vietnam: Transition Probabilities 
 

Parent Child BHQ1 BHQ2 BHQ3 BHQ4 Q4BH 
Avg All 0.42 0.29 0.20 0.09 0.16 
Avg Daughter 0.41 0.29 0.21 0.10 0.15 
Avg Son 0.43 0.30 0.20 0.08 0.17 

Father All 0.39 0.30 0.18 0.13 0.19 
Father Daughter 0.38 0.29 0.19 0.15 0.16 
Father Son 0.41 0.31 0.18 0.11 0.22 
Max All 0.39 0.30 0.21 0.10 0.19 
Max Daughter 0.38 0.28 0.23 0.11 0.19 
Max Son 0.40 0.33 0.19 0.09 0.18 

Mother All 0.40 0.28 0.19 0.12 0.22 
Mother Daughter 0.39 0.27 0.21 0.13 0.19 
Mother Son 0.41 0.30 0.18 0.11 0.26 

Source: Compiled from data in the Global Database on Intergenerational Mobility (GDIM), World Bank (2018) 
 
Income Inequality and Relative Mobility 
 
This section examines the relationship between income inequality, as measured by the Gini Coefficient, and relative 
mobility in education and income. In the literature (Corak, 2013), the relationship is often depicted by the “Gatsby 
Curve.” Figure 2 shows the relationship between income inequality (the Gini Coefficient) and intergenerational 
persistence in income (IGEincome). The sample includes 37 developed and developing countries including 
Bangladesh for children of the 1960s cohort. The IGEincome variable captures the persistence of incomes across 
generations based on the maximum incomes of parents and incomes of all children.8 The “Gatsby Curve” in Figure 2 
is upward sloping suggesting that as income inequality increases, intergenerational persistence in income increases 
which in turn implies that relative mobility decreases. It can be easily observed that the Nordic countries such as 
Finland, Norway and Sweden have low inequality and low IGEincome (that is, high mobility). On the other hand, 
countries such as South Africa (ZAF), Brazil, USA, Peru and Malaysia (MYS) have high inequality and high 
IGEincome (that is, low mobility). The point for Bangladesh (BGD) lies above the “Gatsby Curve,” which suggests 
that for the given inequality of income in Bangladesh, Bangladesh has a high IGEincome, hence low intergenerational 
mobility. 

 
Figure 2. The Gatsby Curve 

Source: Author calculations using the STATA software, version 16, based on data from the Global Database on Intergenerational 
Mobility (GDIM), World Bank (2018) and the Human Development Report 2016, UNDP. 



56     JOURNAL OF BANGLADESH STUDIES VOL. 22, NUM. 1  S. ISLAM & H. ASHRAFI 

 
 

Estimation of the Gatsby Equation: Regression Analysis 
 
This section concentrates on estimation of the Gatsby equation for education as well as income using cross-section 
data. The following regression models are considered: 
 

IGPEi = β1 + β2 Ginii + Ui   (2) 
 

IGPEi = β1 + β2 Ginii + β3 Py + Ui  (3) 
 

IGEincomei = β1 + β2 Ginii + Ui  (4) 
 

IGEincomei = β1 + β2 Ginii + β3 Py + Ui (5) 
 
IGPE = intergenerational persistence in education, IGEIncome = Intergenerational persistence in income, Gini = Gini 
Coefficient representing income inequality, and Py= Per capita income. 
 
 Equations (3) and (5) represent “augmented Gatsby equations.” The independent variable Py is introduced 
to represent stage of development of a country. It is hypothesized that β2 is positive, as implied by the Gatsby Curve. 
It is expected that β3 is negative; that is as a country becomes richer, intergenerational persistence declines (Narayan 
et al., 2018). 
 
 The OLS results of the above models are reported below. Equation (6) below shows the estimated equation 
for model (2) where IGPE represents the intergenerational persistence in education involving fathers and sons. It is 
evident from the results that the coefficient of Gini is not statistically significant. Equation (7) demonstrates the results 
for the “augmented Gatsby equation” with per capita income (Py) as an additional independent variable. The 
coefficient of Py is negative, as expected, and statistically significant at the 5% level. However, the coefficient of Gini 
is negative, but statistically insignificant. Models 2 and 3 were also estimated with all pairs of parents and children; 
for example, father-daughter and mother-daughter. The results were basically the same; the coefficients of Gini were 
statistically insignificant while the coefficient of Py were negative and statistically significant. The results suggest that 
inequality in income, measured by the Gini Coefficient, has no significant effects on relative mobility in education. It 
is likely that government expenditure on public education has weakened or offset any negative effects of inequality 
on relative mobility in education. However, the results do not rule out possible effects of increased inequality at the 
bottom tails of income distribution on relative mobility in education. 
 
 Models 4 and 5 represent the standard and “augmented Gatsby equations,” respectively, with 
intergenerational persistence in income (IGEincome) as the dependent variable. Equations 8 and 9 report OLS 
regression results. It can be easily observed that the coefficients of Gini and Py have the expected sign and are 
statistically significant.  
 
IGPEi  = 0.33  + 0.12 Gini    n = 132  R2 = 0.01 (6) 
             (0.06)*  (0.15)       
 
IGPEi = 0.52  - 0.19 Gini - 4.77e-06 Py  n = 132  R2 = 0.21 (7) 
            (0.06)*  (0.15)        (8.27e-07)*                     
 
IGEincomei = 0.01 + 1.07 Gini   n = 37    R2 = 0.32 (8) 
                      (0.09)  (0.26)* 

 
IGEincomei = 0.23  + 0.82 Gini - 4.04e-06 Py n = 37   R2 = 0.56  (9) 
                      (0.09)*  (0.22)*      (9.48e-07)* 

 
 Standard errors are in parentheses with asterisk (*) indicating significance at the 5% level. The regression 
analyses were carried out using the STATA software, version 16. The data on IGEincome and IGPE are from the 
Global Database on Intergenerational Mobility (GDIM), World Bank (2018), while the data on Gini and per capita 
income are from the Human Development Report 2016, UNDP. Diagnostic tests reveal that the above regression 
results are free from heteroscedasticity in the error terms. Accordingly, heteroscedastic regressions were not run. 
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 Regression model (5) was further augmented by including two additional independent variables: government 
expenditure on education as % of GDP and control of corruption (one of the indicators of governance, as measured 
by the World Bank). However, although these two additional variables had the right signs, the relevant coefficients 
were not statistically significant. Furthermore, model (5) was modified with Gini and growth rate of GDP as two 
independent variables. However, the growth rate of GDP was found to be statistically insignificant.9  
 
 Equations (3) and (4) (especially, equation 4) represent the typical model implied by the “Gatsby Curve.” It 
should be noted that in a cross-section study, several other variables can influence IGPE and IGEincome; for example, 
the economic structure of a country, government policy concerning education, health, and child care, and taxation 
policy. However, consistent data for developed and developing countries for these variables are not available. 
Furthermore, there is likely to be an endogeneity problem in estimating equation (4) through the OLS method: 
inequality measured by the Gini coefficient may not only influence IGEincome but also may be influenced by 
IGEincome. In other words, there may be a two-way relationship between income inequality and intergenerational 
persistence in income. Accordingly, equation (4) is computed using both OLS and Two-Stage Least Squares (TSLS). 
In carrying out the TSLS, two instruments are used: government expenditure on education as % of GDP and stage of 
development of a country measured by per capita GDP. It is likely that a higher level of expenditure on public 
education and a higher stage of development are associated with lower inequality in income. However, consistent data 
are available for only 32 countries. The OLS and TSLS results are reported below: 
 
OLS:  IGEincomei =   - 0.04  + 1.23  Gini     n = 32   R2 = 0.43   (10) 
                                     (0.09)   (0.26)* 

 
2SLS: IGEincomei =   - 0.38  + 2.22 Gini     n = 32   R2 = 0.15   (11) 
                                     (0.25)   (0.74)*            J-statistic 5.86, p-value (0.02) 
 
 Again, standard errors are in parentheses and asterisk (*) indicates significance at the 5% level. 
The coefficients of Gini are positive and statistically significant at the 5% level for OLS and TSLS results implying 
the robustness of the typical “Gatsby equation.” The J-statistic is relevant for testing whether there is an endogeneity 
problem in estimation equation (4), based on the Durbin-Wu-Hausman test. The p-value of 0.02 indicates that at the 
5% significance level we can reject the null hypothesis that there is no endogeneity problem. 
 
Policy Recommendations and Concluding Remarks 
 
Intergenerational mobility in education, income, and other metrics of well-being are determined by numerous factors: 
characteristics of individuals, family characteristics, community and neighborhoods, access to and quality of 
educational institutions, formal and informal institutions governing labor markets, and government policies. In a 
market-oriented economy, there are built-in forces that increase economic inequality and inequality of opportunity 
which stifle intergenerational mobility (Piketty, 2014). Government policies can act as countervailing forces to offset 
negative effects of income inequality on intergenerational mobility. However, government policies can also accentuate 
economic inequality and retard upward mobility of disadvantaged groups in society. 
 
 Education is a major driver of intergenerational mobility. Bangladesh has made significant progress in 
absolute intergenerational mobility in education, especially for girls. However, relative intergenerational mobility is 
still low in Bangladesh, compared to rapidly growing countries such as China and Vietnam. This suggests that not 
only “glass-ceilings,” but also “class-ceilings” remain major barriers for upward mobility of girls in Bangladesh.  
 
 Access to quality education at all levels can be a powerful driver to promote relative intergenerational 
mobility in education and income. Growing privatization of education in Bangladesh poses a significant barrier to 
relative intergenerational mobility. Furthermore, in Bangladesh the quality of schools varies substantially within and 
between urban and rural areas. Currently, Bangladesh spends less than 2% of its GDP on education – far less than 
developed countries as well as many developing countries. Government policies must be re-designed to allocate more 
resources to schools in relatively poor and remote areas.  
 
 As highlighted by many scholars, especially, Heckman, Pinto, and Savelyev (2013) and Heckman and Mosso 
(2014), investment in early development of cognitive and social skills in children especially from disadvantaged 
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families yield high social returns.10 According to the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 2012-2013 undertaken by the 
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics and UNICEF (2015), only 13.4% of children aged 36-59 months attended an 
organized early childhood education program. The same survey documents substantial inequalities in several health 
indicators across wealth groups. For instance, 41.1% of children under age five born in the poorest quintile were 
underweight, while the relevant figure for children born in the richest quintile was 17.3%. Bangladesh should allocate 
more resources toward early childhood education and care especially for the children born in poorest families. 
 
 Bangladesh has achieved remarkable progress in enrolment rates at the primary and secondary levels. 
However, poverty and social problems such as child marriage remain major causes of high dropout rates at the 
secondary level. Furthermore, the data on educational attainment in slum areas in Bangladesh highlight the barriers to 
upward mobility for disadvantaged groups. According to BBS (2015), only 7.52% of the female population completed 
secondary school; the figure for male population was 10.26%. Government policies in concert with non-governmental 
organizations, local governments, and community organizations should play a more active role in preventing dropouts 
and in promoting education for disadvantaged people. 
 
 Intergenerational mobility in education is not fully translated into intergenerational mobility in income in 
Bangladesh. This is reflected in high unemployment rates among the educated youth in Bangladesh caused by 
imperfections in the capital and labor markets involving the public and private sectors. Allocation of jobs based on a 
corrupt-patronage or a quota system in the public sector is likely to act as a major barrier for intergenerational mobility 
in employment and income. A move to a meritocratic system11 coupled with support for disadvantaged groups will 
promote intergenerational mobility in the long run. 
 
 Currently, data on intergenerational mobility are not available for different regions in Bangladesh. However, 
given the fact that poverty levels vary widely across towns and districts and that Bangladesh is a hyper-centralized 
country both politically and economically, we expect intergenerational mobility to vary across regions in Bangladesh. 
For instance, according to the BBS (2019), the poverty rate (upper poverty line) varies from 10% in Dhaka to 70.8% 
in the Kurigram district. A shift toward a more decentralized economy and a more effective role of local governments 
in economic development may aid in reducing intergenerational mobility gaps in different regions of Bangladesh. 
 
 
Endnotes

 
 
1 Intergenerational mobility is lower in China than in advanced countries but higher compared to many developing countries, for 
example, Bangladesh. 
 
2 India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka have been included as comparator countries because of similar economic structures and colonial 
history. China and Vietnam have been included because these countries have achieved high economic growth with substantial 
reductions in poverty. 
 
3 The data on transitional probabilities are available from the GDIM, World Bank (2018). 
 
4 The relevant figure for Bangladesh is not available. However, it is likely that channel 3 would be the dominant one in Bangladesh 
as in India and China given the nature of political, social, and labor-market institutions. 
 
