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BANGLADESH BETWEEN PROMISE AND REALITY: CURRENT 

TENDENCIES AND THEORETICAL EXPLORATIONS 

Ahrar Ahmad 

ABSTRACT 

This paper will try to examine some of the political and economic developments in Bangladesh with particular 
emphasis on relatively recent tendencies. It will argue that Bangladesh emerged with some political advantages at 
its birth, and there were some fortuitous developments in the 1980s that indicated an optimistic future However, the 
expectations were sadly betrayed This paper will analyze the tendencies towards political hyper-engagement, the 
criminalization of politics, the corruption and violence, and the economic conditions that have not helped to alleviate 
the structures of poverty and inequality in the country. The paper will end with a discussion of the major theoretical 
perspectives, both universal and particularist, that have been suggested to explain why the reality of Bangladesh 
cannot live up to its potentials for democracy and economic progress 

Introduetion-Reasons for Optimism 

Political scientists heralding the behavioral revolution 
in the 1960s suggested four criteria of political 
development, or challenges, which newly 
independent countries would have to meet (Almond 
and Powell, 1966) These were: state-building 
(setting up rational administrative structures to 
extract resources and implement the laws of the 
land); nation-building ( creating a national identity 
transcending parochial or uprimordial" attachments); 
participation (providing free and fair avenues for the 
citizen's involvement in the political process); and 
distribution (allocating both material and symbolic 
"values" to the people in a responsive and 
responsible manner). 

Many scholars had argued, including the present 
author, that Bangladesh was born with some 
advantages that would easily allow it to meet these 
challenges (Ahmad, 1996). The idea of "staleness", 
and the structure of bureaucratic authority, had been 
part of the historical and political narrative of 
Bangladesh. The nation faced no crisis of identity or 
internal divisions within the people whose common 
linguistic and ethnic heritage became further 
solidified through a long political struggle and short 
but brutal civil war. A new constitution and early 
elections within sixteen months of independence, as 
well as a charismatic political leader and a popularly 
supported party, all indicated a system where the 
participation of the people would be guaranteed and 
sustained. And finally, some bold decisions of the 
government (in initiating land reforms, controlling 
the commanding heights of the economy, etc.), and 
the rhetorical orientations of the leadership, also 
suggested that the system would be sensitive to the 
imperatives of Hdistribution" in its pursuit of a 
progressive agenda.. Consequently, witl1 reference to 

the four criteria of political development mentioned 
earlier, there were ample reasons to feel optimistic 
about the future of Bangladesh Some other fortunate 
developments in the 1980s, as unforeseen as they 
were remarkable, reinforced this feeling of optimism 

First, the garment and knitwear industries have 
become important contributors to the national 
economy (Quddus 1996, Government of Bangladesh, 
1999) In 1981-82 there were about 4543 people 
employed in these industries, today about I .5 million 
people (about 80% of whom are women) are directly 
working in these factories Total exports increased 
from about $3M in 1981, to more than $IB in 1991, 
and exceeded $4.3B in 1998-99 The total value 
added component was $0 . .9M in 1981, $319 in 1991, 
and clearly exceeded $IB in 1998-99. There are 
significant backward and forward linkages associated 
with these developments, and today it is the apparel 
sector that is driving industrialization in Bangladesh.
It should be pointed out that the combined annual 
earnings of the traditional export staples of 
Bangladesh (raw jute, jute products and tea) have 
been less than $500M since the 1990s (GOB, 
1998:126) 

Second, expatriate Bangladeshis are having a very 
noticeable impact at home According to official 
figures, there were only about 68,000 Bangladeshis 
working outside the country in 1981 -82 (GOB, 
1998:127). In 1991-92 the figure had increased to 
185,000, and by 1999-2000, the number could be as 
high as 2M (with about UM leaving the country 
over the last five years).. Official remittances from 
expatriate Bangladeshis (particularly from the Middle 
Eastern countries) exceeded $1B in 1993-94, and 
over the last five years (1994-95 to 1999-2000) they 
have remitted about $7 .5B, or about $1 .5B annually 
(second only to the garment industries in foreign 



exchange earnings) (The Daily Star, Jan 30, 2000) 
These figures do not include unofficial expatriates, 
nor does it include various ad hoc and creative 
arrangements that people make to send money and 
goods home to Bangladesh. It should also be noted 
that the exposure of so many people to the outside 
world, the possibilities of educating their children 
abroad, and building various fonnal and infonnal 
networks for profit and opportunity, are all expected 
to bring lasting changes in Bangladeshi society 

Third, the activities of Non-governmental 
Organizations (NGOs) arc having a profound 
influence in the country Some of the larger ones 
such as Grameen Bank, the Bangladesh Rural 
Advancement Committee (BRAC), Swanirvar 
Bangladesh, Gono Shastha Kendra, Proshika, and 
some international ones ( e g , CARE, Oxfam, Save 
the Children Fund, World Vision, etc) have 
considerable resources and are multi-dimensional in 
their interests The novelty and success of Grameen 
Bank has generated almost universal admiration, and 
there are organizations in many countries, including 
the United States, trying to replicate its principles and 
practices The total number of registered NGOs in 
the country would be close to 2000 with most of 
them receiving some external financing But there 
are some small and independent NGOs located within 
narrowly defined niches in which they function 
bravely and creatively The range of objectives 
pursued by all these NGOS include women's 
empowerment, children's health and education, rural 
community organization, adult training programs, 
awareness of environmental problems, population 
control, marketing of handicrafts in the urban areas or 
abroad, and most significantly, promoting the micro
credit program to encourage and support small-scale 
entrepreneurship. Their impact can be felt in most of 
the rural areas of Bangladesh, and there is every 
reason to believe that they are contributing to 
changing the economic and social landscape of the 
country in progressive directions. 

And yet, in spite of all these advantages, the 
perfonnance of Bangladesh in economic, social and 
political terms has not been as impressive as could be 
expected . The country lurched towards authoritarian 
rule by 1975 and alternated between military and 
civilian rule till the 1990s. However, there were three 
successful parliamentary elections in 1991, 1996 and 
2001 with relatively peaceful transfer of power from 
one civilian authority to another While it was 
expected that this would usher in a new democratic 
age for Bangladesh, there are developments in the 
political arena that are deeply troubling Similarly, 
while the economic indicators till the 1990s 
demonstrated a developmental record that was 
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inconsistent and perfunctory, aggregate growth in the 
country during the last decade has been robust The 
GDP, at constant market prices, increased on average 
by more than 4% between 1991-92 and 1994-95, and 
more than 5% later (GOB, 1998:95). However, the 
economic reality that most citizens face remains grim 
and foreboding. The 1999-2000 ranking of countries 
by the UNDP in terms of human development 
indicators listed Bangladesh at 146 out of 174 
countries in the survey, and as the lowest of all the 
South Asian countries (UNDP, 2000: 159) Before we 
address the reasons for these outcomes, it is 
necessary to examine these features in the context of 
recent developments 

Political Hyper-engagement and its Consequences 

It is popularly held that the people of Bangladesh 
have a heightened level of political awareness. lheir 
passions were powerfully demonstrated through their 
participation in the Language Movement in the 
1950s, the Six Point and E !even point movement in 
the I 960s that culminated in the independence of the 
country, and the popular agitation in the 1970s and 
1980s which compelled significant changes in the 
political system. The tactics of active involvement 
(meetings, strikes, non-cooperation movements, work 
stoppages, hartals, gheraos, marches, protests, human 
chain formations, black-flag or lathi demonstrations, 
declarations and ultimatums, etc.) may well have 
been effective and appropriate at some time .. 
However such hyper-engagement in immediate, 
direct and spontaneous political activism may have 
had several unintended and disturbing consequences 
for the democratic environment in the country today 

First, there may be a gradual cynicism and alienation 
from the political process This is being 
demonstrated in the voting participation rates in the 
national elections in Bangladesh 1 In the 
parliamentary elections of I 973 only 55 .. 6% of the 
people voted, in the election of 1979 only about 50% 
voted. The elections of 1986 and 1988 were maffed 
by confusion and controversy. In the latter, even 
though the government claimed that about 50% of the 
people had voted, most of the opposition parties 
asserted that the actual number would not even be in 
double figures, In the parliamentary elections of 
1991, after a prolonged period of popular demand 
and mobilization, only about 55% of the people 
voted. The voting participation rate jumped to an 
unprecedented 74.15% in the 1996 elections, largely 
because of the unique circumstances suffounding this 
intensely contested event and the large influx of 
women voters (made possible because of the 
activities of NGOs and the development of garment 
industries). It should also be pointed out that tl1e 



three presidential elections of 1978, 1981 and I 986, 
and the two referendums of I 977 and 1985, were 
tainted by various alleged irregularities and did not 
demonstrate the kind of involvement that one expects 
from a politically eager nation While the elections 
of 200 I appear to have generated an impressive turn
out, one is still not sure about whether it will lead to a 
full and proper functioning of a democratic system. 

Second, the number of political parties and their 
functional modalities indicate serious weaknesses in 
the system In the election of 1973 only 14 parties 
contested the elections and the actual number 
represented in parliament was only 3 (with 5 
independents). In 1979, about 50 parties sought 
electoral symbols to contest the election, 29 were 
recognized, and about 15 different parties were 
represented in the legislature. If we disregard the 
rather unusual circumstances of the elections held 
under the Ershad regime, the next free and fair 
elections in the country were held in 1991, 1996 and 
2001 In the first, 75 parties contested the elections, 
in the second, 81 and in the third, 52. 
(Hasanuzzaman: 1998:142, .208). While it is true that 
the parties generally cluster around three or four 
major nodes, (the BNP, AL, JP, some Islamic parties 
and some parties of the left), this plethora of parties 
breeds various pre and post electoral alliances that 
compromises the effectiveness of the parliament, 
confuses the public, and generates shaky, and at 
times questionable, coalitions Moreover, these 
parties are riven by factionalism and internal conflict, 
remain very fluid in terms of commitments and 
policy directions, form around dominant 
personalities, and have a tendency to splinter and 
regroup under ad hoc arrangements In fact the 
leaders of the various parties come from essentially 
the same political class, and therefore reappear, 
chameleon-like, in temporary positions under 
different party labels at various times A party's 
victory or defeat in the elections does not necessarily 
mean a radical change in personnel or major shifts in 
ideological direction as far as the parliament or the 
country is concerned. It only signifies a new 
configuration of the ruling elite in a particular, often 
opportunistic and unstable, manifestation 

Third, there has been a progressive marginalization 
of the parliament itself. Both the Sixth and Seventh 
Parliaments (Le., after the 1991 and 1996 elections) 
became relatively irrelevant when, after about three 
years of their functioning, the opposition parties 
withdrew from the parliament and launched popular 
agitations to topple the respective governments. Both 
parties leveled similar charges against the other of 
political obstructionism, indifference to 
parliamentary procedure, partisan role of the Speaker, 
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use of objectionable language by parliamentarians, 
non-attendance of sessions, executive decisions that 
violated parliament's authority, etc. The country 
faced the anomalous situation of having a 
parliamentary system of government, but a wholly 
ineffective parliament Even the President of the 
country was compelled to draw attention to the 
dismal situation and referred to a game that children 
had invented (called the "sangsad game") which 
included rowdy behavior, abusive language, and 
playful scuffling (The Independent: July I I, .2000) 
It should be pointed out that after the 200 I elections, 
the defeated AL party has initially decided not to 
participate in the parliamentary process, and the 
question hangs like a dark cloud over the legitimacy 
of the system itself 

Fourth, direct activism through hartals and gheraos 
can be cynically manipulated by the opposition 
parties to intimidate the government, and disrupt its 
operations Both AL and the BNP have taken 
recourse to hartals repeatedly and relentlessly when 
they have been in the opposition. Apart from causing 
obvious and considerable public suffering at various 
levels, this behavior is also economically costly. Mr 
Anisul 1-laq, Vice President of the Bangladesh 
Garments Manufacturers and Exporters Association 
(BGMEA), reported that each day of the hartal cost 
the garment industry about Tk 70 crores in 
production loss for this sector alone, and probably 
Tk 120 crore for the national economy (The Daily 
Star: Feb 13, 2000) The banking industry, which has 
about Tk4000 crores exposure as far as the garments 
industry is concerned, also faces the ripple effects of 
such economic dislocations 

Fifth, there is a progressive devaluation of political 
discourse in the country. The interaction between the 
leaders of the different parties (including the PM and 
the Leader of the Opposition) was, at times, 
embarrassing They refer to each other's personal 
lives in lurid terms, charge each other of "stealing" 
from the public treasury, and routinely accuse each 
other of "conspiracies" they are supposedly hatching 
for subverting democracy, or comprom1smg 
sovereignty, or destJ·oying Islam, or sabotaging the 
economy, or even murdering each other. The party in 
power allegedly hounds the opposition with false 
criminal charge and the Opposition parties promise 
that as soon as they come to power the current 
leaders will be incarcerated. This "personalization" 
of the political system, and the "slash and burn" 
tactics of our political leaders, exposes the vacuity of 
a system that has been reduced to a sneering, 
threatening, vindictive and violent theatre of the 
absurd. 



Sixth, a significant consequence of provoking direct 
and agitational politics was the increasing levels of 
corruption and violence that resulted The effort to 
control the streets led the parties to cultivate goons 
and thugs, and hence encourage a "mastan culture", 
that had a serious impact on the law and order 
situation in the country Even the educational 
institutions, once the venue of idealistic and 
ideological politics, have become veritable 
battlegrounds In 1998 alone there were 21 students 
killed in various incidents of violence in educational 
campuses, and I 087 students were injured, in as 
many as 79 different uincidents" reported in the 
national media 2 Many Universities were closed 
down for long periods, examinations had to be 
postponed, and residential halls became "trophies" 
that had to be physically "captured" by one student 
party or the other In the same year, at the national 
level, there were IO 1 people killed in political 
violence between rival parties, and 3,973 people were 
injured. A further 73 people were killed when police 
fired on demonstrators during strikes and hartals. 
Even journalists are not spared. In 1998, more than 
30 journalists were assaulted by the police or political 
activists, 7 received death threats, and several were 
killed Amnesty International, in its annual report 
released in June 2000, pointed out widespread 
violation of human rights in Bangladesh. It referred 
to the hooliganism encouraged by political parties, 
the disproportionate use of police force against anti
government demonstrators (and, at times, against 
journalists), and the inability to protect women from 
discrimination and violence (The Daily Star: June 6, 
2000). 

Seventh, there are clear tendencies towards the 
«criminalisation of politics",3 The phrase refers to a 
symbiotic and perverse relationship between political 
leaders and criminal elements in the country. Both 
protect and reinforce the other, and contribute to a 
gradual deterioration of the credibility of the legal 
system. If some politically connected people can get 
away with activities (which may include violence, 
murder, confiscation of property, extortion, illegal 
toll collection, threatening or assaulting the 
opposition, etc ), without facing appropriate legal 
consequences, it obviously frustrates the people It 
also mocks one of the fundamental principles of all 
democratic governance that is premised on upholding 
of the rule of law and establishing the equality of all 
people before the law Moreover, politicians depend 
upon the rich for (usually illegal) contributions to 
finance their organizations and campaigns, and 
depend upon the "mastans" to intimidate and coerce 
the opposition .. The "corrosive nexus" of money and 
politics that Prof Rehman Sobhan has pointed out, 
results in a system where many politicians are 

4 

vulnerable to pressures from the top as well as the 
bottom, and they protect and cultivate both 
According to a survey conducted by the Centre for 
Policy Dialogue in the late 90s, fully two-thirds of 
the respondents accused the political parties for 
rearing mastans and promoting a culture of 
chandabaji and extortion (Rahman, 1999:48-49) 

And finally, Bangladesh has earned the dubious 
distinction of being one of the most com1pt countries 
in the world . Apart from the problems of waste, 
delay, inefficiency and morale that it generates, there 
are significant economic consequences as well. ·1he 
World Bank has estimated that the GNP of 
Bangladesh would increase by 2 1 % - 2 9% if 
corruption could be eliminated, or significantly 
reduced. Per capita income could be expected to rise 
from $350 to almost $700 annually, and Bangladesh 
could very well advance into the level of mid-income 
countries rather than be condemned to the ranks of 
the lowest group (The Daily Star: April 4, 5, 2000) 
The government cannot collect the revenues 
necessary for its functioning largely because of 
leakages and irregularities. For example, the shortfall 
between revenue estimates and actual realization 
increased from 12% in 1996 to 26% in 1999 (The 
Independent: June 7, 2000). Similarly, banking 
procedures persistently tend to privilege the rich and 
the powerful (who do not have to worry about 
defaulting on their loans) rather than the creative and 
entrepreneurial A recent study of the Bangladesh 
Institute of Business Management indicated that 
almost 80% of the large bank loans in the private 
sector are influenced by the politically connected 
with Ministers influencing 46% of those decisions, 
parliament members 35% and other party leaders 
about 13% (The Daily Star: May 29, 2000) Foreign 
investors, advisors, and officials of various 
international bodies all complain about the "hidden 
costs" of doing business in Bangladesh, and refer to 
the absence of any transparency in government, 
delays and confusions in decision-making, and 
widespread corruption as the chief reasons which 
frustrate foreign investments in the country. 4 FD! in 
the manufacturing sector has been less than $2b, a 
level that makes it closer to the experience of sub
Saharan Africa than countries in South and South
east Asia (Bhattacharya, 1997:326). The World 
Bank's report in April 2000 explicitly referred to the 
"deleterious consequences of bribery, kick-backs, 
under-the-table payments on investment funds and 
misallocated resources" and suggested that comrption 
is "unaffordable, unacceptable and treatable, if a 
national will can be mobilized". (The Daily Star: 
April 4, 2000) Given the profound and pervasive 
levels at which corruption flourishes in the country, 
the prospect of that national will being mobilized 



soon is chimerical at best 

The Constancy of Poverty 

Through all this, the poor people of Bangladesh 
remain poor In spite of all the foreign aid and 
assistance Bangladesh has received (amounting to, on 
average, $795M annually in the 1970s, $ I JB in the 
1980s, and $1.6B in the 1990s); in spite of the stated 
priorities of most governments to dedicate 
themselves to various poverty alleviation measures; 
and in spite of the fortunate socio-economic 
developments that we had alluded to earlier, 
improvements in the quality of life for most of the 
people have been rather modest. Two remarkable 
achievements must be appreciated Adult literacy 
rates rose from 25 8% in 1974 to 29.2% in 1981, to 
38.8% in 1991, to more than 44% in 1997, and the 
population growth rates have declined from over 3% 
in the early 70s to about I 6% in the late 90s But, at 
the same time, it was reported in July 2000, that 50% 
of the newborn babies are low in birth weight, and 
almost 90% of the children and almost 70% of the 
women suffer from some form of malnutrition (The 
Daily Star: July 13, 2000) 

Poverty remains deep and almost intractable 
According to the Household Expenditure Survey 
conducted by the Bureau of Statistics, comparable 
data on caloric intake suggests that while there has 
been a reduction in poverty between 1983-84 and 
1988-89, any progress in this direction has been 
stalled since then.' In 1988-89, 47.8% of the rnral 
population and 4 7 .6% in the urban areas lived under 
the poverty line measured on a per capita intake of 
2122 k. cals per day . In 1995-96 the figures were 
47 .. 1% and 49 7% respectively In terms of the hard 
core poor (based on 1805 k. calories per day), in 
I 988-89, 28 6% in the rural areas and 26A% in the 
urban areas would fall under this category In 1995-
96 the figures were 24. 6% in the rural areas, and 
27 3% in the urban While there has been a very 
slight moderation in rural poverty, the situation has 
apparently worsened in the urban areas. BIDS 
estimates indicate slight improvements in the 
direction of change but not much in terms of the total 
percentage of poor people. According to these 
estimates the number of poor and hardcore poor for 
the entire country has declined from 57 5% in 1987 
to 51 % in 1994, and that the poor on average 
consume only 86 .09% of the total calories necessary 
for a healthy life Regardless of definitional and 
methodological quibbles about the meaning and 
measurement of poverty, the very sobering reality is 
that a large segment of the population (probably close 
to a majority) still lives in meager circumstances 
where they simply do not have enough to eat 
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According to Dr. Binayak Sen, Bangladesh's 
performance in four human development indicators 
(infant and maternal mortality rates, life expectancy 
at birth, and adult literacy) makes it comparable to 
the situation that persists in Bihar, which is one of the 
least developed of the Indian states (Sen, 1998: 168-
169) 

The situation has been exacerbated by the inequalities 
that are evident in the system According to the 
Household Expenditure Survey conducted by the 
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics in 1995/96, the 
proportion of income earned by the lowest 25% of 
the population declined from about 837% in 1983-
84, to only 6 59% in 1995-96 The earnings of the 
highest 25% of the population increased from 
6 I .68% to 73 .7% in the same time period The 
national Gini ratio increased from .360 in 1983-84 to 
432 in 1995-96, with the urban areas increasing from 
370 to 444, and the rural areas from .350 to 384 in 

the same period (GOB, 1998: 82) Dr. Binayak Sen 
quotes slightly different estimates but they indicate 
similar directions He reports that the Gini in the 
urban areas, expressed in percentages, has increased 
from 29 8% in 1983-84 to 36 7% in 1995-96, while it 
increased from 24.6% to 28 .8% in the rural areas in 
the same period (Sen, 1998: I 65). There is absolutely 
no doubt that as far as the problem of inequality in 
the country is concerned, the situation has 
deteriorated markedly This is all the more 
depressing in the context of the robust economic 
growth rates that Bangladesh has been demonstrating, 
and all the external assistance that has been received 

Theoretical Insights and Explanations 

How does one explain Bangladesh's developmental 
trajectory and its inability to move from the "low 
level equilibrium trap" of underdevelopment? Why 
is it that the beginnings that promised such hope and 
optimism did not materialize in any meaningful 
outcomes ( compared to the rest of the world, or even 
compared to its own potential) What theoretical 
suggestions can be made by way of unraveling this 
seeming mystery and understanding the causes that 
have generated the obvious frustrations in this 
beautiful but blighted land? Several genres of 
explanation can be suggested, not all of them equally 
sound. 

Conventional explanations of underdevelopment in 
the Third World countries usually emphasize internal 
barriers to development These obstacles can take 
one of two forms - the socio-psychological and tl1e 
structural The first set of constraints is expressed in 
the prevalence of "traditional'' values, habits, or 



cultural norms of the people of these countries that 
hinder the process of development These people are 
supposed to suffer from ulow achievement needs" 
(i.e., they do not feel the drive to succeed), or from 
"amoral familism" (e.g,, making economic decisions 
based on family considerations rather than moral or 
rational criteria), or from "the backward bending 
supply curve of effort" (i e., they would prefer to 
work less rather than more if wages were to rise), or 
from "low over-all modernity scores" (i.e., they 
remain pre�modem in their behavioral and 
psychological orientations). In other words the 
people of these countries cannot develop because 
they are prisoners of their own mental and attitudinal 
backwardness 6 

The "structural" perspective hinges on the lack of 
some physical or material conditions that are 
supposed to be pre-requisites to development 
Therefore these countries remain poor because they 
do not have adequate capital resources, market 
extensity, communication networks, skilled workers, 
rational administrations, technological sophistication, 
infra-structural facilities, external linkages, etc They 
are supposed to be locked within the "vicious cycles 
of poverty" from which the possibilities of escape are 
limited, and would require benign "Western" 
intervention in providing the appropriate inputs, the 
historical example and the developmental model to 
help these countries along the path of growth and 
modernization, 7 

"World system" or "dependency" theorists proposed 
a radical shift in perspective by locating the causes of 
underdevelopment in external factors rather than on 
anything intrinsic to these countries Thus they 
emphasized imperialist aggression, the establishment 
of colonial hegemony, and the incorporation of these 
economies into the world capitalist system (assisted 
by local compradore elites tied to the interests of the 
imperial masters), which compelled these countries to 
continuously reproduce their peripherality, as well as 
their poverty and inequality.. These theorists contend 
that the possibilities of any development in these 
countries were initially arrested and subverted by the 
penetration and domination of external forces. Even 
after formal independence was granted to these 
countries, they are condemned to function within an 
integrated structure of international production and 
exchange (with a global division of labor, unequal 
exchange, asymmetric power relations, etc.) which 
necessarily and inevitably leaves them weak, 
dependent and underdeveloped. 8 

Marx's argument was, in fact, different from "Jeftist'1 

positions advanced by many self-proclaimed 
Marxists The core of his analysis of the non-
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European world and his explanation of 
underdevelopment lies in the characteristic features 
of the Asiatic Mode of Production (AMP) embedded 
in the history of many of these countries These 
features include: the absence of private property in 
land, the absorption of the individual into a 
communal identity, the prevalence of isolated, self' 
sufficient and sterile village communities, the 
absence of urbanization ( or a lack of opposition 
between town and country), and the presence of 
"oriental despotism" (i e, a centralized state 
machinery which controlled the villages through its 
control of various services particularly water-works) 
Unlike the feudal mode of production the AMP did 
not, and indeed could not, generate the conditions 
that provided the impetus towards competition, class 
formation, innovations in production and exchange, 
or new legal and fiscal arrangements that led to 
capitalist dynamism Therefore, the "lags" and 
problems experienced in these countries are rooted in 
the stagnancy of its social formations imposed by 
historical determinants 9 

These are "universal" explanations suggested to 
clarify the reasons for the underdevelopment of the 
Third World countries It should be pointed out that 
as universal explanations they have been criticized on 
grounds of theoretical inconsistencies, 
methodological confusions, and empirical 
weaknesses. 

There are popular suggestions in Bangladesh, which 
may correspond to, and may be tangentially derived 
from, the socio-psychological, structural, dependency 
and Marxist explanations indicated above. For 
example, some claim that there are unique personal 
and cultural pathologies that condemn the people to 
this condition, Others maintain that the resource 
scarcities, bureaucratic inefficiencies, and 
capital/labor weaknesses of the country create most 
of the problems. Still others suggest that it was 
British imperialism and later the experience of 
internal colonialism during the Pakistan period that 
has generated the conditions of poverty and 
inequality in the country And finally some others 
hold that the historical antecedents of Bangladesh 
expressed in its lack of a feudal past, its closed 
village system, and its "despotic" state apparatus, are 
responsible for the situation that exists. However, no 
rigorous, comparative, or theoretically informed work 
has been done to clarify underdevelopment in 
Bangladesh in a systematic manner .. 

One obvious problem of applying almost any such 
universal explanations is that they are difficult to 
sustain given the counter-example (in some ways) 
that other countries in the region may provide. 