5 The recent data on Human Capital Index (HCI) reported by the World Bank indicate that the HCI for girls in Bangladesh is higher 
than that in India and Pakistan. Furthermore, the HCI for girls is higher than boys in Bangladesh. The HCI is based on five indicators 
covering health and education. 
 
6 There is a discrepancy between the World Bank data on the Gini Coefficient for Bangladesh and that reported in the Final Report 
of Household Income Expenditure Survey (HIES) 2016 of Bangladesh. According to the World Bank data, the Gini index for 
Bangladesh in 2010 was 32.1. However, according to the HIES 2016, the Gini index has increased from 45.8 in 2010 to 48.2 in 
2016. It appears that, in recent years, income inequality has increased significantly in Bangladesh.  
 
7 Inequality in education is based on the Atkinson measure of inequality in the distribution of schooling years from household 
survey data. 
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8 The use of maximum income of parents and incomes of all children is given by the fact that for Bangladesh other measures of 
incomes are not available. Furthermore, for intergenerational persistence in income in Bangladesh, the World Bank database uses 
the figure from the study by Asadullah (2012). 
 
9 Neidhofer et al. (2018) find that intergenerational mobility in Latin America is positively associated with economic growth and 
public expenditure in education. Latif (2017) also finds a positive association between public expenditure in education and 
intergenerational mobility in Canada. 
 
10 The adverse consequences of rising inequality on education of kids in different communities in the United States are depicted by 
Putnam (2015). 
 
11 A meritocratic system may increase inequality in the short and medium runs. Meritocracy is not free from value judgments about 
the distribution of income (Sen, 2000). 
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Abstract 
 

The smoking habit of parents adversely affects the health of their children. These adverse health effects are significantly 
more extensive on children of a transient population residing on remote riverine islands (chars) of Bangladesh. This is 
due to low levels of literacy among the population, little to no regulations on tobacco advertisements in chars and a 
significant lack of awareness on the adverse effects of smoking. Utilizing a unique dataset, this paper looks into the 
extent of health effects such as stunting, underweight and wasting among the children due to their paternal smoking 
habits in these regions. Breath carbon monoxide content is used to measure paternal short-term tobacco intake to 
address recall and measurement bias concerns that arise from self-reported tobacco intake data. Using an ordered 
logistic regression, it is found that the children’s odds of being severely stunted, as opposed to their joint odds of being 
of normal growth and moderately stunted, is increased 1.15 times with each level increase in paternal carbon monoxide 
content. The odds are 1.075 times greater of being severely underweight. No significant relation was, however, 
observed for the case of wasting.  
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Introduction 
 
Since 2013, the Bangladesh Center for Communication Programs (BCCP), a non-profit Non-Governmental 
Organization (NGO) has been collaborating with the Bloomberg Initiative, the Bangladesh Tobacco Control Research 
Network and the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, USA in implementing a Tobacco Control 
Research Grant Program in Bangladesh. The program aims to bring together researchers from across the country and 
offer grants to undertake tobacco control research. 
 

As part of an initiative in January 2018, a grant was awarded to the Department of Economics and Social 
Sciences (ESS) of BRAC University to investigate the effectiveness of a unique rural anti-tobacco advocacy campaign 
catered towards the poor. This included a journal-keeping cessation practice designed to reduce tobacco consumption 
in the riverine islands (referred to as chars in the local language) of Gaibandha district of northern Bangladesh. The 
proposed advocacy campaigns aimed to nudge a sample of smokers by exposing them to graphic anti-tobacco 
household posters and Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with a view to relaying associated health hazards. 
Additionally, the cessation intervention introduced a record keeping behavior of tobacco consumption on a daily basis, 
thereby inducing a cognitive awareness of tobacco intake. 
 

As part of the investigation, ESS designed a questionnaire and conducted an enumeration in 985 households 
spread across 24 chars following a randomized two-stage cluster sampling design. The primary data contained 
information on, among others, tobacco consumption, exhaled carbon monoxide (CO) levels, education, household 
consumption expenditure, household characteristics, and anthropometric measures. This particular information 
permitted us to examine the health impact of parental tobacco use on children, specifically those aged between 0 and 
59 months, using the unique primary data collected for the studies. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study 
in Bangladesh where exhaled CO was measured directly in contrast to other known studies examining the effects of 
adult tobacco intake on child health which relied on self-reported tobacco use. 
 

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: the next section highlights some prior significant work done in 
this area, the section that follows explains the study method, the one after that describes the data used, followed by a 
section that presents results. The last section concludes with a discussion and policy recommendations. 
 
Tobacco Intake and Child Health in Bangladesh and Other Developing Countries 
 
The relationship between adult tobacco intake and child health in developing countries has been examined in a number 
of studies. Utilizing a logistic regression framework, Best et al. (2008) investigated 438,336 Indonesian households 
and found that paternal smoking was associated with increased risks of being underweight and severely underweight 
as well as stunting and severe stunting in children up to 59 months in age. Kyu, Georgiades, and Boyle (2009) analyzed 
samples from seven developing countries and found that exposure to environmental tobacco smoke (generated by 
maternal tobacco use) and biofuel smoke was associated with stunting and severe stunting in children (up to 59 
months). Similarly, Ikeda, Irie, and Shibuya (2013) examined stunting in a pooled sample of 10,366 Cambodian 
children (up to 59 months) using a multivariate, hierarchical, logistic model and found that maternal tobacco use was 
a contributory factor to stunting. 
 

Focusing on a sample of 77,608 households in Bangladesh, Best et al. (2007) employed logistic regressions 
and found that parental tobacco use was associated with an increased risk of stunting, being underweight and wasting. 
Chowdhury et al. (2011) used a sample of 13,555 children aged under 60 months and found that paternal smoking was 
responsible for children’s increased risks of stunting and for being underweight. While the sample sizes of all the 
mentioned papers are indeed impressive, the studies relied upon self-reported tobacco usage from respondents. This 
self-reporting is known to suffer from recall, and subsequently measurement bias (Muraven, 2010). This study, within 
the scope of the grant, utilizes directly measured exhaled CO which is a more accurate measure of the intensity of 
tobacco use (Deveci, Deveci, Acik, and Ozan, 2004; Erb, Raiff, Meredith, and Dallery, 2015). This approach of 
measurement also mitigates any recall bias which may adversely affect the results. 
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Study Method 
 
The study was conducted in 24 chars (riverine islands) in Gaibandha district. The geological processes of erosion and 
accretion of rivers create sandbars which are generally known as chars in Bangladesh. Despite being transient 
landmasses, they are able to generate opportunities for establishing human settlements and create a scope to pursue 
agricultural activity (Sarker, Huque, Alam, and Koudstaal, 2003). Char regions were purposefully chosen for the 
greater study mentioned above, whose primary remit was the investigation of an anti-tobacco intervention, since being 
separated land masses, the chance of intervention spillover share lowered. The size of the selected chars reflected a 
balance between sample size and survey management. 
 

All investigators and enumerators of the project were given training on “Protecting Human Subject Research 
Participants” as required by BRAC University. Ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of 
the James P. Grant School of Public Health of BRAC University, a required ethical clearance certificate was also 
procured from the US National Institutes of Health (NIH). Informed written consent to participate in the interviews 
was obtained and participants were provided full and correct information regarding the purpose of the study, nature 
of information required, benefits of the study, confidentiality to be maintained and freedom to be exercised by the 
respondents during the interviews using their native language (Bengali). 

 
Gaibandha has over 100 chars (at any given point in time the number of chars could vary since they are 

transient landmasses), out of which 24 were randomly chosen for the study. Given that char dwellers share similar 
socio-economic attributes and reside on similar geographic terrains, stratification at the char level is inherently optimal 
as the randomly chosen respondents would be representative of the population at large. Responses were taken from 
42 randomly selected households from each char, following a skipping factor of 3 households, chosen so that each 
char could be entirely sampled, resulting in a total sample size of 985 households. The sample size is lower due to 
non-responses and a lower than estimated number of total households in certain chars due to out-migration of the 
residents during the enumeration process. 
 

The sample size and cluster size chosen for the primary data collection was based on calculations done using 
the Optimal Design® software. Census data collected was used as a reference for determining the Standardized Effect 
Size equal to 0.32. Based on an Intra Cluster Correlation (ICC) of 0.07, obtained from the Global Adult Tobacco 
Survey (GATS) Bangladesh dataset, surveying 42 households from each of the 24 clusters provided us with a power 
of 83.5% at an α=0.05 (a minimum of 33 households from each of the 24 clusters is required to maintain a power of 
80%, which is the usual acceptable cutoff). Therefore, if an impact is statistically significant at exactly the 5% level, 
then we are 83.5% likely to detect the impact. Details of the sampling procedure can be found in Fakir et al. (2018) 
and the data used is publicly available in the Harvard Dataverse repository (Fakir, 2018).  
 
Data Description 
 
Exhaled CO was measured using the Smokerlyzer® (Bedfont Scientific, UK) portable device. The device measures 
breath CO levels in parts per million (ppm), the respondents were asked to exhale completely, inhale fully, and then 
hold their breath for 15 seconds before rapidly exhaling into a mouthpiece. After this procedure CO levels were 
reported in 7 different strata ranging from 0 to 31+ ppm. Advancement from one stratum to the next meant an increase 
in the concentration of CO levels in the blood. Based on the reported CO (ppm) measures, subjects were identified as 
being either a non-smoker, light smoker or regular smoker. 
 

The weights (in kilograms) and heights (in centimeters) of children falling within the target age range were 
measured. Z-scores were calculated against height for age (stunting), weight for age (underweight), and weight for 
height (wasting) using Stata14. For comparison purposes the World Health Organization (WHO) child growth 
standards were used. If the calculated Z-score is greater than –2 standard deviations, the child is neither stunted nor 
underweight. If the Z-score is less than –2 standard deviations, but greater than –3 standard deviations, the child is 
moderately stunted or underweight, and a Z-score less than –3 standard deviations puts the child in the severe category.  
 

The undertaken survey collected data not only on tobacco use as measured directly using CO levels but also 
on a range of personal and household characteristics. Table 1 summarizes the key variables mentioned above that were 
used in our analyses. 
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Ownership of assets would indicate an elevated economic standing, which is likely to have a positive bearing 
on child health (Fakir, 2016). In this study, land ownership information was used as an indicator of asset status. In 
char areas, in comparison to the functionally landless, landowners are in a better position to supplement their existing 
nutrition (from vegetable plots and fruit trees) and survive nutritional crises. The presence of more than one room in 
a household is expected to mitigate the adverse impact of second-hand smoke. Thus, the land ownership status of 
inhabitants and the number of rooms were included as controls. 
 

Shared facilities such as kitchens are expected to affect child nutrition. If kitchens are shared, for example, 
cooking time gets rationed which not only puts an upper limit to the amount of cooked food which can be made, but 
also inhibits the preparation of food for children under five which needs separate preparation. Importantly, shared 
kitchens are located in close proximity to several households and used for extended periods. A greater volume of 
timber generated second hand smoke is thus created and possibly inhaled by children on top of the tobacco smoke 
created by their fathers. Shared kitchens and timber usage were therefore included as controls. 

 
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Some Key Variables Used 

 
Characteristics  n Smoker% n Non-smoker% 
CO Level      

0-6 ppm  14 5.2 35 79.5 
7-10 ppm 15 5.6 1 2.3 
11-15 ppm  17 6.3 4 9.1 
16-20 ppm 12 4.5 0 0.0 
21-25 ppm  21 7.8 2 4.5 
26-30 ppm 22 8.2 0 0.0 
31+ ppm 167 62.3 0 0.0 
     

Child Age in months     
0-9 8 3.0 1 2.3 
10-19 40 14.9 7 15.9 
20-29 39 14.5 6 13.6 
30-39 52 19.3 9 20.5 
40-49 54 20.1 9 20.5 
50-60    76 28.3 12 27.3 
     

Maternal Age in years      
10-19 10 3.72 2 4.55 
20-29 157 58.36 23 52.27 
30-39 78 29.00 17 38.64 
≥40 24 8.92 2 4.55 
     

Maternal Education      
No education 120 45.1 12 27.3 
Primary level of education 82 30.8 21 47.7 
Secondary or higher level of education  64 24.1 11 25.0 
     

Height-for-age (WHO Standard)     
Z score: Z > -2            (normal) 146 58.9 28 71.8 
Z score: -2  ≥ Z > -3   (moderate) 67 27.0 10 25.6 
Z score: Z ≤ - 3           (severe ) 35 14.1 1 2.6 
     

Weight-for-age (WHO Standard)     
Z score: Z > -2           (normal) 166 62.6 25 56.8 
Z score: -2  ≥ Z > -3  (moderate) 55 20.8 15 34.1 
Z score: Z ≤ - 3          (severe ) 44 16.6 4 9.1 
     

Weight-for-height (WHO Standard)     
Z score: Z > -2           (normal) 221 87.01 36 90 
Z score: -2  ≥ Z > -3  (moderate) 27 10.63 4 10 
Z score: Z ≤ - 3          (severe ) 6 2.36 0 0 
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Table 1 continued 
Characteristics  n Smoker% n Non-smoker% 
Annual household consumption deciles (in BDT)     

Decile 1 45 16.7 5 11.4 
Decile 2 41 15.2 6 13.6 
Decile 3 29 10.8 12 27.3 
Decile 4 30 11.2 3 6.8 
Decile 5 26 9.7 2 4.5 
Decile 6 24 8.9 1 2.3 
Decile 7 19 7.1 7 15.9 
Decile 8 24 8.9 3 6.8 
Decile 9 19 7.1 3 6.8 
Decile 10 12 4.5 2 4.5 

 
Results 
 
Since our outcome variables, stunting, underweight, and wasting, are ordinal in nature, we used an ordered logistic 
regression model to conduct our analysis. In order to assess the proportional odds assumption, we used the likelihood-
ratio test of proportionality of odds across response categories and the Brandt test. For each of the three outcome 
variables, both tests yielded insignificant results (prob > Chi-squared is greater than 0.10) indicating that the ordered 
logistic model specification does not violate the proportional odds assumption. Further, we also calculated the variance 
inflation factor (VIF) to ensure our coefficients are not affected by multicollinearity between our control variables. 
The mean VIF for the full model specification is 1.29 with none of the individual control variable VIFs being greater 
than 2. With an acceptance cut-off of less than 10, this provides a high level of assurance that our model specification 
does not suffer from multicollinearity issues. 
 