Consequently, some "particularist" explanations that 
are more narrowly formulated have been attempted 
They may fit into one or the other of the categories 
discussed above, but they are of sufficient uniqueness 
and distinction that it is essential to discuss them 

First, some scholars have looked into the operation of 
the Permanent Settlement Act of 1793 as a key to 
understanding the condition of Bangladesh The 
argument is that the unique structures of private 
property and sub-infeudation that was generated by 
this act created an artificial class structure. The 
income of the new privileged classes depended upon 
collecting, and increasing, the revenues on their land 
rather than on any agricultural development or 
industrial investment They were also caught in an 
ambivalent relationship with their colonial masters 
On the one hand they remained grateful, obsequious 
and apish for the status and wealth that they derived 
from the British. But, on the other hand they 
remained resentful, insecure and subversive because 
of the subordinate position within the racial and 
imperialist structure that they occupied. Thus, both 
the peculiarities of its property structures, and the 
psychological complexities of its elite, create the 
confusions and frustrations displayed in Bangladesh 
today. 10 

Second, some have looked at the problems that 
religious conversion has introduced into the country 
It is maintained that people who were embedded in 
"old beliefs, earth religions, the cult of rulers, local 
deities etc!' found it difficult to "cross-over" to the 
philosophical, humanitarian and transformational 
dynamics of revealed religions like Islam or 
Christianity .. Islam, in particular, being in essence an 
Arab religion, created special problems of identity in 
the converted.. It compelled them to alter their world
views, forced them to adjust in trying to be 
incorporated into the Arab narrative, and situated 
them awkwardly between a culture they want to tum 
away from and a story that can never be fully theirs. 
This creates "the fantasies the neurosis and the 
nihilism" in many people in these countries, which 
can "bring them to a boil" easily, and prove 
significant barriers to their stability and progress 11 

Third, it has been suggested that Bangladesh has 
historically suffered from an institutional vacuum at 
the grass-roots level. Villages in Bangladesh did not 
have the corporate character, or the nucleated 
coherence, exhibited by villages in other parts of 
India. The villages here were bigger, but physically 
more open and administratively less structured. This 
promoted a "vigorous individualism" in the people, 
made tliem more flexible to different ideas, easier to 
convert, difficult to rule, and routinely unstable 
Since most of these villages were only sporadically 
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incorporated into centralized rule in India, the area 
suffered from historical discontinuities, and neither 
allowed the development of political and 
administrative institutions, nor generated attitudes 
favoring collective or community action The 
factionalism, indifference to the good of others, 
organizational limitations, etc. exhibited today, can 
all be traced lo the weaknesses in the village 
system, 12 

Fourth, and closely related to the argument above, is 
the contention that both because of internal 
weaknesses and external penetration Bangladesh 
never developed the potential for a strong "civil 
society" which is considered lo be indispensable lo 
democracy. The phrase is generally used to refer to 
voluntary and goal-directed institutions (outside the 
scope of the political/bureaucratic process) that 
mediate between the state and private individuals to 
promote collective welfare, build "social capital", 
and generate good citizenry. While there has been a 
veritable "explosion of groups formed to represent 
various social interests" in Bangladesh (with more 
than 3 723 trade unions, 27 student organizations, 200 
business organizations, 600 shop-keepers 
associations etc.), they are fragmented, politically 
manipulated, controlled by dominant personalities, 
and ultimately ineffective. They function more as 
special interest groups pursuing utilitarian interests 
rather than civic organizations advancing democratic 
goals Consequently, the democratic experience of 
Bangladesh has been spasmodic and difficult to 
sustain 13 

Fifth, some scholars have focussed upon the over
developed character of the Bangladeshi State that is 
super-imposed over an under-developed class 
structure that had no time to mature. Consequently, 
the Bangladeshi State became the dominant, ifnot the 
sole, center of power, unchecked by any other 
economic or moral locus of authority. This 
facilitated its rent-seeking behavior in its effort to 
control and regulate most economic activities. It 
became the arena, and the object, of almost all social 
conflict Location in its hierarchy, or nearness to it 
through social and personal connections, became the 
determinant of individual status and power. Thus, 
the State could function as a predatory, klepto
patrimonial, or a bureaucratic-authoritarian 
instrument, protecting the interests of, and buffeted 
by, the fractionated petty bourgeoisie classes, 
promoting a limited version of "crony capitalism", 
and becoming a threat to democracy rather than its 
agency or its guarantor. 14

Finally, some have looked at more immediate causes 
for the supposed "failures" of Bangladesh.. There are 



some who refer to the weaknesses of its leaders for 
their supposed lack of appropriate preparation, 
commitment or vision, but also because their politics 
is based on settling personal scores rather than facing 
national challenges There are some who think that 
Bangladesh is suffering the negative impact of the 
processes of globalization with its attendant cultural, 
social, economic and environmental challenges 
There are some who fault the indeterminate quality of 
its rnling class, (is it feudal? semi-feudal? capitalist? 
semi-capitalist? colonial? semi-colonial?), as the root 
cause of its current difficulties There are some who 
claim that Bangladesh is the victim of any number of 
conspiracies hatched by external forces (aided by 
internal udalals") representing India or Pakistan or 
America or fundamentalist interests, etc There are 
some who indicate that the geographic location of 
Bangladesh makes it vulnerable to climatic disasters 
and also compels a short-sightedness in the people 
(who cannot dare to engage in long-tenn planning) 
which forces an anxious and impatient mode of 
behavior and expectation There are some who 
suggest (almost heretically) that the independence of 
Bangladesh is shrouded in too many myths and lies 
and, consequently, the hyperbolic narrative of loss 
and bravery during the liberation war generates 
skepticism, devalues real suffering and sacrifice 
inherent in that struggle, and erodes authentic pride 
or patriotism. There are some who propose that the 
political and administrative elite in the country have a 
vested interest in maintaining the status quo, both 
because their own privileged positions depend on it, 
and because the "poverty industry,, generates foreign 
assistance and opportunities manipulated primarily to 
benefit themselves. There are some who blame 
religion, either the shrill extremism of too much of it, 
or the moral decadence of too little, which 
supposedly condemns Bangladesh to its 
underdevelopment 

The article does not seek to endorse a particular 
perspective or argument but only to point out that 
scholars in our country must engage in some serious 
research and analysis in order to understand why the 
country consistently manages to snatch defeat from 
the jaws of victory .. It also appeals for a lively 
discourse on that issue rather than a hasty answer 

Endnotes 

I. The following infonnation on election results are
all derived from Hasanuzzaman, A (1998), a
valuable source of infonnation on Bangladesh
parliamentary politics.

2 See, Ain O Shalish Kendra (I 999), for most of 
the information listed here. The discussion in 
this section depends upon this publication 
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3 The phrase "criminalization of politics", and 
discussions about the relationship between 
money and politics, particularly as they impinge 
upon economic development in the country, have 
been initiated by Prof Rehman Sobhan in many 
lectures and articles These concerns were 
implicit in choosing "The Crisis of Governance" 
as the theme for the annual discussion and 
publication on developmental issues in 
Bangladesh organized by the Centre for Policy 
Dialogue in 1997 His concerns were more 
explicitly articulated later and reported in The

Daily Star, April 15, and June 7, 2000 Dr 
Wahiduddin Mehmud, President of the 
Bangladesh Economic Association, has also 
spoken out about the problem See his open 
letter to the political leaders of Bangladesh in 
The Daily Star, Feb. 13, 2000 

4 For the concerns expressed by the envoys of the 
European Union, the remarks of Mr. Antonio De 
Souza Menezes, Head of the European 
Commission in Dhaka, and the frustrations 
expressed by Japanese investors, see The Daily 

Star, May 9, May 31, and June I 6, 2000, 
respectively For concerns expressed by the 
Local Consultative Group of Donors see ]he

Daily Star, April 6, 2000. It should be pointed 
out that some of these "hidden costs" help to 
deter domestic investment as well For example, 
a commercial power connection requires a bribe 
between Ikl 0,000-100,000, a telephone 
connection between IK I 0,000-20,000, a 
commercial gas connection between TK50,000-
500,000, getting a trade license between 
Tkl,000-10,000, a No-Ojection certificate from 
the Environment Ministry between lkl0,000-
15,000, a bonded warehouse license between 
Ik50,000-60,000, bribe to custom officers 
between Tkl25,000-150,000, bribe to taxation 
officers between Ik50,000-I 00,000, among 
other 11dues" as necessary, These payments do 
not include other tolls, extortion and protection 
rackets run by local mastans For these figures 
see, Mamoon, M "The Invisible Costs of Doing 
Business in Bangladesh" (The Daily Star: July 
26, 2000) 

5 All these figures are derived from Government 
of Bangladesh (1998), Bangladesh Economic 
Review 1998, Economic Adviser's Wing, 
Ministry of Finance, Dhaka, p. 76, Table 132, 
13.3, 13.4 p 80, 82. 

6 See McClelland, C. (1961); Inkeles, A. (1976); 
Banfield, E. (1958); Higgins, B and Higgins, 
JD. (I 979) The phrases quoted in the paragraph 
are derived from these four books respectively 

7. Kindleberger, C. (1958); Myint, H ( I 965);
Nurkse, R (1959). These conventional



explanations comprised the dominant 
"paradigm" on development in the 1950s and 
1960s. 

8. Wallerstein, I. (1974 and 1979); AG. Frank, J
Cockcroft and D. Johnson (ed.) (1972), Frank,
A.G. (1979), These works and others by Samir
Amin, Walter Rodney, Arghiri Emmanuell,
Celsu Furtado etc. created enormous academic
excitement in the 1980s.

9 Marx's position is not presented in a coherent 
form in a specific place Elements of his theory 
appear in K. Marx ( 1964, 1968, 1970, 1972) 
The concept of the AMP became the subject of 
many books and articles written by both 
Marxists and non-Marxists in the 1970s Its 
most determined application to India was by A 
Sen (1982). 

I 0. This argument is derived from the essays of 
Ghose, B (1973) and Umar, B (1998). It should 
be pointed out that this is not specifically Umar's 
argument but one implied in this and many of his 
other writings 

11. This controversial argument was made in
reference to four other Muslim countries in Asia
but is obviously applicable to Bangladesh as
well See, Naipaul, V S. (1999). The phrases
quoted in this paragraph are all from the
Prologue to this book

12 This argument made by Akbar Ali Klrnn is 
elaborated in his book (I 996). Such a 
sociologically informed analysis of Bangladesh's 
history is indeed rare and welcome. 

13. This is alluded to in Kochanek, S.A {] 993). The
figures quoted here are in p. 336 See also the
open letter of Dr. Wahiduddin Mehmud,
President of Bangladesh Economic Association,
reported in The Dai()' Star, Feb 7, 2000, where
he decries the weaknesses of civil society in
Bangladesh I would also like to point out that
this is currently a popular refrain in elite circles
in Bangladesh.

14. This position has a long theoretical pedigree. It
was first applied to South Asia by Hamza Alavi
(1972). It was later used specifically on
Bangladesh by Abrar, CR (1994)
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TOWARDS INSTITUTION BUILDING IN BANGLADESH: 
TRENDS IN DEMOCRACY AND HUMAN RIGHTS 

 
Syedur Rahman   

 
ABSTRACT 

 
To assess the construction of democracy and democratic institutions in any country is a challenging task, especially 
when it is Bangladesh—a country identified on nearly all acceptable social and economic indicators as being at the 
bottom of the community of nations.  Although Bangladesh today is ridden with political strife and is faced with a 
multitude of economic adversities, important developments are, nevertheless, taking place in the country that are 
worthy of note.  Two megatrends define democratic institution-building in Bangladesh:  First, no government can 
attain power or continue to be considered legitimate without the consent of the people.  Second, the formation of 
self-governing groups at all levels of society is facilitating the development of accountability and responsibility, 
decision-making and participatory skills, and organizational and managerial skills.  These two trends are forcing the 
body politics to become more accountable and more responsive to the needs of the people of Bangladesh.  This 
paper offers some insights into the dynamics of Bangladesh democratic institution-building process and ideas of 
how to further the process. 
 

Introduction 
 

Since 1979, social, political, and economic changes 
coupled with the intensity and magnitude of these 
changes have led many developing nations and 
countries in transition to the brink of administrative 
collapse. Other nation-states are increasingly being 
detached from their citizens, while still other nations 
are in various stages of atrophy being unable to 
deliver essential goods and services to the majority of 
their citizens.  Today, governments single-handedly 
cannot meet all needs and demands of all its citizens. 
 
The forces of change are multidimensional and seem 
to cancel out their individual impacts on society and 
culture. Changes stemming from economic 
downturns, political upheavals, pressure for 
democratization, regional integration, competition 
and privatization, cultural homogenization, structural 
adjustments, technological development, social 
justice, environmental protection, human rights, 
reconnectedness with citizenry, regulation, 
accountability, entrepreneurship, empowerment, 
gender-sensitivity, minority consciousness, 
transparency, quality assurance, reengineering, 
change management, people-centered diversity-focus, 
autonomy and decentralization will continue to 
impact government operations and thinking about its 
relationships with its citizens.  Every government is 
searching for strategies to generate a balance among 
all these critical issues. 
 
Five global trends likely to have considerable impact 
on governance of nation-states1 include strategies for 
redesigning the state, methods for managing rapid 

and rampant change, accounting for widening and 
broadening leadership from all segments of society 
impact of technology and innovation, and global 
megatrends. 
 
It is in this context that this paper proposes to 
examine aspects of democracy and human rights in 
Bangladesh.  The intent is to better understand 
emerging trends and to project possible future 
scenarios so that alternative choices can be debated 
and consensus developed as preferred choices for the 
country.  The end objective is to enable the citizens 
of Bangladesh to live a comfortable life and to 
contribute to the well being of the country. 
 
Prior to an examination of democratization in 
Bangladesh we need to have a clear understanding of 
this concept.  Democratization may be defined 
broadly as a process of sharing and participation in 
decisions about the future allocation of social, 
political, and economic power by all stakeholders 
whose lives are impacted by such distribution and 
redistribution. Herein lies the first and most 
important hurdle for there is  clearly no single 
construct of democratization, nor is there a set time-
table for achieving the process of sharing and 
participation.  A second and equally important hurdle 
to overcome is to separate the day-to-day issues and 
problems of government from the evolution of the 
institutions of democratization. Often the two are 
mixed up, leading to pointless negativism about the 
complexities and difficulties of democracy in a 
developing and/or a weak nation-state. 
 
Consequently this paper will review some theoretical 



constructs of democracy and human rights and then 
seek to examine developments in Bangladesh that are 
likely to provide the building blocks for a democratic 
society in Bangladesh. 

 
The Boundaries of Democracy, Human Rights,  

and Civil Society 
 
Carl Cohen provides a construct that serves as a 
useful framework for examining, in a comprehensive 
manner, the basic elements of democratization.  
According to him, the prospects for democracy may 
be judged from its ability to enhance what he calls: 
(1) materials prospects of democracy as determined 
by improvements in the standard of living; (2) the 
intellectual prospects of democracy as determined by 
the ability of a nation to maintain a well-informed 
and well-educated society; and (3) the fraternal 
prospects of democracy as by the development and 
enhancement of community consciousness.2
 
A more applied political construct of democratization 
can be assessed from the hearings held in the mid-
1980s on issues of democracy before the Congress of 
the United States.  A case analysis of seven hearings 
between 1985 and 1990 concluded that the Congress 
of the United States focused on seven aspects of 
democratization.  These are (1) all components of a 
free and fair election, (2) the role of opposition 
political parties and their ability to participate in the 
election process, (3) the extent of human and civil 
rights violations, (4) independence of the government 
and the judicial branches, (5) all aspects of 
censorship, (6) the role of corruption and (7) the 
popularity of government.3
 
In the thinking of the United Nations, democracy is 
viewed as one of the five enabling conditions of 
development and links democracy to good 
governance.  Good governance means the design and 
pursuit of a comprehensive national strategy for 
development.  It also means ensuring the capacity, 
reliability, and integrity of the core institutions of the 
modern state.  It means improving the ability of 
government to carry out policies and functions, 
including the management of implementation 
systems.  Finally, it means the accountability for 
actions and transparency of decision-making.  
Democracy through good governance provides a long 
term basis for arbitrating, regulating, and managing 
the many political, economic, cultural, and ethnic 
strains to minimize the internal tensions that 
constantly threaten to tear apart societies and destroy 
states.4
 
Included in the construct of democracy are two other 

concepts– human rights and civil society.  Without a 
strong emphasis on human rights no society can 
generate either a good government or good 
governance practices.  Therefore, any construct of 
democracy must also focus on human rights.  Perhaps 
the element of human rights that needs most 
attention, specifically in the case of Bangladesh, is 
preamble 3 of the 1948 United Nations Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, which states “Whereas 
it is essential, if man is not to be compelled to have 
recourse, as a last resort, to rebellion against tyranny 
and oppression, that human rights be protected by 
rule of law.”5

 
Examining the content of the UN Declaration of 
Human Rights as well as the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights and the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, 
the 1978 report on Human Rights Practices in 
Countries Receiving U.S. AID points to three broad 
areas of rights.  These are (1) right to be free from 
governmental violations of the integrity of the person 
(torture, arrest, denial of fair public trial),  (2) right to 
the fulfillment of vital needs (food, shelter, health 
care, education), and  (3) right to enjoy civil and 
political liberties (freedom of speech, press, religion, 
participation in government).6
 
While the current global emphasis on 
democratization and human rights is being met with 
different levels of acceptance and skepticism, a 
concurrent social development that is perhaps 
achieving, covertly, much more success in many 
developing countries and countries in transition is the 
growth of civil society.  In its various reappearance 
throughout the history of mankind, the Latin notion 
of civilis societas was meant to convey a state of 
being of those living in a civilized political 
community which created a state to serve the 
community’s interests.7 John Ehrenberg sees three 
broad and distinct phases of thought about civil 
society.  In the first phase, civil society was generally 
equated with politically organized commonwealth 
irrespective of whether the final source of authority 
was secular or religious.  The evolution of economic 
markets and nation-states resulted in the development 
of the second phase of civil society.  In this stage, 
civil society was conceptualized as a civilization 
made possible by production, individual interest, 
competition, and need.  During this phase, the 
negatives of civil society in the form of disorder, 
inequity, and conflict required a measure of public 
supervision and led to the development of modern 
state with all its centralizing tendencies.  The third 
phase of thought conceptualized it as the now 
familiar sphere of intermediate associations that 

 12



serves liberty and limits the power of central 
institutions.8 To Van Rooy, the factors that lead to the 
resurgence of interest in civil society stems from 
emphasis on comprehensive societal well-being, the 
decline of the welfare state, and the end of 
communism.9
 
Civil society therefore entails the activities of citizens 
who have come together in free association but lack 
the authority of the state.  Non-profit goals and 
objectives motivate their activities.  Civil society 
therefore points to concepts of voluntarism, charity, 
and community and grassroots organizations.10

 
The linchpin between democratization and human 
rights is good or better governance.  Governance, in 
its broadest iteration (interface between society and 
government) refers to a process through which all 
individuals and groups in society can participate in 
making social, cultural, economic, and political 
choices.  Governance therefore refers to a society-
wide process which involves an opening up of core 
aspects of government to both public participation 
and public scrutiny.  Critical to the sustainability of 
governance is the emergence of a broad spectrum of 
leadership in society and the evolution of a highly 
energetic civil society with its concomitant self-
organizing and self-governing abilities.  In its 
narrower iteration of the internal management of the 
public administrative system, governance refers to 
participation in the decision-making process of all 
those who are involved in the operation and 
management of public bureaucracies.11 

 
The Context of Bangladesh 

 
To appreciate the difficulties of assessing emerging 
trends in Bangladesh’s democratization process it is 
important to have a clear understanding of the critical 
developmental stages of Bangladesh in modern times.  
Six contextual scenarios are offered as the basis for 
understanding modern Bangladesh. 
 
Famine and Language Movement of the 1940s.  The 
great Bengal famine of 1943 and the Language 
Movement of 1948 anchor the decade of the 1940s 
for Bangladesh and have important implications for 
the growth and development of modern Bangladesh.  
The famine of 1943 ravaged the country and 
undermined its institutional structures.  Directly or 
indirectly the British scorch-earth policy in Bengal to 
deny the Japanese, should they have prevailed, access 
to food and transportation, had an impact on the 
social, political and economic systems of present day 
Bangladesh. With the Japanese forces already in 
Myanmar (Burma) and poised to invade India, the 

British forces attempted to destroy available food 
stock and livestock as well as means of river 
transport.  This led to massive destruction of human 
lives and disruption of institutional structures.  
Events in the later decades never really allowed for 
full recovery.  The Language Movement of 1948 set 
a different tone for social and political institutional 
development; it enunciated the necessity of having 
Bengali as one of the national languages of Pakistan.  
The non-acceptance of this cultural demand laid the 
groundwork for future discord and distrust between 
the two wings of Pakistan and can be viewed in 
hindsight as the beginning of the end of united 
Pakistan.  
 
The Korean War of the 1950.   The Korean War gave 
East Pakistan an opportunity to recover from the 
institutional damages of the Bengal famine.  
Unfortunately, while East Pakistan was the major 
producer of jute and earned significant amount of 
foreign exchange for Pakistan, an insignificant 
amount of it was put back into the East Pakistan 
economy, causing further discord and distrust 
between the two wings.  This lack of trust coupled 
with the denial of having Bengali as a national 
language later emerged as strong wedge that led to 
the ultimate breakup of Pakistan.  The later part of 
the 1950s witnessed the emergence of military rule 
which continues to blemish democratic development 
in Bangladesh. 
 
Rudimentary Economic Upturn of the 1960s .  While 
military rule certainly caused political stunting, it is 
important to note that the early years also witnessed 
rudimentary economic development in East Pakistan.  
The basic infrastructural development of the early 
1960s was relegated to the background and replaced 
by the demand for popular participation in the later 
part of the 1960s at a time when “people’s 
movement” ala Cory Aquino was not in vogue. 
 
Turmoil of the 1970s. The effect of the people’s 
movement of the late 1960s had Bangladesh reeling 
in the early 1970s first from a natural disaster 
(cyclone of 1970) which took the lives of an 
estimated 500,000 people and then the Pakistani 
army operations (March 1971 – December 1971) led 
to the killing of countless innocents.  Villages were 
burnt, food stocks, livestock, and transportation 
systems were destroyed, and for the first time the 
systematic killing of Bangladeshi intellectuals took 
place.  The 1940s were back, but in a meaner form.  
In 1970, Bangladesh found itself victorious in 
popular participation but by 1971, it became a pawn 
of international geo-politics. Democracy was 
forgotten and a genocide was allowed to be carried 
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out while the world powers determined the correct 
technicalities in the ambience of the United Nations 
Security Council chambers. 
 
The return of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman in 1972 led to 
an unique  “ rising expectations” of social, political, 
and economic freedom soon to be suppressed by a 
failure in governance, the famine of 1974, dictatorial 
authority, and the fall of the regime in 1975.  
Bangladesh was relegated to the lowest level in the 
community of nations and political turmoil continued 
until, in 1979, it was back to the initial infrastructural 
development of the early 1960s. 

 
The disasters of the 1980s. The early 1980s witnessed 
continued political turmoil followed by limited 
authoritarianism.  Moreover, of the ten worst floods 
in the world, eight of them were in Bangladesh in the 
1980s.  Thus, to conclude that Bangladesh did not 
move ahead economically is not an understatement. 
 
The Upturns of the 1990s.  The removal of a military-
turned-civilian government, the movement towards 
democracy through popular election, the elevation of 
political systems to take over leadership and 
governance are movements towards a civil society.  
However, the 1990s have also been marred by 
constant strife between the two major political parties 
jostling for political domination and not political 
power sharing.  Such rivalry to date has ensured that 
no movement towards a consistent economic upturn 
can be maintained and democratic institutionalization 
is being met with political self-destruction at the cost 
of the people. 
 

Emerging Trends in Democratization in 
Bangladesh. 

 
Any assessment of emerging positive trends in 
democratic practices in Bangladesh is likely to be 
met with great skepticism.  The normal practice is for 
each government to claim that during their tenure in 
office, they strengthened democracy and democratic 
practices.  The opposition, on the other hand, 
routinely claims that there are few, if any, democratic 
practices and of those they claim as democratic 
practices, the party in power is systematically 
destroying them.  But as one sifts out all the 
dissonance and noise in Bangladesh society today, 
there are two megatrends at the national level that is 
facilitating democratization in Bangladesh. The first 
is the institutionalization of national elections as a 
means of power sharing in a democratic society.  In 
the last 25 years, thirteen national elections were held 
in Bangladesh of which seven were parliamentary, 
three presidential, and three referendum.  While a 

majority of these elections were neither free nor fair, 
the intermittent holding of elections and the 
negotiated process of holding each election have 
resulted in the development of an election process 
which is moving towards being relatively free and 
fair.  Therefore, no government can attain power or 
continue to hold legitimacy without some form of 
consent of the people. 
 
How Bangladesh reached such a stage in its political 
development where no government can exist without 
the consent of the people can be traced back to the 
political development of East Pakistan in the late 
1940s and early 1950s.  The language issue was 
utilized as a wedge to start a process of negotiated 
outcomes which allows for popular participation in 
political decision-making.  Subsequently, through 
various demand-lists the government in power and 
the opposition have negotiated a sharing of power 
although the coups in 1958, 1975, and 1982 disrupted 
the process.  Even so, the autocratic powers had to 
ultimately negotiate a way out of autocracy for 
popular participation to make slow and steady 
inroads.  The 8-point demand of the Student Action 
Committee of 1948, the 21-point demand of the 
United Front of 1954, the six-point demand of 1966, 
the four-point demand of the Awami League in 1971, 
the four-point demand of the National Awami League 
in 1974, the five-point demand list of 1978 tabled by 
12 political parties, and the increasing demand lists, 
caused various types of compromise and 
development of processes and institutions which 
today facilitate democratization of Bangladesh.  Two 
significant outcomes of these demand lists are the 
strengthening of the Office of the Chief Election 
Commission, and the institutionalization of the 
Caretaker Government.  It is interesting to note that 
the Caretaker Government concept was first put into 
practice during the election of 1996 when Awami 
League was in opposition and made the independence 
of the caretaker government as a major point of 
negotiation for participation in elections.   During 
protracted negotiation for an acceptable political 
framework, there is a general consensus among the 
political parties that the ruling party, be it AL, BNP, 
or Jatiya party, will try to retain its power at any 
cost.12 This extra-constitutional mechanism serves 
it’s purpose well and should be continued till a high 
degree of trust develops among the political parties 
that they can go back to power through a fair and free 
electoral process. 
 
The demand list has played a very important part in 
the democratization of the Bangladesh political 
system.  Defining and refining the modalities of 
election, alliance formation, negotiated framework of 
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political development, and changing of partners all 
have contributed to enhancing democratic 
government, although it is a painful and slow  
process. 
 
A second factor which has forced the political system 
to seek consent from the people is the phenomenon of 
by-pass that is undeniably making government in 
Bangladesh less central today to the daily lives of 
people and organizations. Private foundations are 
bypassing the government ministries in productivity, 
the public is bypassing the political system, business 
is bypassing the administrative system, students are 
bypassing the educational system and, most 
importantly, information is bypassing the control 
systems.  The public sector does not therefore carry 
the level of authority and aura of supremacy as it 
once did.  This realization is also compelling the 
political system to go to the people.  The national 
decay in the stature of the political/administrative 
system is also causing a separation, to some extent, of 
national politics from local politics.  If one accept the 
adage that all politics is local, then for the first time 
Bangladesh is heading towards a system that will 
counteract the pendulum swing from national 
political power to a more local political power.  The 
negotiated understanding among the political parties 
in Syhlet, in very recent times points in that direction.  
This type of local politics will also further undermine 
the political bickering at the national level. 
 