The results of the ordered logistic regression are shown in Table 2 below. 
 

Table 2: Ordered Logistic Regression 
 

Variables 
Odds Ratio 

Stunting Underweight Wasting 
CO 1.15*** 1.08* 0.94 
 (0.04) (0.05) (0.07) 
Weekly Tobacco Expenditure 1.00* 1.00 1.00 
 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 
Mother’s Age 0.94** 0.94*** 1.04 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) 
Child’s Age 1.00 1.01 0.99 
 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Mother’s Education 0.91*** 0.94 1.06 
 (0.03) (0.05) (0.08) 
Enrolled in School 0.45* 0.45 0.66 
 (0.21) (0.23) (0.49) 
Height of Mother (in cm) 0.97 0.98 1.02 
 (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) 
Height of Father (in cm) 0.95** 0.96** 0.97 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) 
Annual Consumption 0.65 1.63 0.71 
 (0.25) (0.52) (0.35) 
Female Child 1.14 1.28 1.69 
 (0.27) (0.28) (0.63) 
Number of Children 1.17 

(0.12) 
1.22* 
(0.13) 

0.81 
(0.14) 
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Table 2 continued 
Land Ownership 0.69 0.65 1.46 
 (0.16) (0.19) (0.67) 
Number of Rooms 0.87 0.89 1.28 
 (0.15) (0.14) (0.20) 
Shared Kitchen 1.25 1.50 1.02 
 (0.40) (0.45) (0.60) 
Timber Used for Cooking 0.87 0.76 0.76 
 (0.31) (0.22) (0.32) 

Observations 285 307 292 
Note: Robust clustered standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 

 Based on the regression results we can see that as the father’s carbon-monoxide concentration increases by 
one level, the child’s odds of being severely stunted versus the joint odds of being normal and moderately stunted are 
1.15 times greater, which is statistically significant at the 1% level. The same change puts the child’s odds of being 
severely underweight versus the joint odds of being normal and moderately underweight at 1.08 times greater, albeit 
at the 10% significance level. In addition, a one Bangladesh Taka (BDT) increase in weekly tobacco expenditure 
hardly changes the child’s odds of being severely stunted (being 1.002 times greater, which is significant at the 10% 
level) and holds no significance in determining the child’s odds of being underweight. Furthermore, a one-year 
increase in the mother’s age slightly lowers the odds of being severely stunted, with an odds-ratio of 0.94 at moderate 
significance. We also observed that a one-year increase in mother’s age slightly lowers the probability of being 
severely underweight, with an odds ratio of 0.94 which is highly significant. However, changes in the child’s age and 
annual household consumption come out insignificant in determining the child’s odds of being stunted or underweight. 
  
 Using available information, we also estimated regression results for wasting, but did not find any statistically 
significant association with any of the explanatory variables. As the health impact of exhaled CO was examined across 
seven different levels, it is possible to investigate the effects of the incremental levels on the child’s health status. As 
wasting was not found to have a significant relationship with any of the covariates, we present the marginal effects of 
stunting and being underweight only, in the following table. 
 

Table 3: Marginal Effects with Respect to CO Levels 
 

Variables 
Stunting  Underweight 

Normal Moderate Severe  Normal Moderate Severe 
CO        
1-6 ppm -0.0256*** 0.0163*** 0.0093***  -0.0145* 0.0071 0.0074* 
 (0.0054) (0.0037) (0.0022)  (0.0081) (0.0044) (0.0038) 
7-10 ppm -0.0269*** 0.0165*** 0.0103***  -0.0148* 0.0071 0.0077* 
 (0.0060) (0.0039) (0.0027)  (0.0085) (0.0044) (0.0043) 
11-15 ppm -0.0280*** 0.0165*** 0.0115***  -0.0151* 0.0070 0.0081* 
 (0.0067) (0.0039) (0.0032)  (0.0089) (0.0044) (0.0047) 
16-20 ppm -0.0290*** 0.0163*** 0.0127***  -0.0154* 0.0069 0.0085 
 (0.0071) (0.0039) (0.0038)  (0.0093) (0.0042) (0.0052) 
21-25 ppm -0.0298*** 0.0159*** 0.0140***  -0.0156 0.0067* 0.0089 
 (0.0075) (0.0036) (0.0044)  (0.0096) (0.0041) (0.0057) 
26-30 ppm -0.0305*** 0.0151*** 0.0153***  -0.0158 0.0066* 0.0093 
 (0.0077) (0.0033) (0.0051)  (0.0098) (0.0038) (0.0061) 
31+ ppm -0.0309*** 0.0141*** 0.0168***  -0.0160 0.0063* 0.0097 
 (0.0078) (0.0028) (0.0059)  (0.0100) (0.0035) (0.0066) 
Observations 285 285 285  307 307 307 

Note: Robust clustered standard errors in parentheses  
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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 From the marginal effects presented in Table 3, increments in the level of CO concentration in the father’s 
blood consistently lowers the probability of the child having a normal height and weight. As the father’s exhaled CO 
concentration increases, the probability of the child having normal height and weight decreases starting from a 2.56% 
decrease in probability for the lowest level of concentration (1-6 ppm) and ending with a 3.09% decrease in probability 
for the highest level of concentration (31+ ppm) for the case of stunting at 1% significance level. We also observed a 
similar trend of a 1.45% to 1.54% decrease for the case of underweight at 10% significance level only for the first 4 
levels. Furthermore, these increments consistently increase the probability of the child being severely stunted or 
underweight. The lowest level of CO (1-6 ppm) increases the child’s probability of being severely stunted by 0.93%, 
and the highest level of concentration (31+ ppm) increases the probability by 1.68%, which are highly significant. 
 
 In the case of being underweight, the lowest level of concentration (1-6 ppm) increases the child’s probability 
of being severely underweight by 0.74% and the highest level of concentration (31+ ppm) increases the probability 
by 0.97%. The changes in the probability of being underweight are significant at 10% for the lowest level of 
concentration (1-6 ppm) and for the subsequent two levels (7-10 ppm, 11-15 ppm). However, we find the probability 
of being underweight to be insignificant for the highest three levels of CO levels (21-25 ppm, 26-30 ppm, 31+ ppm). 
Figure 1 graphs the marginal effect trends with increasing CO levels for comparison. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Marginal Effect Trends with Increasing CO Concentration Levels 
 
 Results show that an increase in exhaled CO of the father increases the probability of the child being 
moderately stunted for the first two levels of concentration (1-6 ppm, 7-10 ppm), the magnitude levels-off at a 
concentration of 11-15 ppm and gradually falls at higher concentrations, all values being highly significant. This 
suggests a lower limit of the CO concentration beyond which the child is pushed towards being severely stunted.  
 
 While Figure 1 provides the reader with a visual trend, it should be interpreted in conjunction with Table 3, 
since not all marginal effect values are statistically significant. The marginal effects of exhaled CO on normally 
underweight children show statistical significance for the first four levels, but not for the latter levels. This could be 
because the CO level has surpassed a threshold for a child to be of normal weight, resulting in few data points in that 
range. However, for the moderately underweight category, the marginal effects of increasing CO were found to be 
significant only for the latter levels, where the probability increments gradually lose magnitude from 21-25 ppm. The 
probabilities associated with the first four levels of CO are not statistically significant in the moderately underweight 
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category. Turning our attention to the severely underweight category, the probabilities are seen to be continuously 
increasing, but only significant for the first three levels.  
 
Discussion and Policy Recommendations 
 
Utilizing directly measured carbon-monoxide, we find that while paternal smoking has statistically significant adverse 
effects on stunting and being underweight, the effect on wasting is not significant. Stunting is known to reflect the 
cumulative effects of undernutrition, infections and poor environmental conditions largely imparted during the growth 
of the child in-utero until the first 24 months after birth, with the effects generally being irreversible (Golden, 2009). 
The effects include, but are not limited to, delayed cognitive development and impaired motor functions (Mendez and 
Adair, 1999) as well as poor school performance (Hall et al., 2001). Paternal smoking can affect a child during the 
aforementioned critical phases primarily through second-hand smoking, thereby affecting the overall stunting of the 
child. Our findings are in agreement with the existing literature (Best et al., 2007; Chowdhury et al., 2011). Wasting, 
on the other hand, is the result of acute food shortage and is often an indicator of higher mortality. The avenues through 
which paternal smoking can affect wasting (wasting may result if expenditure on tobacco limits expenditure on food) 
are weaker compared to that of stunting. Unlike the earlier studies, we do not find any significant effect of paternal 
smoking on wasting. However, it is possible that this could be an outcome of the small sample size and is a matter for 
further investigation. 
 
 The findings are of grave concern, especially in the study area with a prevailing smoking rate of about 80% 
compared to the national average of 34% among men (Ng et al., 2014). While the Amendment of Smoking and Tobacco 
Products Usage (Control) Act, 2013 explicitly bans any promotion of tobacco products in Bangladesh, enforcement 
of the Act itself is lax in our geographical area of study due to its relative remoteness, impediments to travel, and an 
absence of adequate on-site enforcement personnel. A wide variety of existing promotions for tobacco sales 
contributes to the high consumption and low quit rates in the region (Aziz, Fakir, and Khan, 2018). It is also a norm 
in the chars for agriculture employers to provide free bidi (a cigarette made of unprocessed tobacco leaves) packets 
to their employees every day before field work begins. With almost 77% of our sample involved in agriculture, we 
find 71% of our respondents to have received employer provided bidis during work. Such high rates of paternal 
tobacco consumption throughout the chars further accentuates its effects on child stunting. 
  
 The results imply that a targeted cessation intervention focusing on the char regions may be necessary to 
reinforce compliance with the anti-tobacco measures already in place following the passing of the Tobacco Control 
Act, 2005 in Bangladesh. This is essential to minimize the sustained adverse effects of smoking, not only on the 
smokers themselves, but also on their children. Currently there is no proper anti-tobacco campaign targeting the rural 
poor in the chars of northern Bangladesh. Non-governmental organizations working in conjunction with government 
agencies could start focusing to resolve some of the enforcement issues. 
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Abstract 
In this paper, paying attention to age and class differences, I reflect on women’s narratives of their lived experiences 
of sexuality. Sexual inequalities are rising at an alarming rate globally, and studies in Bangladesh reiterate that these 
inequalities have a gender dimension. The contribution of this study is to provide cross-class and cross-generational 
analysis of “gendered sexuality” in Bangladesh. Based on 36 in-depth interviews with women from three social classes 
and three generations from rural as well as urban sites, this paper analyzes to what extent gender appears as a binary 
power relationship in the process of “knowing” and “experiencing” sexuality across the diverging age groups and class 
identities. Through a critical feminist analysis of women’s narratives, the paper reveals that heterosexuality in 
Bangladesh operates through a deeply rooted system of institutionalised patriarchy. But there are multiple other 
determinants: the Bengali tradition of sexual morality; notions of trust between husband and wife; an affective realm 
of fear, shyness and shame around sexuality; and a social vulnerability and wider insecurity for women. All these 
factors influence everyday heterosexual relationships differently, and some even open up spaces to allow women to 
negotiate and have agency in sexual practices. 

 
Keywords: Sexuality, gender, generation, class 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Inquiries into the politics of a gendered sexuality1 in Bangladesh would often raise questions such as how necessary 
is it to study sexuality in the context of a poor country like Bangladesh. Such a question is usually asked to dismiss 
the legitimacy of sexuality research in any context (Rashid, Standing, Mohiuddin, and Ahmed, 2011) and questioning 
the necessity of sexuality research implicitly points to taboos that discourage public discussions of sexualities.  

 
As a native of Bangladesh, I grew up within this same context and learned that there were several matters 

that children were not allowed to know about. Bodily changes, menstruation, love, romance, marriage, and sexual 
intercourse were considered part of such knowledge that one should not explore – a “forbidden knowledge” – as long 
as one was not “adult enough”. But I further realized that the entrance to this “adult knowledge” was more flexible for 
boys than girls. My socialization process also informed me that girls needed to be careful about boys, because boys 
are “bad”, naturally inclined to explore adult knowledge, and act “badly”, as if they were like adults.  

 
I was privileged to start sharing these experiences with my friends and roommates during university life. We 

felt that a middle-class upbringing had been nearly the same for all of us, despite the fact that we were from different 
places. Social disapproval of acquiring information on sexuality before marriage made us more curious, and we 
discovered that we shared a common experience of “not knowing much”. My roommate further told me: “I even wash 
my brother’s undergarments but my undergarments should always be kept far from his gaze; this is what society 
expects from me”. This made me begin to challenge the double standards that society creates for men and women. As 
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soon as I started to recognize my “secondary position” in a very rigid, male dominated social structure in Bangladesh, 
it pushed me to dig deeper into exploring different institutions to understand their role in creating and reinforcing 
women’s subordinate status in society.  

 
Studies in Bangladesh in the context of sexuality have identified that strong gender inequalities regarding 

“ideal sexual practice” have always existed, and to a large extent, still exist. The construction of sexuality in 
Bangladesh is shaped by particular social structures and specific cultural ideologies regarding masculinity and 
femininity. Such ideologies propagate ideas such as the “natural” uncontrolled sexual desire of men, whatever their 
status; while for women, marriage is the only approved context in which expression and practice of sexuality is deemed 
appropriate. However, the normative assumptions in these studies maybe contradictory, as “[…] sexuality is not 
experienced and lived out in a uniform manner” (Huq, 2014, p. 84) and the “real” practice of sexuality can be 
completely different from an expected “ideal sexual behavior”. 

 
In this paper, paying attention to age and class differences, I reflect on women’s narratives of their lived 

experience of sexuality and, how gender permeates into these experiences.2 The paper considers the processes through 
which women are informed about “sexual knowledge” and the variations in this process by class and generation. It 
particularly interrogates, in the process of “knowing” and “experiencing” sexuality, to what extent gender appears as 
a binary power relationship, and whether there is any change in the degree of power across the varied age groups and 
class identities. Through a critical feminist analysis of women’s narratives, the paper argues that even though gender 
exists as a form of polarized power, women may not always identify it as the most oppressive. Understanding gender 
as the only power relationship between the sexes in fact simplifies the other ways through which power, in its complex 
forms, is at play in women’s everyday life. Power is multifaceted, and hence, a polarized view of gender may rather 
obscure other forms of oppression women encounter in their everyday experiences of sexuality. 

 
The Current State of Sexuality Research in Bangladesh 
 
Globally, studies on sexuality can broadly be divided into two streams. In developed countries, there are numerous 
contributions with regard to sexuality and queer studies; but the exploration of sexuality is much more limited in 
developing countries (Magar and Storer, 2006). In Bangladesh, there is a vast body of demographic literature that 
views sexuality solely from the perspective of reproduction, and considers it in the context of population control. Such 
recognition of sexuality only in relation to procreation is problematic, as it does not give sufficient credence to sexual 
preferences and rights.  
  
 Despite this paucity, there is scholarly literature3 addressing heterosexuality in the context of sex work4, 
gendered expectations of heterosexuality, sexual norms and heterosexual practices in Bangladesh. Most of these 
studies on heterosexuality have been conducted since 2000. In the majority of these existing studies on sexualities5, 
the portrayal of gendered sexuality is depicted in a similar manner. An example is Rashid (2006b), who, in her 
ethnographic study of teenage married women in the slums of Dhaka, comments, “the norm is that men are expected 
to be unfaithful and by nature ‘have uncontrollable urges’ and young women are expected to be loyal and faithful”. 
Apart from sexual norms, chronic poverty, unfavorable power relations, unpaid dowry demands and reproductive 
illness due to early marriage make these women vulnerable in conjugal life; they need to fulfill any sexual demand by 
a husband: “he wants sex all the time and I can’t say no” (Rashid, 2006b, p. 73).  
 
  Similarly, Khan, Townsend, and D’Costa (2002) find that the husband usually initiated discussions about 
sex. The women in their study consider it a culturally appropriate sexual norm to have the husband show his desire, 
while the wife submitted to his wishes. This study also shows the influence of social change on the sexual behavior 
of women. Of the 54 women interviewed, 23 agree that they do express sexual desires to their husband in a covert 
way. Even though the study includes women from a mix of urban and rural sites, with different age patterns, class 
backgrounds, and education, it does not offer any analysis of the similarities and differences of responses across these 
differences.  
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 Cash et. al. (2001) focus on the limited source of knowledge regarding sexuality among rural adolescents in 
Bangladesh. Despite a silence about issues related to sexuality and the strong stigma surrounding premarital sex, they 
identify that a significant proportion of rural youth are engaged in premarital sexual activities. There are cases where 
girls may have premarital pregnancies, and the associated social stigma leads many to commit suicide (Huq, 2014; 
Khan et al., 2002). White (1992, p. 154) in her anthropological study in Kumirpur village of Bangladesh refers to the 
existence of extramarital sex as “quite common”, as early as 1985-86. Nonetheless, the consequences of getting 
“caught [having sex]” is much more damaging for a girl than a boy (Cash et al., 2001, p. 227; Huq, 2014, p. 69).  
 
  Cash et al. (2001), drawing a connection between age and sexual behavior, argue that people’s sexual 
behavior and perspectives around sexual morality differ more across generations, than between a boy and a girl within 
the same generation. Huq’s study (2014) of urban young women6 notes that premarital sexual relationships are on the 
rise, although none of the woman she interviews supports such an argument. The study identifies that the sexual norms 
these women uphold are constructed socially, enmeshed in both cultural as well as religious beliefs, even though, the 
degree of attachment to the latter varies. Nonetheless, there may be a difference between what women believe that 
they are supposed to do, and what they actually do in real life. Which is why the study points to the need for a more 
intensive investigation of every day sexual practices of women, and this paper contributes to addressing this gap.  
 
  Moreover, the majority of these studies focus on the urban middle class with a few on rural as well as urban 
poor.7 To my knowledge, there is no scholarly study that has focused on the experiences of sexuality in the upper class 
in Bangladesh. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to build upon previous work and put forward a research agenda to 
further scholarship in cross-class and cross-generational dimensions of sexuality from a gender lens. In this 
connection, Foucault (1998) suggests, the discursive production of sexuality and subjects is socially constructed, 
unstable and historically situated. To allow a larger period of time in understanding the shifting changes in sexuality, 
I have chosen the generations keeping in mind that at least one generation can reflect on the earlier decades of post-
independence Bangladesh. 
 
The Research Journey  
 
This study is broadly based on “feminist research methodology.” According to Gorelick (1996, p. 23), “Feminist 
methodology grows out of an important qualitative leap in the feminist critique of the social sciences: the leap from a 
critique of the invisibility of women, both as objects of study and as social scientists […]”. In this paper, I view social 
relationships from a feminist perspective, from where I maintain that subjugated gender relations are not naturally 
obtained, rather produced and reinforced by age-old patriarchal notions and our day-to-day practices of such beliefs. 
Therefore, the selection of instruments for this research was also influenced by such feminist perspectives.  
 

According to Harding (1987) and Hammersley (1995), feminists are often critical of traditional theories, as 
these have been applied in ways that make it difficult to understand women’s participation in social life. They argue 
that traditional social science begins its analysis only with men’s experiences. It has asked questions about social life 
that appear problematic only from a man’s perspective. Therefore, feminists insist that there needs to be theories that 
better reflect the perspectives of women. Hammersley (1995, p. 46) argues: 

  
To address women’s lives and experience in their own terms, to create theory grounded in the actual 
experience and language of women, is the central agenda for feminist social science and scholarship 
[…]. To see what is there, not what we have been taught is there, not even what we might wish to 
find, but what is. 
 
As a result, feminists emphasize methods that permit the analysis of social phenomena from the perspective 

of women’s experiences. In keeping with such methods, this paper is based on 36 in-depth interviews conducted in 
2012 with women from three different social classes and three generations; they also belong to different rural as well 
as urban sites. Selection of the respondents involved both purposive and snowball sampling. The idea behind choosing 
women from different generations was to enable a particular age group to reflect on their knowledge and experience 
of sexuality with regard to the corresponding socio-cultural context in a particular decade. I assumed that women aged 
above fifty (older generation, who were born before 1961) are more likely to be able to focus on the first two decades 
(1970s and 1980s) of post-independence Bangladesh.8 Similarly, women aged between 35 and 49 (middle-aged 
generation, who were born between 1962 and 1976) may better remember the decades of 1990s and beyond; and the 
younger generation, aged below 35 would be able to reflect on more recent time periods beginning in the year 2000.  
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As in other contexts, there are many debates around “class” and its application in Bangladesh and there is no 
consensus regarding labelling people in terms of specific classes. This is reflected in various key sociological and 
anthropological studies.9 Although I decided to follow my respondents’ self-identified class status, their class patterns 
could also fall in the categories developed by Lewis (2011) and Feldman (2009). Lewis describes three class patterns 
in post-independence Bangladesh: the elite, the middle class, and the poor who own little or no agricultural land. He 
also brings into discussion how the political, socio-cultural, and economic transformation in Bangladesh contributed 
to changes in each class. For instance, he identifies the transformation of Kolkata-based urban cosmopolitan “national 
elite” into a Bengali-speaking, lower middle class “vernacular elite”. This group further transformed following the 
liberation war of Bangladesh to include party leaders and political activists around the father of the nation – Sheikh 
Mujibur Rahman10, political appointees and a few Bengali army officers who had held rank in the Pakistan Armed 
Forces. With the further advancement of the country, this elite class broadened its boundary to include highly educated 
landed groups and a growing business community, both of which possessed international connections and were able 
to influence the country’s bureaucracy, politics, and economy. Lewis (2011) further identifies new characteristics in 
the middle class, dividing it into the older “professional” middle class, the urban middle class, and the less educated, 
local, and business-oriented middle class. Then, there is a shift from the land-based, poor peasant class to the leased 
farmers who work on others’ land; moreover, rapid urbanization and migration have created a large group of urban 
“floating” workers (i.e. casual workers such as day laborers, rickshaw pullers, and garment workers) since the 1980s. 
They, too, belong to the poor social class, and a major part of these floating workers are women. Feldman (2009), in 
addition, divides the upper class into the elite and the well-off categories, further mentioning two other social classes: 
the middle class and the poor, the latter mostly referring to women working in the garment industry, as domestic help 
in wealthy and middle-class homes, or in other urban low-wage employment.  

 
 In this paper, “upper class” women refer to those who are from well-off urban families in Dhaka, highly 
educated11, and mostly belong to the well-established elite class. “Middle class” women are from urban areas, 
including Dhaka, and from families who possess less wealth than the upper class. Few from this class are highly 
educated, but the rest have only completed primary school or high school education. Women identified as being from 
the “poor class” in this research are from rural as well as urban poor families; only a few have attended primary 
schools, the rest cannot read or write, but can often sign their names. A few of them have some agriculture land, but 
all of the poor women have to earn wages from low paying jobs so as to manage daily family needs. I have referred 
to them as the “poor class”, without specifically mentioning whether they are urban or rural, because they originally 
migrated from villages, and most of them keep moving back to their villages every now and then. 
 

In addition, I thought that selecting women from different geographical locations12, in addition to the capital 
city of Dhaka, would allow me to address regional variations in the experiences of women. Hence, among the 36 
interviews, 25 were held in Dhaka city, nine were in different semi-urban areas and two were in the Bagunda village 
in Mymensingh, and Gokarna village in Brahmanbaria. Considering the sensitivity of the research topic, I interviewed 
the respondents directly without any intermediaries. We were in close proximity during the in-depth interviews, and 
together explored their memories of growing up, learning about sex, getting married, and undergoing their post-marital 
sexual life. 