A third factor that is also compelling the political 
system to seek consent is the implosion of the 
administrative system that is also weakened by the 
BY-PASS syndrome.  These include the following: 
 

- inability to conduct routine business of  
   government,  

 
-  an inability to handle economic crisis,  

 
- a need to develop a rapid response team to 

manage routine problems,  
 

- organizational fatigue resulting from constantly 
defending itself from attack from other sectors, 
and  

 
- a great distrust of senior-level managers by mid-

level staff 
 
These factors no longer make public bureaucracies a 
central power broker in the political system.  The 
people of Bangladesh have come to realize that they 
have done without the political system and the 
administrative system for a long time and, therefore, 

feel that they have control over them rather than what 
they were made to believe – that the political system 
will take care of them. 
This change in attitude towards the political and 
administrative system stems from development of the 
second megatrend: the intensive and extensive 
formation of self-governing groups.  Self-governing 
non-governmental group formation can be traced to 
the early formation of labor unions and the social 
welfare clubs in the urban areas, and the student 
movement.  The labor movement in Bangladesh is 
very strong although it has moved from the initial 
goal of labor welfare to a strong political force as has 
the student movements.  The social organizations of 
the urban areas have been outpaced by the self-
governing groups of the rural areas since the mid-
1970s. Non-governmental group formation was 
initially initiated by the Bangladesh Rural 
Advancement Committee (BRAC) in 1972, followed 
by Proshika in 1976, Grameen in 1976 and Nijera 
Kori in 1977.  In Bangladesh today, there are over 
500 women’s organizations with a total membership 
of over 2 million.13 A Japanese International 
Cooperation Agency (JICA) study completed in 1995 
estimated that there are over 13,000 non-
governmental organizations in Bangladesh.14 A 
recently held Roundtable on the Study of NGOs in 
Bangladesh estimated between 25,000 to 30,000 
NGOs in Bangladesh although the official figures 
show approximately1400 through whom foreign 
monies are channeled.15 Group formation in the rural 
areas and among the urban poor has led to the growth 
of confidence among a large segment of the 
population who were previously disenfranchised.  
Small group formation, widely spread among the 
population is facilitating development of decision-
making skills, participatory skills, organization and 
management skills, and accountability and 
responsibility skills among those who are members of 
the small groups.  
 
A UN sponsored study of local government in 
Bangladesh came to the conclusion that, in 
Bangladesh today, the reality is that at the local level 
there are thousands of small groups who are 
managing their own affairs, allocating resources and 
managing debt, making decisions by considering the 
opinions of all, taking action for the benefit of the 
entire group, expanding programs, changing 
directions, and ensuring a better future for themselves 
and their children.”16 For those organizing the small 
groups, their skills are being enhanced.  In areas such 
as identifying socially responsible program areas 
which impacts local, regional and national 
development, generating employment, becoming 
development partners, meeting national but more 
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importantly international standards of accounting and 
transparency.  Due to the expanding operations of the 
non-government groups as a sector, it has become a 
significant domain for employment generation.  This 
phenomenon of small group formation and its 
implication for the Bangladesh society can be 
compared to the generation of employment by the 
small business sector in the United States of America. 
The primary difference is that small businesses in the 
US provide a product, whereas small self-governing 
groups in Bangladesh provide a service. 
 
Development of small group formation especially in 
the rural areas of Bangladesh have begun to 
challenge the local government systems that are in 
many ways emulating the strategies and goals of the 
non-governmental organizations.  An assessment of 
12 best home-grown practices at the local rural 
government in Bangladesh found five variables 
which are instrumental in their success.  These are: 
 
Motivation and Leadership:  Successful local 
endeavor is usually internally generated and 
leadership, the ability to convince and encourage the 
local community to get along, sets the tone for 
innovation and change. 
 
Mobilization of Resources: In most successful 
cases, resources were generated from a multiplicity 
of sources. 
 
Good Management:  Key to the success of the best 
home-grown practices was the recruitment of skilled 
management personnel and also the development of 
sound management practices including accountability 
of financial resources and responsiveness of all 
stakeholders. 
 
Impact and Multiplier Effect:  In successful cases, 
the impact of the local endeavor is not only felt by 
the immediate beneficiaries but the larger 
community. 
 
Sustainability:  Successful projects at the local level 
in Bangladesh lead to the development of individual, 
group, or community self-confidence and indepen-
dence.17

  
These factors are also leading the way in the success 
of many of NGOs in Bangladesh.  Small group 
developments have also led to a separation of the 
national from the local, where the localities are 
realizing for the first time that they have always been 
on their own and can to a large extent take care of 
their own through their plans and programs. 
As the NGO community has expanded and 

strengthened, they have also become involved in 
larger social, economic and political spheres of 
governance.  In 1995, for example, the NGO 
community was very involved in the Flood Action 
Plan’s Compartmentalization Pilot Project of FAP20.  
The NGO community questioned the environmental 
impact and the participatory mechanism.  In the year 
2000, the NGO community is involved in the 
takeover of government land by political 
organizations.  Certainly it was their decision to back 
the concept of the Caretaker Government that tipped 
the scale for its acceptance by the political system of 
Bangladesh. The strong gestation of small groups in 
Bangladesh has also resulted in initiatives being 
taken by individuals to intervene purposefully create 
a better civil society.  For example, in the political 
gridlock of 1995 between the Bangladesh Nationalist 
Party and the Awami League, a group of 5 citizens 
who became known as the G-5 tried, although 
unsuccessfully, to break the deadlock over 
elections.18

 
In effect, despite the cancelling out of any  positives 
by the sheer lack of foresight and coarse nature of 
national dialogue on the part of all major political 
parties, one sees today in Bangladesh the 
development of multi-faceted, and multi-level social, 
economic, and political power.  It is in this type of 
development that democracy becomes 
institutionalized. 
 

Trends of Human Rights in Bangladesh 
 
There are so many facets of human rights that it is 
difficult to put it together in a neat package to assess 
the trends of human rights in Bangladesh.  Since 
the issue is democratization, human rights for 
purposes of this paper will be assessed in terms of 
four factors.  These are (1) disappearances, (2) 
killings, (3) torture, and (4) denial of fair public 
trials. 
 
An assessment of the Report on Human Rights 
Practices in Countries receiving US AID of 1978 and 
Country Reports on Human Rights Practices from 
1980 to 1999 show that it is possible to confidently 
state that the incidents of disappearances, unlike in 
many other developing countries, do not occur even 
sporadically in Bangladesh.  Similarly in the early 
years of Bangladesh, torture was not also utilized 
although police were known to rough up prisoners.  
The 1984 country report on Bangladesh notes that 
widespread or systematic torture is not known in 
Bangladesh although cases of police brutality are 
increasing; but by 1986 the annual report notes, 
“some torture of political prisoners especially when 
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they are held by the Director General of Forces 
Intelligence.  Police continue to mete out rough 
treatment although no fatalities were reported.  By 
1999, the picture has changed dramatically.  The 
1999 Human Rights Practices report on Bangladesh 
states that, “The Constitution prohibits torture and 
cruel, inhuman, or degrading punishment; however, 
police routinely employ physical and psychological 
torture and other abuse during arrests and 
interrogations. Torture may consist of threats, 
beatings and, occasionally, the use of electric shock. 
The Government rarely convicts or punishes those 
responsible for torture, and a climate of impunity 
allows such police abuses to continue.19

 
Similarly in terms of killing, the first three years after 
the independence of Bangladesh, there were over 
3000 political killings.20  After 1975, except for the 
assassination of President Sheikh Mujibur Rahman in 
1975 and President Ziaur Rahman in 1981, killing for 
direct political motive was not common till the mid-
to-late 1980s.  Bangladesh is again witnessing a rise 
in the number of political killings.  The 1999 Human 
Rights Practices report states that police committed a 
number of extra-judicial killings and that security 
forces sometimes used unwarranted lethal force.  The 
government reported that 101 persons died in prison 
and police custody during the first 9 months of the 
year. Most abuses go unpunished, and the resulting 
climate of impunity remains a serious obstacle to 
ending police abuse and extra-judicial killings. 
However, in some instances where there was 
evidence of police culpability for extra-judicial 
killings, the authorities took action.21  
 
Violence, often resulting in killings, is  becoming a 
pervasive element in Bangladeshi politics.  
Supporters of different political parties, and 
sometimes supporters of different factions of one 
party, often clash with each other and with police 
during rallies and demonstrations. Awami League 
supporters, often with the connivance and support of 
the police, violently disrupted rallies and 
demonstrations of the opposition parties which 
resulted in numerous deaths. Opposition parties also 
used armed violence and intimidation to disrupt their 
opponents' gatherings and rallies, as well as to 
enforce general strikes. 
 
Violence is also endemic among the student political 
wings of the major national parties, and between rival 
factions within the parties. There are also indications 
that vigilante violence against women who are 
accused of having committed moral offenses is 
common, particularly in rural areas, and sometimes is 
led by religious leaders. 22

With regard to fair public trials, there is significant 
evidence, from the beginning of the independence of 
Bangladesh, that shows that there are major flaws in 
both police practices and in the judicial system.  
Martial law courts that do not allow individuals 
charged to be represented by legal counsel or special 
tribunals that try offenses under special powers tend 
to limit due process and consequently human rights.  
When martial law is lifted these limits are also lifted.  
Courts were generally able to operate free of 
interference from the executive in the late 1970s but 
in the late 1990s, courts are increasingly being 
threatened by the political executive especially in 
cases that are political or security-related.  A 
continuing aspect of denial of basic human rights is 
the ability of the Bangladesh government to arrest 
and detain persons arbitrarily, as well as to use 
national security legislation (the Special Powers Act) 
to detain citizens without formal charges or specific 
complaints being filed against them.  There is also a 
rise in the number of such arrests. Under the SPA, the 
Government or a district magistrate may order 
anyone detained for 30 days to prevent an act likely 
"to prejudice the security of the country."23  Other 
offenses subject to the SPA include smuggling, black 
market activity, or hoarding. The Government (or 
magistrate) must inform the detainee of the grounds 
for detention within 15 days, and the Government 
must approve the grounds for detention within 30 
days or release the detainee. In practice detainees 
sometimes are held for longer periods without the 
Government stating the grounds for the detention or 
formally approving it. Detainees may appeal their 
detention, and the Government may grant early 
release.24  A major problem with the court system is 
the overwhelming backlog of cases, which produces 
long pretrial delays. According to an official of the 
Law Ministry, almost 800,000 cases were pending in 
criminal and civil courts in December. 
Approximately 44,000 persons, or 73 percent of the 
country's prison population, were either awaiting trial 
or under trial. Government sources report that the 
period between detention and trial averages 6 
months, but the press and human rights groups report 
some instances of pretrial detention lasting several 
years.25 26 Trials are often characterized by lengthy 
adjournments, which considerably prolong the 
incarceration of accused persons who do not receive 
bail. 

 
A Case Study of Democracy and Human Right: 

Where Bangladesh Stands Today 
 

When hard data is not available and anecdotal stories 
are not sufficient, a case study allows a more 
substantive explanatory process.  Perhaps the case 
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that most exemplifies the conflicts, contradictions, 
complexities, sensitivities, and debate on issues of 
democracy and human rights in Bangladesh is the 
Bangabandhu Murder Case. This case has a number 
of implication for democracy and democratic 
institutional building process, rule of law and due 
process, independence of judiciary and executive-
judicial relationship, as well as individual human 
rights and evidentiary rights and the judicial concept 
of “beyond reasonable doubt.” 
 
Is there a point of time in the political development 
of a country when it is justifiable to violently 
overthrow a legitimate regime?  This question has 
vexed most scholars of government.  In the case of 
Bangladesh, the Government of Bangladesh that 
came to power after the breakup of Pakistan, was the 
party that won the majority in the last election of 
united Pakistan.  At the time of independence of 
Bangladesh in 1971, there were some who thought 
that there should have been a national government 
representing all the different configurations and 
combinations of the political system.  However the 
preponderance of strength of the Awami League in 
the struggle of independence prevented any of the 
other political stakeholders to make their claim to a 
national government sufficiently compelling.  The 
Awami League, at the same time did not have the 
foresight to be an inclusive enough party to welcome 
all who contributed to the struggle for independence. 
Therefore an element of extra-constitutionality was 
introduced into the political system of Bangladesh 
from which Bangladesh has not been able to extract 
itself even today.  The political changes that took 
place in August 1975 were traumatic, coming so soon 
after the war of independence of 1971 although the 
period between 1972-1975 was neither calm nor, 
reflected a smooth transition to independent 
nationhood.  The Awami League in its first effort to 
lead a national government quickly showed its 
inability to manage the political and economic system 
that in turn was having a debilitating impact on the 
social fabric of the country.  Corruption, crime, 
smuggling, breakdown of law and order, as well as 
violence and disorder were showing a sharp upward 
trend.   
 