 
Knowing and/or “Getting Used to” Sex 
 
When women were asked to reflect on how they became aware of their bodily changes and “sharirik shomporko” 
(literally “physical relationship” implying sexual interactions, including intercourse), their responses indicated many 
different sources and processes. Women referred to reading romantic novels and watching English movies, growing 
up with satellite television, contraceptive advertisements and HIV/AIDS campaigns, overhearing adult relatives’ 
discussions (phish phish kore jana), as well as biology lessons in high schools and sex education curriculum in English 
medium schools. Both of the latter is a relatively recent phenomenon. They also learned about these matters from 
conversations with friends in their neighborhood, cousins who were of the same age, as well as other relatives – 
including husbands, elder sisters, parents, and grandmothers. In addition, insights were gathered from their 
surroundings – a source mostly applicable to women from the poor class, as discussed below.   

 
The specific processes of acquiring sexual knowledge were distinctive, varying across social classes, 

generations, and women’s upbringing.  
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Sexual Awareness and Post-Marital Sexual Life – Women from the Upper Class 
 

Of the four older women in the upper class, three did not have any idea about sexual relations prior to marriage and 
their husband was the first source of such knowledge. For example, Selina (u/o)13, married at the age of thirteen, says: 
 

It was more of how I became used to it. I knew nothing. So, when I was married to your 
chacha (uncle)14 he did not touch me for months. I was so immature! I used to get scared and 
shout if he touched me. I hardly had any idea of what a husband is, and what he is for. What 
to tell you! Even I had no idea of what a kiss is, or that, it also happens in real life. No, 
nothing. I thought it happens only in English movies, in theatre houses (chobi ghor). But 
actually, it is a part of life! I never thought, never knew before marriage. I rather asked my 
husband about it, probably he thought, Ya Allahu! What would happen if I touch this girl! 
Then […Pause]. Then slowly, slowly, day by day, I became more used to the family life 
(songsari hoye gelam). Afterwards, when I become a wife from a girl, and a mother from a 
wife, I myself do not know.   

 
Selina’s reference to being “used to the family life” or becoming “a wife from a girl”, is a euphemism used to indicate 
her first sexual intercourse, also suggests that sex in conjugal life is a wife’s responsibility to her husband. For Musarrat 
(u/o), the whole experience was rather embarrassing: 
 

We did not have any such kind of advertisements then. I did not have any idea. What else can 
I tell you? I mean, I mean, the whole thing was shameful for me. I felt very bad. I used to 
think what is this? What has he done to me, oh God! Where am I? The whole feeling was 
like that.  

 
Contrary to Selina and Musarrat, Nazneen (u/o) despite being from the same generation, knew about physical 
relationships in a conjugal life. She believes that her natal family environment was unconventionally modern in not 
posing any restrictions on her reading of romantic novels in high school, from which she became aware of a sexual 
life.  

 
Restrictions posed on sexual curiosity seemed to diminish, at least relatively, for the middle-aged generation. 

Women from the upper class in this generation had prior ideas of sexual relationships. Although such knowledge was 
not derived from any formal sex education, while going through puberty and adulthood, these women became aware 
of sexuality and sexual expectations from science lessons in high school, through reading novels and watching films, 
and having discussions with friends and cousins. My conversation with Humaira (u/m) illuminates this:  

 
  It was during 1971, I recall consciously, because we still chat about it. I was eight years old 

then. We used to visit nanu’s (maternal grandmother) place often. The time was very unstable 
(osthir), if you understand.15 Our parents were not overseeing us at all. We had a detached 
room at nanu’s where my maternal uncle used to live, but was not there for some reasons. 
So, we used to go and spend time in that room. While we were sitting there one day, one of 
our maternal brothers16 who lived at nanu’s brought us a copy of Penthouse; it had a photo 
of a completely naked girl. We – four or five cousins aged seven to nine – glanced through 
it, and hid it under the bed mattress before anyone saw us. It was a big thing for us, as if we 
were on a secret mission! This was the first time I saw a fully naked body. And we had an 
elder cousin brother, my first door to sexual knowledge, who also joined us there. He told us 
that he knows who loves whom, and who sleeps with whom. But what people actually do 
while sleeping together – we did not have any clue about that. He also said he had seen 
someone kissing. The whole thing was very hush, hush, and this was the start.  

 
Humaira’s family was relatively more open towards this type of discussion. After she completed high school, she 
was allowed to participate in such conversation with her parents and other adult family members. When she studied 
at the university during the late 1980s, she had a circle of friends that included both females and males, with whom 
she could speak freely about any matter; this included making explicitly sexual jokes.    
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 The process of sexual awareness became more flexible for women of younger generations; three had sex 
education from their family and an English medium school curriculum. Bondhon (u/y) reminiscences: 
  

I had a proper sex education from my family when young. When I was in my early 
eleven/twelve, I was introduced to the idea of the differences between male sexuality and 
female sexuality, and its psychology. Just before and during my puberty, I had a long session 
with baba (father). He explained what physical and psychological changes happen after 
puberty, what would happen to me, what happens to boys, and why I should be careful about 
certain things, what love is, what kinds of touch are permissible and which are not, all these, 
and I was eleven then. I think, afterwards when I had my first period, I had a conversation 
with ma (mother).   

 
Discussion of post puberty physical changes and sexual issues with one’s father, as referred to by Humaira 

and Bondhon, are not common in Bangladesh. If it ever happens, it takes place only in very “progressive families”. 
Both Humaira’s and Bondhon’s parental families are well-known in Bangladesh for their progressive thinking and 
activities. In contrast, Farha (u/y), despite being of a younger generation and from the upper class, did not get any sex 
education at home. Rather, biology lessons in college life and novels were her eye-opening sources, which, with a bit 
of imagination on her part, helped her form her ideas about sex. She explains: 
 

There are certain things that do not need explaining, rather, we learn from situations. That is 
how I became aware […Pause], I think I guessed, a physical relationship happens between a 
man and a woman after marriage. 

 
Conversations with these younger women further reveal that it was not unusual for them to learn about sex 

and associated details in their adolescence. In addition, they have friends of the same age and class for whom the 
situation was similar, indicating that restrictions on acquiring sexual knowledge has declined among the upper class 
from the older to the younger generation. Since there is no scholarly literature researching the process of sexual 
awareness in the upper class in Bangladesh, this trend has remained unnoticed.  

 
Sexual Awareness and Sex Among the Middle Class – Women’s Experience 

 
Discussions with women from the middle class revealed that compared to women from the upper class, the scope of 
sexual awareness in this class was relatively restrained, and again – the restrictions lessened slightly from the older 
generation to the younger. Among the four older women, Nazu (m/o) and Nasima (m/o) was not aware of sex before 
marriage. As is obvious in Nazu’s (m/o) response: 
 

I knew nothing. Ha…, ha…, ha… [Laughter]. I just got married, and that was it. I was very 
young then. Moreover, women were not as clever (chalak) as now. Women were too simple, 
and so was I. I could not understand; neither had I heard of such things. Actually, as I was a 
wife (bou manush), Allah did not teach me these things. And people back then were shy. Not 
shameless like these days. We were too shy! We bathed early in the morning! So that no one 
can understand, nobody could ever figure out. And now! Does anybody consider a proper 
time for these things? (Ekhon ki kono somoy ache naki esober?) Does anybody care even 
what others may think? 

 
Nazu thinks that for a woman, staying sexually naïve is natural and divinely ordained. Her reference to bathing in the 
early morning denotes the socio-cultural practice of having a shower after sexual intercourse, therefore becoming pure 
before one enters again into everyday activities. Hence, “bathing” as a symbol that one has had sex, used to be 
completed early while other family members were asleep. Nazu’s objection towards couples from the present 
generations for having sex at any time of the day, echoes a particular social ethos: sex is a private matter, and should 
be performed with secrecy. Among the other two women, Ferdous (m/o) had some vague ideas, yet understood the 
sexual part of life only after marriage. She is very critical about sexual knowledge before marriage as it may encourage 
pre-marital sexual practice. Such sex does not fit her understanding of “proper” sexual behavior: 
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Things were not that open before, at least there was some sort of shame. Oh God! What happens 
in our Dhanmondi Lake! I wonder from which family these girls are? They sit there with boys 
as if they are glued to each other in such an embarrassing way that you will have to take your 
eyes off. Physical relationship (sharirik somporkow) before marriage is not right. It is sinful. 
And I have seen these relationships do not lead to marriage at the end. They break up. 

 
Ferdous’s understanding of “proper” sexual behavior further unveils the gendered social order of sexuality; I 

come to this point later in the paper. Lili (m/o) is the only woman from the older generation who was informed about 
sexual relationships after puberty. Lili recalls: 
 

We started chatting about menstruation among the same age(ish) friend circle and with married 
sisters. Then it moved to pregnancy – after marriage a husband and wife make relations (biyer 
madhdhome shami stri er somporkow hoy) which may result in pregnancy. 

 
Saida (m/m) and Barnali (m/m), both from the middle-aged generation, became somewhat aware about sex as a 

result of discussions with friends, watching movies, glancing at advertisements for condoms, and HIV-AIDS campaigns. 
Yet, both confirm that after marriage they formed clearer ideas through practical experience. Doli (m/m) and Tamanna 
(m/m) on the other hand, state that they had no idea of physical relationships before marriage, and both were informed by 
their husbands after marriage. As is evident in Doli’s words below: 

 
I first came to know (about sex) from my husband. I did not know before. I could not know 
because the family I grew with, my ma, my baba they were very busy, always stayed out. I did 
not understand much. 

 
Similarly, Tamanna explains:  
 

To tell the truth, I was from a very simple family. I lost my father long ago. My mother was a 
person with strong ideals. I had five siblings, all very busy. So, I did not know anything. I came 
to know after marriage; he explained to me. […]. There are guys who become annoyed at such 
ignorance, I know. But he wasn’t. Moreover, he made me understand what to do, and how to 
do it. He said, “Go wash your body, use water”. It happened this way, just happened. Slowly, 
slowly I got used to it. 

 
Compared to these two generations, all four women from the younger generation knew more about these 

topics and they thought sexual intercourse happens between a husband and a wife after marriage. Whereas Champa 
(m/y) was informed by novels and her bhabi (elder brother’s wife), Manila (m/y) had discussions with friends of the 
same age. She grew up in a semi-urban town and recalls one newlywed female neighbor who had come to visit her 
natal family with her husband after marriage. Relatives and neighbors were making “sexual jokes” (rosher kotha) with 
her. Manila believes these jokes contributed to her understanding. It is important to mention that such sexual humor 
is widely practiced in rural areas, as was revealed through my conversations with poor women; I come to this later in 
the paper. Lucy (m/y) was exposed to some ideas during her late teens from a female cousin, who was studying 
biology. She does not believe the media gave her any clear message that contributed to her sexual knowledge. Rather, 
during her stay in university residential halls, one of her roommates got married. This opened up some scope for 
discussions about sexual relationships with her roommates, and within her circle of friends. But she also recalls a 
funny memory from her childhood:  

 
There was a wall calendar in my mama’s (mother’s brother) place. It had a picture of a condom 
in it with the word condom written beneath. I asked my aunt what is a condom? She laughed! 
She then said, “You won’t understand now. When we marry you off, your husband will make 
you understand”.  

 
Unlike Lucy, Koni (m/y) refers particularly to the media as having enriched her knowledge. This is 

evident in her account below:  
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Umm…I think, actually in school life the whole thing was forbidden. I was not even allowed 
to express any interest about these issues. And you know social expectations from girls are 
different. Boys of the same age were watching blue-films [Porn movies] […], but we were 
not allowed. That is why I did not know in my school life. I did not even know how a baby 
is born. I thought [Big laugh], when a woman wants a baby her belly opens up, and then the 
baby comes out from her tummy [Big laugh]. Then when I started college, there was a sketch 
of a male and a female body in the biology book, but it was not very clear. By that time, I 
had grown curious about physical relationships, what happens and how, but I could not ask 
anyone about it, right? When I started going to university, there was a turning point: there 
were light-hearted discussions (halka kothabarta) with roommates or friends, and I started 
watching English movies on the computer. So, then I thought, ok, it starts with a kiss and 
then goes on to something else. But still they do not show the entire thing. I guess, the first 
time I got a clearer idea from a movie, what it was called…umm…Basic Instinct…Yes. The 
girl17 was on top, and doing this and that, I got sort of ideas, but still was not very sure. Then 
I had taken a course called Reproductive Health Issues, which had a big picture of that 
[indicating penis] which further clarified it. Then gradually as I watched more English movies 
it became more obvious, then after practical experience, yes, everything became clear.  

 
Koni’s account also points to the different social expectations towards boys and girls with regard to “ideal” sexual 
behavior (also echoed by Humaira).     
 
The Poor Class and Sexual Awareness: Rural vs. Urban Upbringing 

 
Experience of sexual awareness is significantly different for women from the poor class. I found from those whom I 
interviewed that the process of sexual learning did not vary according to generation, but was instead, determined more 
by the location where they grew up.  

 
Of the twelve women interviewed, ten18 grew up in rural villages, and knew about physical relationships 

before their own marriage. Among them, Razia (p/o) and Sokhina (p/y) obtained sexual knowledge from their bhabi, 
Khadiza (p/y) from her elder sister, Shamsunnahar (p/o), Minu (p/o) and Rina (p/m) from their maternal grandmothers, 
who used to make sexual jokes about marriage and a husband’s love. Minu recalls:  

 
When I became adult (sabalika holam) my playmate (khelar sathi) was leaving me one day, 
as she got married, and I was crying about her leaving. My grandmother (nanu) was laughing. 
She made fun of me, and told me “soon you will too be going to your shamir ghor (husband’s 
house). Shamir ghor is great fun (onek moja). He will adore you, and then, you will never 
want to come back”. 

 
Shamsunnahar, Minu, and Khadiza’s reference to sexual humor as a way of engaging in a dialogue regarding 

sexual intercourse and male genitals, is largely practiced by rural people. An indication of this appeared in an early 
study by White (1992, p. 153) who calls it “sexual joking”, implying that such jokes were largely used by rural women 
to ridicule male sexual organs. But in my research, they seemed to be used differently, with other connotations. The 
manner in which they were referred to by the women I interviewed implied that they had been present in rural culture 
for a long time. Perhaps this is why, Rabeya (p/m), Hena (p/m), and Tushar (p/y) could not speak explicitly about how 
they became sexually aware. All they mentioned is that they learnt (about it) from their surroundings “in the process 
of growing up”. While it is possible sexual jokes in rural culture may have contributed to their knowledge, from my 
observation of the context, another source predominates. Poor people living in rural huts (or urban slums) have only 
one room in which to dwell. This is usually partitioned temporarily with a big piece of cloth or sari or large furniture 
to arrange some privacy for the married couple in a family. Sometimes, it is just the married couple that gets a chance 
to sleep on the only bed in a hut, with other family members sleeping on the floor. Sexual privacy, thus, is a rare 
occurrence in poor families, where children grow up seeing or hearing sex taking place. For instance, Rina (p/m) 
mentioned that she saw her parents sleeping together several times. Even though she did not mention any explicit 
sexual activity, she admitted that her knowledge developed from seeing her parents sleeping together, in addition to 
her grandmother’s sexual jokes. 
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The two poor women who did not have any prior sexual knowledge before marriage are Parvin (p/m) and Eti 
(p/y). As a child, Eti migrated to Dhaka with a woman who was her neighbor, someone whom she used to call Apa 
(elder sister). There was no one to tell her about marriage and sexual life. Eti was married before her puberty; she 
recalls: 

 
So, the first few times when we used to have […Pause], I mean Apa told me everything. Apa 
told my husband that I was too young to understand everything. So, he has to help me 
understand. I did not even see my first menses yet. It started one year after my marriage. 
Afterwards, gradually everything became fine. 

 
However, with more conversations between us, at one point, it seemed that she started feeling more comfortable, 
and started unveiling her intimate sexual experiences. She reflected: 
 

When I was with my husband for the first time, I recall, I was left unconscious for two days. 
I was too young! Even my menses had not started yet. He was a bit older than me. When we 
became close, for the first time my blood broke19. I was unconscious for two full days. Then 
Apa got us a doctor, she brought the doctor into our home, I guess she did not want anyone 
to know about this. The doctor said I was too young, inexperienced, and he was a bit old for 
me. So, his chahida (sexual demand) was to some extent unendurable for my body. On top 
of that, I had not had my first menses yet. So, the blood broke, which further added to the 
problem. I had very painful times. And he also got scared, and did not try to come close for 
six months. He said, “you get well first, and the day when you will tell me ‘today I like you, 
I want to be with you’, only then I will. Otherwise, I won’t come closer to you”. But my 
husband used to adore me a lot. And also, I would listen to his every word. You know, my 
husband was very good looking! I mean, film star Shahrukh Khan20 is nothing to his beauty.  

 
The above narrative thus suggests, Eti, in the absence of any sexual knowledge, had her first intercourse with 

her husband. Quite similar to Eti’s experience, Parvin was sent by her parents during her childhood to serve as a live-
in worker to urban families. One of the families she worked for married her off to a man who already had a wife and 
a child, yet concealed the information. Becoming sexually informed was not possible for her before marriage, as 
evident in her following conversation:  

 
 I did not even start menstruating (shorir kharap) then21. So how could they tell me? 

Moreover, they are not my relatives. Why would they care for me? But they were really kind, 
and so they thought of my marriage. They thought he has a good job, earns well, and I will 
stay well with him. But secretly he had another wife and a child from her; that they did not 
know.  

 
She further adds:  
 

  A husband and wife live together. I used to go to our room (ghor e dhuktam). But I did not 
understand. He slept on the chouki (bed), while I slept on the floor. This is how we lived. 
Afterwards I started sleeping with my shashuri (mother-in-law). When he used to try coming 
close to me, or utter sweet words (bhalo kotha), I used to get afraid, and stayed with her. She 
told him “When she understands, she herself will come to you. Do not force her, you have 
another wife”. Meanwhile, many days have passed. Then one day my soteen (co-wife) went 
to Bhola22. My nonod (husband’s sister) and shashuri left me with him for the night, and 
slept in another place. Then what else! I cried and screamed, and from then my life started. I 
mean, I got it, and I felt from there: what a husband is and what it means to be a wife, and 
what a husband’s love is. After that he loved me a lot, took good care of me, and told me to 
stay with him. But still […] [Pause] I could not stay more. My soteen came back, and so did 
my anger for him. I did not feel like staying anymore, I left. You know what I mean, we 
cannot force our mind. 
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Parvin therefore left her husband and started living as a live-in worker for another family in Dhaka, where 
this interview took place. Despite being a poor woman, Parvin was bold enough to take such a decision. As discussed 
in Rashid (2006b), the physical insecurity of living alone, socioeconomic deprivation, and a fear of marital instability, 
all widespread concerns among poor young women, makes many of them submit to sexual double standards that allow 
a man to have polygamous sexual relationships, while demanding that a woman should live a controlled sexual life. 

 
Unlike the ten poor women who spent the major part of their life in their rural natal home, both Parvin’s and 

Eti’s experiences suggest that even though they are from the poor class, their upbringing in urban areas far from their 
natal families did not help to create sexual awareness. The narratives discussed here indicate that women have a 
diverse range of insights into sexual knowledge and different ways of learning about sex, before and in marriage, 
where their experiences also vary. 

 
Gender, Power and Sexuality – What Do Women’s Narratives Tell Us? 
 
What connotations do these narratives bear in relation to gender, power, and sexuality? While attempting to analyze 
the connections among these varied experiences, I also want to be mindful not to reduce their complexities. On this 
note, White (1992, p. 37) seems particularly relevant: 
 

Class can only be a simplifying construct which reduces rather than expresses the complexity 
of experience. It can never present drawstring categories into which empirical cases can 
simply be bundled.  

 
Nevertheless, the influence of gender, class, and age on matters related to sexualities, and heteronormativity 

in particular, are important and need to be subjected to critical investigation. Karim (2014, p. 54) writes, “Gender, 
class and age are significant factors in creating hierarchies, discriminations and exclusionary spaces that are new but 
influential, especially in sexual politics”. In that vein, my intention here is to open up the key focus of the paper: to 
what extent gender, and its associated power relations, shape women’s experiences of sexuality. Jackson (2006, p. 
107) provides a noteworthy insight in this regard: 

  
…the empirical connections between them [gender and sexualities] require exploration and 
should be neither presupposed nor neglected. They are important in order to appreciate the 
ways in which sexual practices, desires and identities are everywhere embedded within non-
sexual social relations …, most, if not all, of which are gendered. 

 
 In my discussions with the women interviewed, there are two distinct areas where a man in Bangladesh 
occupies a relatively more privileged position with regard to sexuality than a woman does. Firstly, the socio-cultural 
boundaries to exploring sexual knowledge are relatively more open for boys than for girls. It is also evident in Koni’s 
(m/y) and Humaira’s (u/m) view that most social restrictions do not apply to boys. Rather, boys are thought to be 
naturally inclined to explore sexual knowledge. This is further evident in the interviews, as many of the women across 
different social classes and generations lacked clear knowledge about sexual intercourse. For them it was a man as 
husband who was their first access to such knowledge. Having said that, the conversations outlined in this paper also 
suggest that over time, with women’s increased opportunity for education, and access to global culture via satellite 
TV channels, romantic novels, movies, and other media, there have been socio-cultural transformations, creating shifts 
in family values with regard to sexuality across different social classes. Consequently, the aforesaid gendered 
restrictions were different for women, based on their distinct class and generational identities, an aspect which existing 
sexuality scholarship has not addressed. Sexuality studies that address the gendering of sexual awareness need to 
incorporate the complexity and heterogeneity of their interconnections. 
 
 Despite the experience of gendered sexuality, Koni and Humaira, both graduates in Gender Studies, are the 
only women to question the gendered double standards of the society. Other women (for example, Selina (u/o), Nasima 
(m/o), Doli (m/m), and Eti (p/y), to name a few) instead appreciated their husbands by referring to them as “smart” 
and educated, conferring on them knowledge of the practices and experiences of sexuality, as well as the ability to 
make their wives sexually aware. Tamanna (m/m), whose husband was not disappointed at her sexual naïveté, unlike 
other men who become annoyed at their wife’s “ignorance”, considers herself lucky. Moreover, Musarrat’s (u/o) 
feeling of embarrassment about sex in the initial few days after her marriage and Parvin’s (p/m) as well as Eti’s (p/y) 
recollection of their first sexual experience may sound much like “forced sex” i.e. rape from a Westernized viewpoint; 
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but these women retrospectively do not see it in this way. According to them, the discomfort arose because they did 
not have prior idea about sexual intercourse, but they consider what happened to them sexually as an expression of 
their husband’s love for them.23 Women in Khan et al.’s (2002, p. 252) study similarly consider such practices as an 
indication of husband’s love: “[…] though forced sex is bad, they take it as a sign of love from their husbands; to them 
it indicates that they cannot live without having sex with their wives”. Several women in my research recall the absence 
of displeasure in their husbands at their wives’ sexual ignorance with respect and gratitude, thereby indicating that 
sexual practices and sexual experiences must be thought of in terms of the specificity of a particular society and within 
its particular cultural context. Despite this, the irony that we note from the interview responses is that on the one hand, 
Bangladeshi society expects a woman to know less about matters related to sex, while, on the other hand, from the 
moment that she is married, a key wifely obligation is to satisfy her husband sexually. Such sexual norms point to 
ambivalent social expectations towards women: while sexual ignorance before marriage is a sign of a “good woman”, 
ensuring husband’s sexual satisfaction is considered a prerequisite to being a “good wife”. 

 
The right to sexual pleasure is another area revealed by my research, demonstrating that a man holds a 

privileged position with regard to this matter, as compared to a woman. In most of the women’s narratives, sexual 
pleasure and satisfaction is identified as a “manly” requirement. Women are expected to adjust to their spousal needs 
and their own sexual pleasure is rarely mentioned. This is also noted in other studies24, which conclude that in 
Bangladesh in the name of “ideal” sexual behavior a gendered standard prevails, approving uncontrolled sexual desire 
by a man, and positing that sex for a woman is essentially passive, marital, and procreative. Contrary to this notion, 
the women’s narratives in my research further suggest that this gendered divide is neither rigid nor clear cut. This is 
evident in the fact that some of the women interviewed possess some negotiating power with regard to sexual 
intercourse. For instance, Saima (u/m) referred to her newly married life, when she too enjoyed pleasurable sex with 
her husband, Lucy (m/y) discussed with her husband what types of sexual acts make her happy, and Parvin (p/m) 
managed not to sleep (i.e. have sex) with her husband despite the fact that he wanted to. As examples challenging a 
discourse of “women-as-victim”25, they indicate that women are not entirely powerless in their sexual encounters. The 
power balance may tilt depending on different situations and which particular among women’s multiple identities 
come into play. 
 