Was the event of August 1975 a case of murder or a 
coup?  Was it a case of society revolting against 
injustice and oppression or was it a case of pure 
deceit by a few members of the armed forces?  In a 
very perceptive presentation on the Nature of 
Revolution27 Professor Crane Brinton of Harvard 
University states that the signs of a coming 
revolution are too many and complex.  However, he 
concludes that, revolutions are not begun by the poor 

or the downtrodden, they are not so much a result of 
economic deprivation.  They are more likely because 
of the intolerable gap between what people want and 
what they get and the trigger pull of revolution is the 
financial plight of the government.  He continues to 
elaborate his assessment of revolution by stating that,  

 
“Broadly speaking those who make and 
those who approve a given revolution tend 
to regard it as the spontaneous uprising of 
men goaded by oppression and injustice, 
driven to the conclusion that resistance is the 
only course left to them, and rising in their 
might with no more than minimal planning 
and leadership under dedicated leaders.  
Those who unsuccessfully resist a revolution 
and those who disapprove of it tend to 
regard it as the work of a wicked minority of 
conspirators at odds with the decent majority 
that makes up the society, and successful 
against the existing authority only by reason 
of unscrupulous villainy, undeserved good 
luck, help from foreign powers and so on.”28

 
A number of questions have to be clearly answered 
and each of these questions have serious implications 
for any assessment of democracy and human rights in 
Bangladesh. 
 
The Awami League Government of Bangladesh was 
recently prosecuting the assassination of the 
President Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and his family as 
a murder case, therefore the Awami League took the 
position that a few disgruntled and abberrated, 
dismissed and agitated army-persons conspired to kill 
the president and his family.  The authoritative 
literature on the other hand takes the position that the 
assassination of the president and his family was a 
military coup although it did not fall into the strict 
category of a “traditional coup.”  Some  have defined 
the 1975 event as a “reform coup,” a term used by 
Samuel Huntington, intended to reform the political, 
social and economic structures not peacefully and not 
through a convulsive revolution.  Others have called 
the 1975 event “coup de main” a term used by Marx 
for the February revolution of 1848 in France. 
 
Related to the issue of whether the event of 1975 was 
a coup or a simple murder is the question of the 
indemnity ordinance and the process through which it 
was established and the process through which it was 
overturned.  If the event of 1975 was a coup then the 
indemnity ordinance is a legitimate instrument.  
Therefore it has to be overturned by the  
constitutional process of ¾ majority.  If on the other 
hand it was a murder, then the indemnity ordinance 
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was not a legitimate political instrument. 
 
An issue of great significance in assessing democracy 
and human rights in Bangladesh is whether there has 
been any intimidation of the higher court by the 
political party in power.  It can be stated that while 
there was no direct intimidation, a sufficient number 
of significant political executives had interjected their 
zeal into what is the expected  outcome of the review 
of the decision of the lower court by the higher court.  
Along with the public expression of anger at the court 
by the Awami League, any decision other than a 
substantiation of the lower court decision was likely 
to further erode the already strained relationship 
between the judiciary and the executive.  It had also 
impaired the ability of each judge because of the high 
potential for risking personal safety both mental and 
physical.  These do not bode well for human rights 
and rule of law in Bangladesh.  
 
In Bangladesh today, systems and processes are 
established to enhance democratic practices and 
human rights.  Those who establish them break the 
same systems and practices in the first place when it 
does not suit their position. 
 
Although outwardly Bangladesh has positive human 
rights practices in the form of relatively high degree 
of press freedom, a growing civil society, and an 
emerging and engaged NGO community, the more 
subtle practices of human rights (rule of law, 
tolerance for differences) reflect a downward trend.  
There is more violence in society, more killings 
political and otherwise, more arrests, more people in 
jails, more weakening of the law and order 
institutions both the police and the judiciary.  Until 
there is a watertight separation between the judicial 
system and the executive and a strengthening of the 
law and order branch, especially in its functioning in 
a democratic society, human rights practices in 
Bangladesh will be suspect to intervention and undue 
influence.  
 

Future Scenarios 
 

Political Trust Building 
  
When the prime minister of the country thinks that 
the former prime minister is conspiring to have her 
assassinated and the former prime minister is 
accusing the current prime minister of attempting to 
kill her, the political system lacks trust. When the 
leadership of the different political parties cannot sit 
together to work out a win-win situation out of the 
most simple issues, let alone the more difficult 
situations, there is no trust in the political system.  

While the events of the last 25 years have served as a 
building block for elementary democracy there is a 
need today in Bangladesh to seek a more formalized 
and rationalized effort towards real democracy, one 
that is based on the rule of law.  Towards that end, 
and as a means of building political trust, a twenty- 
year trust building process is offered as a issue for 
further dialogue. The central issue in Bangladesh 
politics is the inability of the party in power to submit 
to a free and fair test of it’s ability to seek the 
mandate of the people to continue to govern.  The 20-
year plan would provide the  four political parties:  
Awami League, BNP, Jatiya, and Jamaat one turn 
each at national power for a period of 5 years after 
which they will have to hand over power to next in 
line.  The first election will be held under a National 
Commission to decide on the order of the five year 
rule.  Elections will continue to be held every five 
years but within the party system.  So each party will 
democratically elect its leader in which all members 
of the party will be able to vote through direct one 
person one vote principal.  Parliamentary election 
will also be held on the basis of the order of the party 
in power.  Fifty percent of the parliament members 
will be from the party in power, 15 percent from the 
party next in line to come to office, 15 percent from 
the next in line and 20 percent from the party who is 
to hold power the last five years of the 20 years plan.  
Party members nation-wide will elect the parliament 
members.  At the end of the 20 years period there 
again will be an election of all parties in what will 
become a routine electoral process.  Will it resolve 
any of the current political problems in Bangladesh?  
Probably not, but the proposition can be an 
interesting examination of a future scenario for 
current thinking  
 
Economic Take-Off 
 
The economic potential for a take-off exists today in 
Bangladesh and must be independent of the political 
dumming down of the different political parties.  
Economies have been built on a single resources, and 
often not the traditional resource.  For example, 
Singapore built its initial economic boom as a trading 
transfer point and then moved its economy in many 
different directions.  Tuvalu, expects its economy to 
boom because it was able to get the dot.tv 
designation.  Tonga on the other hand was able to get 
the last satellite band around the globe.  Bangladesh 
today has tremendous gas potential which, if used 
appropriately, can enrich the lives of 90 percent of 
the population by providing them a decent standard 
of living.  As it is not possible to stop all corruption 
in the process of any development effort, it is also not 
possible to ensure the economic needs of the country 
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fifty years from now and then utilize the remaining 
gas resources for development.  A resource used for 
capital development not only provides the needs of 
the present but can be used to build for the future.   
 
The central question is not which political party is 
selling or to whom or for what purpose; those are all 
wrong questions.  The appropriate question is how 
can the gas resources be used to build the 
infrastructural needs that will support further growth 
and development 50 years from now.  In the United 
States, without the massive highway system built in 
the 1950s and 1960s, the economic boom could not 
have followed.  Similarly, in the United States today, 
the information infrastructure of the 1990s and 
onward can only provide the boom for the 21st 
century, which some are calling the knowledge era.   
Bangladesh can least afford to debate the one best 
way of utilizing its gas resources and let time go by.  
It must plunge into the almost immediate utilization 
of the resource to build a future for itself.  As part of 
its systemic integration with the global economy, it 
must use this resource in a way that gives it the 
maximum return and if it means selling gas to India it 
must do so without recrimination but with the mind 
of a merchant and an entrepreneur. 
 
Social Detour 
 
The strength of Bangladesh is its people who despite 
all forms of natural and man-made disasters have 
shown a resilience above and beyond normal 
expectations.  The political system is aware of the 
growing power of the civil society in Bangladesh.  
Individuals are taking on leadership roles outside the 
sphere of the political system, and group formation is 
becoming the norm rather than the exception in all 
parts of the country.  As self-governance takes over, 
and as responsibility and accountability becomes 
more defined, the political system will respond or it 
will be violently rocked again not by any military 
forces but by the people as they reclaim their rightful 
place in society.  For in the final analysis, everything 
belongs to the people and the government is only a 
trustee.  For too long in the Bangladesh social 
psyche, the government was they “and the people 
were us.”  The government must learn to become an 
even more subservient part of the lives of the people.   
Where once the government was the initiator of 
change, today in Bangladesh, the people are the 
principal change agents and the faster the political 
system comes to the same conclusion the greater is 
the potential for advancement.   
 

 
Conclusion 

 
Bangladesh is yet to resolve its social dilemma of 
whether it is a Muslim society with a Bengali culture 
or whether it is a Bengli society with Islam as a 
religion.  It is yet to decide whether India is a friend 
or an enemy and whether Pakistan is legally bound to 
repatriate resources that belong to Bangladesh or that 
Pakistan is a counter to Indian influences in the 
country.  Bangladesh still does not have a supra 
framework of a political system which has the 
overwhelming support of its citizens.  While it has 
potential for significant economic development, it is 
yet to build a supra consensus on how to go about 
utilizing the resource.  What, however, is emerging is 
that people are more willing and more enterprising to 
take on a more active role in the governance of the 
self and the country.   
 

Update 
 
Since the article was written, a national election was 
held in Bangladesh in October 2001.  The Awami 
League, which came into power through the election 
of 1996 lost the election to the BNP and its allies.  
The Awami League won only 63 seats while the BNP 
won 201 seats.  The remaining parties won 36 seats.  
The change of government seems to strengthen the 
proposition that no government in Bangladesh can 
attain power or continue to hold legitimacy without 
some form of consent of the people.  Second, the 
intensive and extensive formation of self-governing 
groups requires that any government must respond to 
the needs of the people, otherwise the people will, 
through the election, express their will.  The people 
of Bangladesh are getting better at discerning the 
disparity between the words of a government and the 
actions it undertakes.   
 
A few immediate lessons of the election are worthy 
of note:  First, the Awami League, which is the main 
opposition, has not yet joined the parliament but 
neither has it resorted to the street yet. The Awami 
League legislators have taken the oath of office and it 
is thinking of joining the working of the standing 
committees of the parliament. Although the Awami 
League is adamant about its position that the election 
was rigged, it still realizes that the people have 
claimed their rightful position as sovereign and they 
have spoken for change.  Second, the Caretaker 
Government has worked well however, some fine-
tuning is necessary especially the 90 day time period. 
This is primarily because of the workload of the 
election process as well as governing a country.  
Third, the bureaucracy seems to have undergone 
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maximum instability.  The Awami League, prior to 
handing over power to the Caretaker government, 
transferred over 500 bureaucrats.  The Caretaker 
Government transferred over 1500 in the three 
months it managed the election process and the new 
government, in the one-month since its inception, has 
transferred over 700 bureaucrats.  The rationale for 
transfers is valid whether we agree or not.  The AL 
transfers were political and so are the transfers of the 
BNP.  The Caretaker Government transfers were 
necessary for carrying out the process of a fair and 
free election.  Nonetheless, such large scale and rapid 
transformation of the bureaucracy can lower the 
overall morale and effectiveness of the public 
bureaucracy.  Fourth, the independence of the 
Election Commission and the Judiciary is more 
necessary today than ever before if Bangladesh is to 
further institutionalize democracy.  Finally, the new 
government must respond to the needs of the people 
rather rapidly, if it hopes to be more than a one-term 
legislative majority  
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PATTERNS AND SOURCES OF TECHNICAL INEFFICIENCY OF  
FARMS IN BANGLADESH 

 
M. Abdul Wadud 

 

ABSTRACT 
 
This paper assesses the technical efficiency and performance of rice farmers in Bangladesh using a Cobb-Douglas 
stochastic frontier and a translog stochastic frontier approach. Farm-specific technical efficiencies are estimated 
using farm-level cross-sectional survey data in a single estimation technique, which includes both stochastic 
frontiers and inefficiency effects models, applying the maximum likelihood estimation method. The non-negative 
technical inefficiency effects are modeled as a function of farm-specific socioeconomic factors, irrigation 
infrastructure and environmental factors. Results imply no variation in technical efficiency estimates obtained from 
Cobb-Douglas and translog stochastic frontiers. Results also show that the ranking of farms along the efficiency 
spectrum are not affected by the choice of functional form of the stochastic frontiers. Moreover, the results indicate 
that the technical inefficiency effects tend to be significantly influenced by factors measuring irrigation 
infrastructure and environmental degradation. Therefore, policies leading to improvement of irrigation infrastructure 
and reduction of land degradation could be beneficial in decreasing inefficiency of farm households in Bangladesh.
 

Introduction 
 
In the 1960s Bangladesh agriculture began to adopt 
the prescriptions of the Green Revolution. Since then, 
there has been widespread adoption of new seed 
varieties and modern inputs. The government of 
Bangladesh also liberalized the market for 
agricultural inputs and outputs through agricultural 
reform policy. This policy greatly increased the use 
of purchased inputs by reducing their prices. Thus the 
question arises as to which farm household types are 
relatively efficient, and whether barriers to efficiency 
are due to land degradation, weak irrigation 
infrastructure or the socioeconomic characteristics of 
farm households. This is of great importance to land-
scarce Bangladesh because socioeconomic 
characteristics, land degradation and irrigation 
infrastructure threaten to reduce agricultural output. 
 
Policy makers might consider two issues: first, how 
to enhance agricultural productivity and second, how 
to encourage farms to adopt new technology. Many 
studies have been conducted on the slow rate of 
technical change, but most ignore efficiency aspects 
of farm households (Wadud, 1999). This research is 
concerned with the efficient utilization of resources 
allocated to agricultural production. 
 
Output gains stemming from productivity increase 
through improvements in efficiency are important to 
Bangladesh considering that the scope to enhance 
farm production by bringing additional land into 
cultivation is insignificant. Measuring efficiency and 
productivity is important in Bangladesh for several 
reasons. First of all, farm households are evaluated  

 
by their efficiency and productivity, which are 
performance measures and success indicators. 
Second, the determinants of inefficiency or 
productivity differentials can be hypothesized by 
estimating efficiency and productivity and isolating 
their effects from the effects of the environment in 
which production occurs. Identifying sources of 
inefficiency plays an important role in designing 
policies to improve the performance of farm 
households. This study assesses technical efficiency 
performance of farms using both the Cobb-Douglas 
and translog stochastic frontier technologies. 
Technical efficiency is concerned with how farmers 
maximize their outputs utilizing existing technology, 
given inputs. We also identify and quantify factors 
that may affect efficiency. 
 