 Nevertheless, Nazu’s disparaging comment that married couples nowadays (indicating the younger 
generation) engage in sex at any time including daytime, points towards the disappointment in failing to live a 
culturally approved “ideal” sex life. There are also local religious beliefs that sanction male supremacy. Such beliefs 
do play a role; as is evident in several responses from women who referred to religiosity for the purpose of disciplining 
the young generation, especially young girls, against “sexual immorality”. For instance, Ferdous’s understanding of 
“appropriate sexual behavior” seems not to apply to men – she does not comment on the boys who are with the girls 
at Dhanmondi Lake. Her comments bring attention to how religious views are deployed to justify sexual and gender 
morals. Although Ferdous is not a strict follower of religious doctrines, she draws on it to validate an everyday moral 
order. As White (2012, p. 1442) describes: “[w]here things do not just come naturally, however, religion may be 
brought in with society to ensure proper behavior […]”. For Ferdous the forfeit for such “sexual immorality” is the 
failure of such relationships to ever culminate in marriage, which according to her is the ultimate goal of love. Ferdous 
not only advocates for a moral sexual life, but also encourages the construction of female “docile bodies” (Foucault, 
1995), “not through punishment, but by teaching [women] to accept those expectations as their own and to live as if 
they might be punished at any moment” (Foucault, cited in Bartky, 2010, p. 76).   
 

Consequently, there is an oppressive power that women encounter in everyday experience of sexuality, but 
is it only exercised by a man over a woman? What about cultural norms, and traditions that legitimize hegemonic 
sexuality, what about patriarchal ideologies that are even largely carried forward by women themselves? These 
questions and the discussions drawn above in this paper signify that there is no single source of power that controls 
heterosexuality and regulates heteronormativity. Whatever it is – perhaps it is oppressive gender relations, culture, or 
norms – they operate through a system of institutionalized patriarchy where multiple sources of powers are at play.  
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Rethinking “Gendered Heterosexuality” in Bangladesh – Concluding Thoughts 
 
The class-based and intergenerational narratives in my research reveal that heterosexuality in Bangladesh operates 
through a deeply rooted system of institutionalized patriarchy, where the dominant traditional belief is that sexual 
exploration as well as sexual pleasure is a masculine trait. But if sexuality is acutely gendered, as is also suggested in 
the existing sexuality scholarship on Bangladesh, my research suggests two other important aspects. Firstly, a cross-
class and cross-generational analysis of women’s narratives reveals that this gendering varies based on the time of 
upbringing as well as class. These considerations, contributing to more nuanced accounts of gendering of 
heterosexuality, have not hitherto been addressed in the existing sexuality scholarship on Bangladesh. 
 
 Secondly, the degree to which a woman might embody male dominance within a heterosexual relationship 
can be different based on multiple determinants which shape their everyday lives. These determinants include – the 
Bengali tradition of sexual morality which applies to both a man and a woman, albeit in varied forms; notions of trust 
between married couples; an affective realm of fear, shyness and shame around sexuality; and a social vulnerability 
and wider insecurity for women. Thus, the preferred situation for a woman is to sustain her conjugal relationship at 
any cost rather than live alone.26 These factors influence everyday heterosexual relationships and some open up spaces 
to allow women to negotiate and assert their agency in sexual practices. For instance, whereas for upper and middle-
class women from older generations, sex was considered an extension of marital obligation towards a husband, for 
several women who were middle-aged and younger, there were examples where women believe that sex is for the 
enjoyment of both partners. These examples call for the need to move away from a simple articulation of gender and 
heteronormativity in terms of a polarized power relation between a man and a woman, and instead acknowledge the 
many other influences on everyday heterosexual practices. Accordingly, in the analysis of heterosexuality and 
normativity, my findings make the case for why it is necessary to explore how the social, cultural, and political 
intersect with binary gender power relations to produce variations in women’s understandings and practices of 
sexuality.  
 
Endnotes

 
1 In this paper, my application of the term “sexuality” refers to (but is not limited to) the embodied sexual experiences of the body, 
whether male or female, from forming specific identities to practicing sexuality, social relationships of power, and their ideological 
and symbolic framing. 
 
2 This paper is derived from my doctoral research at the University of Sussex, 2011-2015. I am highly indebted to the 
Commonwealth Scholarship Commission, UK for awarding me a generous scholarship to pursue my PhD at Sussex, UK. 
 
3 See for example, Ahmed et al. (1987), Caldwell et al. (1998), Cash et al. (2001, pp 225-227), Duza (1989, p. 127), Huq (2014), 
Karim (2012), Khan et al. (2002), Rashid and Michaud (2000), Rashid (2000; 2006b), Rashid et al. (2011), Sultana (2011), and 
White (2012). 
 
4 See for detail, Huq (2008), Karim et al. (2008), and Rahman and Sultana (2012). 
 
5 Ahmed et al. (1987), Caldwell et al. (1998), Huq (2008; 2014), Kabeer (2000), Khan et al. (2002), Karim (2012; 2014), Rashid 
and Michaud (2000), Rashid (2000; 2006b), and Rashid et al. (2011). 
 
6 Factory girls, university students, and women with religious training. 
 
7 See for instance, Caldwell et al. (1998); Cash et al. (2001); Karim (2012; 2014); Khan et al. (2002); Rashid and Michaud (2000), 
and Rashid (2000; 2006a and 2006b). 
 
8 After nine months long liberation war against Pakistan, Bangladesh earned independence on 16th December, 1971.  
 
9 See for instance, Feldman (2009), Haque (2002), Lewis (2011), and White (1992; 2012). 
 
10 The first elected Prime Minister in post-independence Bangladesh. 
 
11 Excluding a few who were married and therefore could not continue education after high school or college. 
 



84     JOURNAL OF BANGLADESH STUDIES VOL. 22, NUM. 1                    U. SULTANA 

 

 
12 These locations were selected based on my professional and kin networks; initial informal contact was made with different 
women through my networks to approach them for taking part in the in-depth interviews.  
 
13 The first initial letter next to each woman’s name stands for her class status, and the last letter indicates her generation category. 
For example, “u”, “m”, and “p” stand for upper, middle, and poor, respectively; “y”, “m”, and “o” indicate younger, middle-aged, 
and older generation women, respectively.   
 
14 Although Selina’s husband was not my uncle, her application of this relational term is a “traditional way” of referring to one’s 
own husband when talking to others, instead of using his name. Such practice is largely influenced by traditional religious beliefs 
in the region: pronouncing one’s husband’s name is a shameful act. 
 
15 As stated before, 1971 is the year of Bangladesh’s (then East Pakistan) independence war against West Pakistan. 
 
16 maternal cousin 
 
17 Indicating Catherine Tramell (starred by Sharon Stone) in Basic Instinct 2. She acted nude in several erotic shots in this movie 
that include explicit sexual intercourse. 
 
18 Although these ten women grew up in villages, nine of them migrated to urban areas later, either in search of employment or due 
to marriage. However, six out of the nine women go back to their villages every now and then. During my interviews these nine 
women were staying in their urban locations. 
 
19 Eti’s reference to “blood broke” indicates the tear of hymen, resulting in pain and a blood shed. As in many Islamic countries, in 
Bangladesh a belief persists that a woman should bleed during her first sexual intercourse after marriage, which is a proof of her 
virginity.  
  
20 A very popular Indian film star.  
 
21 “Shorir kharap” or being unwell is a locally used term for menstruation. 
 
22 A coastal district, situated at the lower southern part of Bangladesh. 
 
23 Although these women retrospectively considered “forced sex” as a symbol of their husband’s love, anecdotal evidence suggests 
that there are women who find such experience traumatic and even run away from their marriage as a result. 
 
24 Caldwell et al. (1998), Cash et al. (2001), Karim (2014), Khan et al. (2002), Rashid and Michaud (2000), Rashid (2000; 2006b), 
and Sultana (2011). 
 
25 A common manner of describing the Third World women, present in various development discourses, characterizes them as 
absolutely powerless with respect to sexual matters (Undie, 2013). 
 
26 Obviously, there are anomalies; for instance, Saida (m/m), Eti (p/y), and Parvin (p/m) chose divorce rather than putting up with 
what they perceived to be their husbands’ oppression.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



U. SULTANA   SEXUALITY IN EVERYDAY LIFE IN BANGLADESH   85 
 

 
 

References 
 
Ahmed, G., Schellstede, W., & Williamson, N. (1987). Underreporting of Contraceptive Use in Bangladesh. 

International Family Planning Perspectives, 13(4), 136–140. 
 
Bartky, S. (2010). Foucault, Femininity, and the Modernization of Patriarchal Power. In R. Weitz (Ed.), The Politics 

of Women’s Bodies: Sexuality, Appearance, & Behavior (3rd ed.), (pp. 25–45). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Caldwell, J., Caldwell, P., Caldwell, B., & Pieris, I. (1998). The Construction of Adolescence in a Changing World: 

Implications for Sexuality, Reproduction, and Marriage. Studies in Family Planning, 29(2), 137–153.   
 
Cash, K., Nasreen, H., Aziz, A., Bhuiya, A., Mushtaque, A., Chowdhury, R., & Chowdhury, S. (2001). Without Sex 

Education: Exploring the Social and Sexual Vulnerabilities of Rural Bangladeshi Girls and Boys. Sex 
Education: Sexuality, Society and Learning, 1(3), 219–233.  

 
Duza, A. (1989). Bangladesh Women in Transition: Dynamics and Issues. In K. Mahadevan (Ed.), Women and 

Population Dynamics: Perspectives from Asian Countries. New Delhi: Sage Publications. 
 
Feldman, S. (2009). Historicising Garment Manufacturing in Bangladesh: Gender, Generation, and New Regulatory 

Regimes. Journal of International Women’s Studies, 11(1), 268–288. 
 
Foucault, M. (1995). Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison. A. Sheridan translated. New York: Vintage 

Books.  
 
Foucault, M. (1998). The History of Sexuality, 1. Reprinted. London: Penguin Books. 
 
Gorelick, S. (1996). Contradictions of Feminist Methodology. In H. Gottfried (Ed.), Feminism and Social Change: 

Bridging Theory and Practice (pp. 23–45). Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press.  
 
Hammersley, M. (1995). The Politics of Social Research. London: Sage Publications. 
 
Haque, T. (2002). Body Politics in Bangladesh. In B. Yeoh, P. Teo, and S. Huang (Eds.), Gender Politics in the 

Asia-Pacific Region (pp. 41–60). London: Routledge. 
 
Harding, S. (1987). Feminism and Methodology: Social Science Issues. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.  
 
Huq, S. (2008). Confronting Our Prejudices: Women’s Movement Experiences in Bangladesh. In A. Cornwall, S. 

Correa, and S. Jolly (Eds.), Development with a Body: Sexuality, Human Rights and Development (pp. 11–186). 
London: Zed Books. 

 
Huq, S. (2014). Islam in Urban Bangladesh: Changing Worldviews and Reconfigured Sexuality. In C. Pereira (Ed.), 

Changing Narratives of Sexuality: Contestations, Compliance and Women’s Empowerment (pp. 57–86). 
London: Zed Books.  

 
Jackson, S. (2006). Interchanges: Gender, Sexuality and Heterosexuality: The Complexity (and Limits) of 

Heteronormativity. Feminist Theory, 7(1), 105–121. 
 
Kabeer, N. (2000). The Power to Choose: Bangladeshi Women and Labor Market Decisions in London and Dhaka. 

London: Verso. 
 
Karim, R., Selim, N., & Rashid, S. (2008). Sex Workers and Condom Use − the Political Economy of HIV/AIDS in 

Bangladesh. Working Paper 4. Dhaka: BRAC/RED.  
 
Karim, S. (2012). Living Sexualities: Negotiating Heteronormativity in Middle Class Bangladesh. Rotterdam: PhD 

Thesis for the Erasmus University of Rotterdam.  
 



86     JOURNAL OF BANGLADESH STUDIES VOL. 22, NUM. 1                    U. SULTANA 

 

Karim, S. (2014). Erotic Desires and Practices in Cyberspace: “Virtual Reality” of the Non-Heterosexual Middle 
Class in Bangladesh. Gender, Technology and Development, 18(1), 53–76. 

 
Khan, M., Townsend, J., & D’Costa, S. (2002). Behind Closed Doors: A Qualitative Study of Sexual Behavior of 

Married Women in Bangladesh. Culture, Health & Sexuality, 4(2), 237–256.  
 
Lewis, D. (2011). Bangladesh: Politics, Economy and Civil Society. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Magar, V. & Storer, G. (2006). Good Women Bad Women: Addressing Violence in Women’s Lives by Examining 

Social Constructs of Gender and Sexuality within CARE. Retrieved from 
http://www.eldis.org/cf/rdr/rdr.cfm?doc=DOC20787 

 
Rahman, M. & Sultana, U. (2012). Institutional Protection Mechanisms, Potentials of Mainstreaming and Readiness 

of the Society: Unveiling Struggles of Children of Sex Workers in Bangladesh. In D. Sabet, T. Rahman, and S. 
Ahmed (Eds.), Sex Workers and Their Children in Bangladesh: Addressing Risks and Vulnerabilities (pp. 181–
199). Dhaka: ULAB and Action Aid Bangladesh. 

 
Rashid, S. & Michaud, S. (2000). Female Adolescents and Their Sexuality: Notions of Honour, Shame, Purity and 

Pollution during the Floods. Disasters, 24(1), 54–70. 
 