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: 
The next section describes the analytical framework, 
followed by a brief description of the data, variables, 
and factors which affect efficiency of farms, 
specification of the empirical models, the empirical 
results and discussions. The final section offers 
concluding remarks. 
 

Analytical Framework:  Stochastic Frontier and 
Efficiency Measurement 

 
Standard econometric models for measuring 
stochastic economic relationships implicitly assume 
that all farms become successful in maximizing 
output so that a systematic stochastic error term, with 
zero mean, reflects the discrepancies between the 
observed and the expected output values. This 
implies that all farms are successful in reaching the 



efficient frontier. The stochastic frontier models 
estimated by ordinary least square method might not 
provide unbiased estimates if all farms are not 
equally efficient. A stochastic frontier model relaxes 
the assumption of equal efficiency and hence the 
assumption of systematic error terms with zero mean. 
The general stochastic frontier production, 
independently proposed by Aigner et al. (1977) and 
Meeusen and van den Broeck (1977), decomposes 
the composed error term into two components: a 
stochastic random error component and a technical 
inefficiency component. Reviews of the various 
stochastic frontier models are provided by Førsund  
et al. (1980), Schmidt (1986), Bauer (1990), Battese 
(1992), Brevo-Ureta and Pinherio (1993), Greene 
(1993) and Coelli (1995). Kumbhakar et al. (1991), 
Huang and Liu (1994) and Battese and Coelli (1995) 
proposed various stochastic frontier models in which 
the technical inefficiency effects are modeled as a 
function of other observable explanatory variables.  
The general stochastic frontier production model is 
defined as: 
 

yi = f xi ;β( )e ξ i −ζ i( )    ui = ξ i −ζ i( ) and (i =1,  
 3,  ..., n           (1) 2, )

 
where  represents the output of the ith farms,  is 
a  vector of inputs, and 

yi ix
1 × K( ) β  is a K ×1( )  

vector of parameters. The error term u  is 
decomposed into a symmetric random error, 

i

ξ i  and 
the asymmetric non-negative random error ζi . The 
random error, ξ i , accounts for random variations in 
output because of factors, such as measurement error, 
weather etc., not under the control of farm 
households and is assumed to be independently and 
identically distributed as N 0,σξ

2( ). The asymmetric 

non-negative random error, ζi , measures the 
technical inefficiency relative to the stochastic 
frontier and is assumed to be independently and 
identically distributed non-negative truncations (at 
zero from below) of the N µ ,σζ

2( ) distribution.  

 
The variance parameters of the model are expressed 
as: 
σu

2 = σξ
2 + σζ

2;γ = σζ
2 σu

2  and  0 ≤ γ ≤1.   

(2) 
 
First, γ → 0   and . This 

implies that the symmetric error term 

⇒ σζ
2 → 0 σξ

2 → σu
2

ξ i  

predominates the composed error term, and the farm 
output differs from the frontier output mainly due to 
measurement errors and other external factors on 
production. Second, γ → 1   and 

. This indicates that the asymmetric non-

negative error term 

⇒ σξ
2 → 0

σζ
2 → σu

2

ζi  is predominant error in the 
composed error, and the differences between the farm 
output and frontier output can be attributed to 
differences in technical efficiency. The farm-specific 
technical efficiency is measured as: 
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Φ ⋅( ) represents cumulative distribution function 
(Battese and Coelli, 1988).  
The mean technical efficiency of the farms, τ  is 
obtained as: 
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Substituting  provides the predictors for the 
technical efficiency estimates obtained by Jondrow 
et. al. (1982). 

µ* = 0

 
Data, Variables and Factors Affecting Efficiency 

 
Data were collected from two villages in the High 
Barind of Bangladesh by a survey conducted in 
August and September 1997. The data from these two 
villages may not represent Bangladesh as a whole, 
but they are considered representative of the north-
western part of Bangladesh. The villages represent 
different irrigation infrastructures. In one village 
irrigation is operated by diesel pump and in the other 
by electricity. In addition, the chosen farm 
households represent different degrees of 
environmental degradation, in particular, land 
degradation. Cropping is dominated by rice which 
covers 95 per cent of the total cultivated lands. The 
overall cropping intensity of the region is 174.95 per 
cent. Therefore most of the land produces two rice 
crops per year. The questionnaire was administered 
to 150 farmers soliciting information covering three 

 34



growing seasons.  
 
The literature indicates that a range of socioeconomic 
factors such as experience, level of education of 
farmers, extension services, information and, 
supervision are likely to affect the capability of a 
producer to efficiently utilize the available 
technology. Furthermore, infastructural and 
environmental factors like irrigation infrastructure 
and land degradation can also affect the efficiency of 
the farm (Seyoum et al., 1998; Coelli and Battese, 
1996; Wilson et al. 1998; Kalirajan and Flinn 1983; 
Lingard et al. 1983; Shapiro and Muller, 1977; 
Kumbhakar, 1994; Ali and Choudhury, 1990;  Parikh 
et al. 1995). In the context of farms in Bangladesh, 
the following variables are considered relevant: 
Farming experience can be obtained with increasing 
age that can reduce inefficiency. Thus age of farm 
households, a priori, is likely to have positive or 
negative effect upon inefficiency. For example, some 
older farmers are less receptive and more 
conservative about adopting new technologies and 
practices. A priori, however, we expect that more 
years of formal education will increase efficiency. 
Farmers can be exposed to new technologies and 
improved techniques with education, although these 
are not free of costs.  
 
Land fragmentation is likely to have a negative effect 
upon efficiency. The greater the plot size (less 
fragmentation) of a farm, the greater the opportunity 
to apply new technologies such as tractors and 
irrigation; hence, larger farms are expected to be 
more efficient. 
 
The demand for irrigation is increasing as the 
cropping pattern in Bangladesh has been shifting 
from Aman to Boro which requires intensive 
irrigation. There has also been increasing dependence 
on groundwater because surface water sources have 
been dried up due to siltation. The number of deep 
tube wells (DTWs) is increasing in the north-western 
part of Bangladesh under the control of BMDA 
(Barind Multipurpose Development Authority). The 
area has low potential for groundwater exploitation, 
and the over-use of DTWs results in shallow tube 
wells (STWs) drying up. There are also no water 
management systems to improve water conservation 
and recharging. The results have been increased costs 
of irrigation and increasing concerns about irrigation 
management and infrastructures which may increase 
technical inefficiency. Irrigation management and 
infrastructure are differentiated by the use of 
irrigation fuel, diesel and electricity. Some irrigation 
schemes are powered by diesel pumps and some by 
electricity-operated pumps. Diesel pumps incur 

higher costs and lower water extraction capacity than 
electricity-operated pumps that may cause 
inefficiency in agricultural production. 
Environmental degradation, in particular land 
degradation, is increasing because of dependence for 
household fuel on crop residues and animal dung 
along with wood and leaves and twigs which, if 
recycled back to the soil, would reduce the rate of 
soil erosion and soil structure degradation. Population 
pressure and consequent intensification of rice-based 
agriculture have increased environment degradation, 
in particular, land degradation which occurs through 
runoff after heavy rainfall. Some farmers own land, 
which have low water retention capacity, and fertility 
of these lands is very low. This is attributed to 
decrease and loss of soil organic matter due to return 
of a very little amount of manure and crop residues 
that may cause inefficiency in production. 
 

Model Specification 
 
The stochastic frontier models are represented by 
specifying both the Cobb-Douglas model (for 
example, Seyoum et. al., 1998; Son et. al. 1993; 
Tadesse and Krishnamoorthy, 1997) and the translog 
model (for example, Wilson et. al., 1998; Hallam and 
Machado, 1996; Greene, 1980; Parikh and Shah, 
1994; Kumbhakar, 1989).  A priori, the Cobb-
Douglas stochastic frontier model restricts the 
flexibility of the functional form on the farm's 
production technology by imposing the elasticity of 
scale to be constant and the elasticity of input 
substitution to unity. The translog stochastic frontier 
model, a flexible functional form, presumes no such 
restrictions and the range of the elasticity of 
substitution varies from ∞−  to . We specify both 
the Cobb-Douglas and translog stochastic frontier 
production models as 

∞

Cobb-Douglas   

 ii

5

1i
ii0i xlnyln ζξββ −++= ∑

=

Translog  

 

ln yi = β0 + βi ln xi
i =1

5

∑ + βij ln xi ln x j
i =1

5

∑
i=1

5

∑ + ξi − ζi

where  represents the value of rice output,  is 
the rental value of land input utilized,   is the total 
labor costs, 

yi x1

x2
x3 ,   and x4 x5  are the irrigation, 

fertilizer and pesticides costs respectively, and ln 
indicates the natural logs. The systematic error 
component, ξ i , is assumed to be independently and 
identically distributed random error having normal 
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distribution with mean zero and variance σξ
2 , i.e., 

ξ i ~ N 0,σξ
2( ). The technical inefficiency effect, 

ζi , is assumed to be independently distributed of ξ i  
such that ζi  is satisfied by the truncation (at zero 

from below) of the N µ i ,σζ
2( ) where µ i  is 

specified and defined as: 
 

5i54i43i32i21i10i zzzzz δδδδδδµ +++++=  
 
where  is the age of the ith farmer,  is the 

farmer's year of schooling,  is land fragmentation, 

 is the irrigation infrastructure dummy  which 
assumes the value 1 if the farmer buys irrigation 
water from diesel powered schemes and zero 
otherwise; and  is the land degradation dummy 
variable which takes the value 1 if the land is not 
degraded and zero otherwise. 

1iz 2iz

3iz

4iz

5iz

 
Empirical Results and Discussion 

 
The maximum likelihood estimates of the 
coefficients of both the Cobb-Douglas and the 
translog stochastic frontier models are presented in 
Table 1. The signs of the β  coefficients of the Cobb-
Douglas frontier model are all expected and five out 
of the six coefficients are highly significant 
suggesting that the model has a good fit. Some of the 
β  coefficients of the translog frontier model are 
significant at the 5 per cent level of significance, and 
fifteen of them are significant at the 10 per cent level, 
and hence the model indicates a fairly good fit. The 
half-normal distributions are inadequate 
representations for the distributions of the 
inefficiency effects for both the models as indicated 
by the generalized likelihood ratio tests in Table 3. 
 
We present results from both the frontier models to 
check whether there are any differences in means and 
variances of the technical efficiency estimates 
obtained from both the models. Moreover, we check 
whether estimates of technical efficiency levels are 
sensitive to the choice of functional form, although 
the generalized likelihood ratio test supports that the 
translog stochastic frontier model is an adequate 
representation of the frontier production function. 
 
Table 2 presents elasticities and returns to scale. All 
the elasticities of output obtained from the Cobb-
Douglas model have the expected positive signs. The 

elasticities of output obtained from the translog 
frontier model are also positive. Both the frontier 
models yield the highest elasticity of output for land. 
This indicates that this input is the most dominant 
factor of production. This is consistent in that land is 
scarce to the farm households in Bangladesh. The 
policy implication of this observation is that the farm 
households could be provided incentives to hold their 
existing cultivated lands and explore possible 
cultivable waste for production. With growing 
population, reduction in farm size/land size could 
have not only a direct effect on agricultural output as 
land input has the major influence on output but also 
an indirect effect on agricultural production through 
decreasing the marginal productivity of other inputs.  
 
Irrigation appears to be the second important factor 
of production followed by labor input for both the 
models. Irrigation is a land-augmenting factor of 
production in a sense that this factor increases the 
fertility/quality of existing lands and hence enhances 
yields per acre. In this particular region of 
Bangladesh, land degradation and low land quality 
fall among major technical constraints on production, 
and the effects of these constraints can be decreased 
through efficient utilization of fertilizer and irrigation 
facilities and appropriate combination of the two 
inputs. The scale elasticity of 0.8655 indicates 
slightly decreasing returns. This implies that the 
farmers produce on a non-optimal scale of operation.  
 