Rashid, S. (2000). Providing Sex Education to Adolescents in Rural Bangladesh: Experiences from BRAC. Gender 

and Development, 8(2), 28–37. 
 
Rashid, S. (2006a). Emerging Changes in Reproductive Behavior among Married Adolescent Girls in Urban Slum in 

Dhaka, Bangladesh. Reproductive Health Matters, 14(27), 151–159. 
 
Rashid, S. (2006b). Small Powers, Little Choice: Contextualising Reproductive and Sexual Rights in Slums in 

Bangladesh. IDS Bulletin, 37(5), 69–76. 
 
Rashid, S., Standing, H., Mohiuddin, M., & Ahmed, F. (2011). Creating a Public Space and Dialogue on Sexuality 

and Rights: A Case Study from Bangladesh. Health Research Policy and Systems, 9(1), 1–9. 
 
Sultana, U. (2011). From Image Realities to Social Realities: Unpacking Pleasure and Procreation in TV and Press 

Advertisements of Contraceptives in Bangladesh. Visual Encounters: Beyond the Written and towards the 
Sensory SEPHIS e-magazine, 7 (4), 31–39. Retrieved from http://sephisemagazine.org/issues/volume_7_4.pdf   

 
Undie, C. (2013). Why We Need to Think about Sexuality and Sexual Well-Being: Addressing Sexual Violence in 

Sub-Saharan Africa. In S. Jolly, A. Cornwall, and K. Hawkins (Eds.), Women, Sexuality and the Political 
Power of Pleasure (pp. 184–199). London: Zed Books. 

 
White, S. (1992). Arguing with the Crocodile: Gender and Class in Bangladesh. London: Zed Books.  
 
White, S. (2012). Beyond the Paradox: Religion, Family and Modernity in Contemporary Bangladesh. Modern 

Asian Studies, 46(5), 1429–1458. 
 

 

 

http://www.eldis.org/cf/rdr/rdr.cfm?doc=DOC20787
http://sephisemagazine.org/issues/volume_7_4.pdf


 

87 
 

Book Review 
 

Economic and Social Development of Bangladesh: Miracles 
and Challenges 

 
Editors: Yasuyuki Sawada, Minhaj Mahmud, and Naohiro Kitano 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2019 
 

Review by: Nayma Qayum  
Manhattanville College  

Email: Nayma.Qayum@mville.edu 
 

 
The book Economic and Social Development of Bangladesh: Miracles and Challenges packs a wealth of information. 
It unveils fresh quantitative data from a major donor-funded research project. The authors make compelling arguments 
regarding the role of structural transformation in Bangladesh’s development, analyzing extensive data that encapsulate 
a range of development indicators. They establish interesting relationships between variables and provide remarkably 
extensive literature reviews. This in itself makes this work a useful handbook for anyone interested in Bangladesh’s 
development. But given its massive scope, the book is often difficult to digest. It fails to connect the dots between 
chapters and bring them together as a coherent whole. There is little insight on what the findings mean – together – 
and what lessons Bangladesh can teach us about development. 
 

The book seeks to explain Bangladesh’s development miracle – in particular, its rise from a “test case for 
development” (p. 3) to one achieving remarkable economic growth and human development. It draws on a three-year 
research project “Empirical Study on the Risk and Poverty in Bangladesh” conducted by JICA research institute (p. 
xxiv). Authors of the introduction attribute Bangladesh’s development success to a number of structural factors, 
particularly the change from farm to non-farm-based employment, and not entirely unrelated, the move from an 
informal economy to export-oriented development. They identify three major drivers for this transformation – 
industrialization, microfinance, and female empowerment (p. xxvi). They write that infrastructure “fueled the 
emergence of non-farm sectors in urban construction and the RMG industry,” which employs women, “a rich but 
underutilized workforce” and “accelerated their empowerment and their inclusion into society’s development 
processes.” This assumption, heavily reliant on the women-in-development approach that sees women as untapped 
resources, has long been discredited for the burden it places on women without addressing the structural barriers that 
they face. It underlies many of the sections in the book that speak to women’s development. 

 
The book is divided into four sections, titled economic transformation, social transformation, welfare 

improvements, and risks and challenges. The chapters are an assorted bunch. In the absence of section summaries, the 
logic for their grouping remains unclear. Part I, economic transformation, brings together chapters that address some 
of the causes of Bangladesh’s miraculous economic growth. The first chapter by Mahmud et al. provides an overview 
of Bangladesh’s development, the second examines the miraculous rise of the garments and pharmaceutical industries, 
the third studies subsidies in the microfinance industry, and the last two, resting closer to the mission of the book, 
address how infrastructure and remittances respectively impact Bangladesh’s economic development. The three 
chapters in Part II, social transformation, address the impact of non-farm sector growth on female empowerment, the 
education sector, and the NGO sector as a potential for youth employment. Part III, welfare improvements, brings 
together two chapters on microfinance with two that address well-being. And the last section, risks and challenges, 
examines the role of trust in disaster management and governance, particularly corruption. In the rest of this essay, I 
will discuss selected chapters, followed by some critiques of the volume. The essays I choose include chapter 1, which 
provides an overview of development in Bangladesh, and the chapters that examine microfinance, women’s 
empowerment, and migration. 
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In the first chapter, Mahmud et al. identify three major causes of Bangladesh’s development transformation. 
First, they argue that Microfinance Institutions (MFIs) relaxed credit constraints on poor rural households. Second, 
the Ready-made Garments (RMG) industry shifted the economy from agriculture to industry. Finally, government 
investments in infrastructure, including bridges, propelled the shift from farm to non-farm-based economy. Foreign 
migration – a major contributor to Bangladesh’s economic growth – gets a token mention here under non-farm-based 
economy. The chapter traces Bangladesh’s development over time and compares the change to some other comparable 
countries. It could have benefitted from taking a wider view of development, incorporating human development 
indicators, such as those relating to health, gender, and education. A mention of gender is particularly important for 
Bangladesh, a country whose development rests significantly on the shoulders of its women. 

 
The three chapters on microfinance – the “driver” that gets the most weight in this volume – address a range 

of issues and provide some new insights. Sawada et al.’s chapter in part I provides a welcome relief from the saturated 
literature on this subject. The authors shift their gaze from the often-studied microfinance recipient to the demand side 
– whether subsidization of MFIs affects their coverage in the villages. They find that there is high borrower substitution 
– as a new lender enters a village, up to 22% of borrowers can switch from their current institution – and such “business 
stealing” determines whether MFIs enter markets (pp. 55-56). At the same time, they find little justification for 
subsidizing MFIs. One would need to provide a very high level of benefits to recipients to justify the subsidies that 
the Palli Karma-Sahayak Foundation (PKSF), “a wholesaler of microfinance loans established by the Government of 
Bangladesh,” provides for its partner organizations (p. 54). This finding has monumental implications for an industry 
that is high-profit, but still heavily subsidized by the government. 

 
In Part III, Khandkar and Samad’s chapter provides updated data on an old debate – whether microfinance 

has improved poverty levels. They find that poverty has decreased across the board, but more so for microfinance 
participants. Women have done better than men. In their literature review, the authors discuss studies that have 
contending insights on whether microfinance improves poverty. While the authors mention that microfinance is “under 
attack for its high interest rates” by critics who use mainly anecdotal evidence to argue that “high interest rates and 
inadequate benefits of microcredit relative to the cost of borrowing as reasons for rising indebtedness among 
borrowers,” they present only a partial view, overlooking a long growing critique of microfinance by gender scholars 
(p. 178). 
 

In the same section of the book, Sawada et al.’s chapter on multiple borrowing compares India and 
Bangladesh. The authors find that in both countries, there have been increases in multiple borrowing. However, these 
increases are lower in Bangladesh compared to India. In Bangladesh, people typically borrow from multiple sources 
to pay back previous loans whereas in India, they borrow for consumption purposes. Moreover, in Bangladesh, 
borrowers rely on formal sources such as MFIs, whereas in India, they tend to borrow from informal moneylenders. 
The findings are alarming, since they illustrate that rural Bangladeshis are continuing to get embroiled in cycles of 
debt as earlier studies have found.1 The authors open the chapter with the suggestion that loose corporate governing 
structures in these two countries can explain these differences. However, the chapter provides no elaboration on these 
different structures or insight on how they lead to different outcomes. 

 
Murata’s chapter on international migration and remittances provides an admirable synthesis of international 

migration policies and patterns. The author finds that remittances have a range of impacts – they improve household 
welfare, such as poverty reduction and food security, social conditions, and even contribute to local economies. Indeed, 
Bangladesh owes much of its development to international migration and remittances. This chapter is a valuable 
resource in this critical but under-researched area. 

 
Finally, Mahmud et al.’s chapter on women’s empowerment traces the role of the non-farm sector for driving 

changes in women’s lives. The authors develop an analytical framework linking the non-farm sector – via MFIs and 
the female stipend program – to empowerment indicators, such as fertility, marriage, labor force participation, and 
decision making in the household. They find an important link between non-farm sector employment and both school 
enrollment and age of marriage, but suggest that this correlation could be attributed to evolving household norms. It 
should be pointed out that Mahmud at al. use female labor force participation, fertility, marriage, and household 
decision-making as measures of empowerment. Scholars have long questioned the accuracy of using economic 
indicators to measure women’s empowerment. On fertility, women’s authority over fertility decisions would be a 
more accurate indicator than fertility itself. The chapter lacks indicators that measure women’s mobility and 
confidence, particularly in seeking access to resources and institutional benefits.  
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This book provides valuable data on Bangladesh’s current development status. The individual chapters are 

meticulously researched and test interesting relationships among variables with sophisticated analysis. But as a whole, 
the book suffers from a number of shortcomings. 

 
It feels rather disjointed at times. The introduction makes an argument but does not provide a framework 

incorporating the different chapters. The reader is left with little insight on the larger picture of development in 
Bangladesh. The individual chapters, while impressive in themselves, do not speak to each other or to the book’s 
argument; indeed, the editors describe them as “self-contained.”  
 

Many of the authors approach development with rose-tinted glasses. While Bangladesh can boast many 
successes, the neoliberal development paradigm is no longer sacrosanct. From this perspective, this book feels like a 
missed opportunity. It builds on a wealth of data, but speaks of the RMG sector without addressing labor rights – 
neither Bangladesh’s ongoing labor movement, nor major calamities like the Tazreen factory fire or the Rana Plaza 
collapse. None of the three chapters on microfinance discuss the sector’s ongoing critique by feminist scholars. And 
finally, save for the lone chapter on empowerment, women’s issues get only a passing glance. 

 
The book suffers from some weaknesses with conceptualization and measurement. In part II, the authors do 

not specify what they mean by social transformation. Two of the three essays in this section deal either directly or 
indirectly with economic development. The social aspects of development extend beyond individual-level indicators, 
especially those relating to respondents’ economic lives. There is a dearth of analysis on people’s social and political 
worlds – their connections to formal governing institutions, issues pertaining to informal institutions – for example, 
dowry, child marriage, and violence against women – and the degree to which their voices are represented in their 
communities. The study is understandably limited in scope due to its focus on JICA’s work. However, the authors 
mention in the introduction that JICA played a role in “a project aiming at establishing a link between people and 
public servants, unions, the lowest administrative body in Bangladesh” (pp. xxiv-xxv). Exploring projects like those 
mentioned would have made this book stronger. 

 
Two of the chapters use trust as the sole measure of social capital. Social capital is most often measured 

through relationships2 – individual connections, organizational memberships, solidarity in the community, etc. – and 
the precise relationship between trust and social capital is subject to much debate. Shoji and Murata’s chapter examines 
disaster evacuation, and finds that people are unwilling to evacuate despite warnings of a cyclone crisis because of 
poor access to shelter and poor accuracy of early warning systems. The authors write that higher social capital leads 
to less likelihood of staying at home. This is an important finding as long as there is recognition that the authors are 
talking about trust in particular – which is really only one component of social capital. 

 
This book gives readers some new answers to old questions. It showcases where Bangladesh is situated at 

this particular point in time. It will be of interest to development scholars and practitioners seeking to understand 
Bangladesh’s development trajectory and how particular structural factors contributed to its current status. Given the 
remarkable literature review undertaken by some of the authors, it also serves as a reference for anyone working on 
development issues. However, despite a wealth of data, analysis, and literature reviews, this book embraces a rather 
narrow approach. Development is no longer an unquestioned construct. The book could have benefitted from situating 
itself within a wider interdisciplinary scholarship – works by political scientists, anthropologists, and sociologists. To 
write from a singular perspective is no longer fitting for the times. 
 
 
Endnotes 

 
1 Chaudhury and Matin (2002); Qayum, Samadder, and Rahman (2012) 
 
2 Krishna (2002); Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti (1993) 
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