Technical Inefficiency Effects 
 
Overall Effects 
 
The overall technical inefficiency effects are 
evaluated in terms of the parameters associated with 
σ u

2  and  γ . The estimated values of σ  from both 
the Cobb-Douglas and translog frontier models are 
significant at the 5 per cent level.  This is consistent 
with the results of Hjalmarsson et al. (1996). The 
estimated values for the variance parameter,

u
2

γ , from 
both the models are highly significantly different 
from zero, which indicates that the random 
component of the inefficiency effects does have a 
significant contribution in determining the level and 
variability of output of the farm households. This 
result conforms with the results of Sharma, et al. 
(1997), Hjalmarsson et al. (1996), Coelli and Battese 
(1996), Kalirajan (1981), Ajibefun et al. (1996), Ali 
and Flinn (1989). Generalized likelihood ratio test, as 
shown in Table 3, strongly rejects the null hypothesis 
of no technical inefficiency at 1 per cent level of 
significance for both the frontier models. This 
suggests that the technical inefficiency effects in 
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Table 1: Maximum-Likelihood Estimates of the Stochastic  Frontier  models 
 
  Cobb-Douglas Translog 
Name of Variables Parameters Coefficients t-ratios Coefficients t-ratios
Stochastic frontier 
Constant 

0β  2.7152 7.5704 -2.7628 -0.3366 

Land 
1β  0.2922 7.1224 0.5274 0.3239 

Labor 
2β  0.2060 6.9401 0.1639 0.1570 

Irrigation 
3β  0.2784 7.1607 2.9314 3.0670 

Fertilizer 
4β  0.0078 0.4164 -0.7186 -1.1193 

Pesticides 
5β  0.0810 3.5982 -1.3128 -1.2879 

Land        land × β11  
---- ---- 0.0356 0.4565 

Labor     labor × β22  
---- ---- 0.0695 1.4422 

Irrigation irrigation × β33  ---- ---- 0.0584 1.0610 

Fertilizer fertilizer × β44  
---- ---- 0.0310 1.6263 

Pesticides pesticides × β55  ---- ---- 0.0287 1.6241 

Land       pesticides × β12  
---- ---- -0.1007 -2.5528 

Labor    pesticides × β13  ---- ---- 0.0449 0.8118 

Irrigation pesticides × β14  
---- ---- -0.1626 -2.1923 

Fertilizer pesticides × β15  ---- ---- 0.2177 1.6758 

Land      labor × β23  ---- ---- -0.1135 -1.1102 

Land      irrigation × β24  
---- ---- -0.2984 -2.9154 

Land      fertilizer × β25  ---- ---- 0.1190 1.4924 
Labor   irrigation × β34  ---- ---- 0.1124 1.6571 
Labor   fertilizer × β35  ---- ---- 0.0519 0.9261 
Irrigation fertilizer × β45  ---- ---- -0.1254 -2.0529 

Inefficiency model 
Constant δ0  0.0245 0.1468 0.2238 1.9331 
Age of farmers δ1  0.0040 1.7481 0.0013 0.8863 
Land fragmentation δ2  -0.5043 -1.5919 -0.3716 -1.8193 
Year of schooling δ3  0.0031 0.5347 0.0005 0.1407 
Irrigation infrastructure dummy δ4  0.2996 3.3441 0.1837 3.6880 
Environmental degradation dummy δ5  -0.2364 -2.3314 -0.1621 -3.0552 
Variance parameters 
Sigma-squared σ 2 = σξ

2 + σζ
2 0.0377 4.3312 0.0178 4.9155 

Gamma γ = σζ
2 σ2( ) 

0.8146 10.6860 0.8340 7.1564 

Sigma-squared of ξ  σξ
2

 0.0069  0.0148  

Sigma-squared of ζ  σζ
2

 
0.0307  0.0030  

Log-likelihood  72.8365  113.1305  

 38



Table 2: Output Elasticities of the Production Technology 
 
Inputs Cobb-Douglas Translog frontier 1 Inputs Cobb-Douglas Translog frontier  

Land 0.2922 0.4815 Fertilizer 0.0078 0.0392 

Labor 0.2060 0.1255 Pesticides 0.0810 0.0767 

Irrigation 0.2784 0.2445 Returns to Scale 0.8655 0.8888 
 
 
both models are random for the farm households in 
the High Barind Bangladesh leaving their traditional 
response functions inadequate representations of the 
agricultural production.  
 
Individual Effects 
 
The generalized likelihood ratio test in Table 3 
indicates that the joint effects of farm-specific 
individual explanatory variables in the stochastic 
frontier model for the technical inefficiency effects 
have had statistically significant effects at 1 per cent 
level on the level of technical inefficiency for both 
the frontier models. The signs of the estimated 
coefficients for δ  associated with the individual 
explanatory variables in both the stochastic frontier 
models for the technical inefficiency effects need to 
be analyzed carefully because variation in technical 
efficiency of farm households arises due to these 
variables as they affect the capability of the farm 
households to adequately utilize the existing facilities 
and technologies. 

i

 
For both the Cobb-Douglas and translog stochastic 
frontier models the estimates for the coefficients of 
the age of the farmers are positive. This implies that 
the older agricultural farm households are more 
technically inefficient than younger farm households. 
This conforms with results obtained by Ajibefun et 
al. (1996), Seyoum et. al. (1998) and Coelli and 
Battese (1996). This could be explained in terms of 
credit availability. The coefficients of years of 
schooling for the two models are estimated to be 
positive indicating that the farmers with greater years 
of schooling tend to be more technically inefficient in 
agricultural production which is unexpected, but it is 
highly insignificant with t-ratio 0.14. This result is in 
conformity with the result obtained for the Kanzara 
village by Coelli and Battese (1996). The results from 
the two models indicate that land fragmentation has a 
negative effect on inefficiency. This shows that the 
technical inefficiency effects are lower on farms with 
greater plot size. This is consistent with Coelli and 
Battese's (1996) results for the Indian farmers. 
 

The coefficient of irrigation infrastructure dummy is 
positive and significant for each of the two models. 
This indicates that the irrigation schemes operated 
with diesel have increased technical inefficiency in 
agricultural production. This result conforms to 
Wadud and White (2000) and could be attributed to 
the lower water extraction capacity of such irrigation 
schemes. Water extraction capacity of diesel pumps 
is lower than electricity-operated pumps and diesel 
costs are higher than electricity costs. The expansion 
of the electrification program of the government of 
Bangladesh which converts diesel pumps into 
electricity-operated pumps in this region could 
decrease farming costs and inefficiency of the farm 
households significantly, and hence increase farm 
revenue and household welfare. 
 
The estimates of the coefficients on the 
environmental degradation dummy, i.e., land 
degradation dummy are calculated to be negative and 
significant, as is expected. This implies that the 
farmers with undegraded lands have had smaller 
technical inefficiency in agricultural farm operation 
for both the models. This result conforms to Wadud 
and White (2000). In this region topsoils degrade 
through runoff of heavy rainfall water during rainy 
season and wind during dry season, and hence 
fertility of soils decreases. Land fertility is defined as 
the productive capacity of lands, the higher the 
productivity of a land the greater the fertility. This 
also indicates that reduction of environmental 
degradation, in particular land degradation, will 
improve efficiency of farms. This will reduce the 
costs of farming operations and will enhance farm 
revenue. 
 
Farm-specific Technical Efficiency 
 
The predicted technical efficiencies show substantial 
variability among the farmers. Technical efficiency 
ranges between 0.40 and 0.98 for the Cobb-Douglas 
frontier model with the mean technical efficiency of 
0.80 and standard deviation of 0.13, and it ranges 
between 0.49 and 0.98 with the mean technical
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Table 3: Test of Hypothesis for the Stochastic Frontier and Inefficiency Effects Models 
 

Null Hypothesis Log-likelihood value λ  value 2 Critical value (1%) Decision

For Cobb-Douglas 
H0:  µ = 0 

 

47.1282 

 

51.4166 

 

6.635 Reject H0
H0:  γ = δ0 =. ..= δ5 = 0 33.1590 79.3537 18.475 Reject H0
H0:    δ1 =.. .= δ5 = 0  38.6189 68.4352 15.086 Reject H0

For translog 
H0:  µ = 0 

 

63.2075 

 

99.8460 

 

6.635 Reject H0
H0:  γ = δ0 =. ..= δ5 = 0 67.1686 91.9238 18.475 Reject H0  

H0:   δ1 =.. .= δ5 = 0  88.2917 49.6776 15.086 Reject H0
 
 
 
Table 4:  Frequency Distribution of Farm-Specific Technical Efficiency 
 

Cobb-Douglas Stochastic Frontier Translog Stochastic Frontier Efficiency Index (%) 

Number of farms Percentage of farms Number of farms Percentage of farms 
0-50 1 0.67 1 0.67

50-55 3 2.00 1 0.67

55-60 3 2.00 5 3.33

60-65 19 12.67 19 12.67

65-70 19 12.67 19 12.67

70-75 13 8.67 13 8.67

75-80 21 14.00 21 14.00

80-85 16 10.67 16 10.67

85-90 40 26.67 19 12.67

90-95 4 2.67 25 16.67

95-100 11 7.33 11 7.33

 
 
Mean 

 
 

80 

 

79

 

Minimum   40 
 49  

Maximum   98 
 98  

Standard Deviation     13 
 12  
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efficiency of 0.79 and standard deviation of 0.12 for 
the translog stochastic frontier model. The frequency 
distributions of the predicted technical efficiencies 
and the summary statistics for the efficiencies are 
presented in Table 4. This implies that there is a room 
for increasing farm revenue and welfare through 
efficiency improvement. Farm households could 
reduce about 20 per cent of production costs if they 
could operate at full technical efficiency levels. 
 
We conducted statistical tests to check whether both 
the stochastic frontier models produce similar 
efficiency estimates. The test results are reported in 
Table 5. The normal test rejects the differences in 
average technical efficiency obtained from the 
frontier production models at one per cent level of 
significance. We conduct both parametric F-test and 
Bartlett's test to check the homogeneity of variances 
of efficiency estimates. Both the test statistics lead us 
to support at one per cent level of significance the 
hypothesis that both the frontiers produce efficiency 

estimates of equal variance. We also conduct the non-
parametric Wilcoxon signed-rank test which suggests 
no differences in average technical efficiency 
obtained from the Cobb-Douglas stochastic frontier 
model and translog stochastic frontier model.  
 
To examine the agreement between the Cobb-
Douglas and translog stochastic frontier models and 
the sensitivity of estimates of efficiency levels to the 
choice of the functional form, Spearman rank 
correlation coefficient between the technical 
efficiency indices obtained from Cobb-Douglas and 
translog stochastic frontier models was calculated. 
The coefficient of rank correlation, shown in Table 6, 
is positive and highly significant. This indicates that 
both the Cobb-Douglas and translog stochastic 
frontier models are in agreement on the efficiency 
rankings of the farm households, and rankings of the 
farm households along the efficiency spectrum are 
not affected by the choice of functional form.

 
 
 
Table 5: Test of Hypothesis for Estimates of Technical Efficiency. 

 Hypothesis Estimated value Critical value Decision

Normal test  Ho =Equal means of efficiency 0.5237 1.96 Accepted

F-test Ho =Equal variances of efficiency 1.18 1.38  Accepted

Bartlett's test Ho =Equal variances of efficiency 1.034 6.63 Accepted

Note: Critical values are taken at one per cent level of significance  

 

 

 
Table 6: Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficients between Efficiency Estimates obtained from the Cobb-
Douglas Stochastic Frontier and the Translog Stochastic Frontier Models 
 

 Cobb-Douglas Translog 

Cobb-Douglas 1.0000  

Translog 0.92281 1.0000 
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Conclusions 
 

This paper investigates the patterns and sources of 
technical inefficiency of rice farms in Bangladesh 
using the Cobb-Douglas and the translog stochastic 
frontier models. The models are estimated with the 
specification of the technical inefficiency effects 
models in a single stage estimation method applying 
the maximum likelihood estimation technique. The 
inefficiency effects are modeled in terms of the farm-
specific factors like age and education of the farmers, 
land fragmentation, irrigation infrastructure and 
environmental degradation. The coefficients of the 
parameters of output elasticities estimated from the 
Cobb-Douglas and the translog frontier models have 
all the expected signs. Results from both the models 
indicate that the farm households appear to be 
characterized by slightly decreasing returns to scale 
in agricultural production. The technical efficiency 
among the farm households ranges from 40 to 98 per 
cent with the mean value of the technical efficiency 
of 80, and 49 to 98 per cent with the mean value of 
the technical efficiency of 79 per cent given the 
specification of Cobb-Douglas and the translog 
stochastic frontier models respectively. Farms could 
reduce about 20 per cent of their production costs if 
they could operate at full technical efficiency levels. 
 
The results of our study show that the explanatory 
variables included in the technical inefficiency 
effects model have had significant influences upon 
the technical inefficiency. The younger farmers with 
more receptive tendency to new technology, more 
education, and easier access to credit are most likely 
to operate farming activities efficiently. Moreover, 
the farm households with greater plot sizes are 
technically more efficient. Policies leading to 
reduction of land fragmentation ought to result in 
increasing technical efficiency and hence farm 
income and welfare of the households. 
 
This study includes irrigation infrastructure and 
environmental factors in the technical inefficiency 
effects model to examine their effects on agricultural 
production that have significant policy implications. 
The results show that the irrigation infrastructure, i.e., 
diesel-operated irrigation scheme has had positive 
influence upon technical inefficiency effects in 
agricultural production. Electrification programs of 
the Bangladesh government, which convert diesel 
pumps into electricity-operated pumps for irrigation 
in this rural area, could be helpful in reducing the 
technical inefficiency effects in agricultural 
production, thereby improving farm income and 
household welfare. 
 

Land degradation is found to be a major technical 
constraint on production and we find that it creates 
obstacles in applying technology efficiently. 
Moreover, technical inefficiency effects are also 
positively influenced by land degradation in 
production. Policies that lead to reduction of land 
degradation could be beneficial in enhancing 
efficiency in production and thereby increasing 
productivity and household welfare for the rice 
farmers in Bangladesh. Land degradation can be 
slowed down through the joint efforts of farmers and 
the government. In this regard, two suggestions are 
pertinent for government policy makers. First, since 
Bangladesh has natural gas, development policy 
could be oriented to transfer it to the rural areas 
including the High Barind. This will reduce the use 
of organic matter for domestic fuel and allow them to 
recycle back it to the soil, which would reduce the 
rate of soil structural deterioration, soil erosion and 
land degradation. Second, efficient utilization and 
combination of fertilizer and irrigation can reduce the 
effects of land degradation. 
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Endnotes 
 
1.  The elasticity of output is estimated using the 
formula, given below, following Battase and Broca 
(1997) as: 
  Ei = βi + 2βiiXij + β jkXik

j ≠ k
∑ . 

 
2.  The generalized likelihood ratio statistic λ  is 
estimated as: λ = −2ln L H0( ) L HA( )[ ], where 

L(H ) and L(H ) are the values of the likelihood 
function under the null and alternative hypotheses 
respectively. The  

0 A

λ  statistic has asymptotic chi-
square distribution with degrees of freedom equal to 
the number of restrictions imposed under the null 
hypothesis. 
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