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If history is any
guide, the odds
of failing seem

lower for
Bangladesh.
The good news
is that
Bangladesh,
like other
developing

countries, has a

'latecomer
advantage'.
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What will Bangladesh look like in 50 years?

SYED BASHER

N a few years, Bangladesh will
celebrate its 50 years of
independence. When Bangladesh
was born in 1971 as a new nation, there
was an awful lot of negativity about the
economic prospect of Bangladesh. With
a starving population and periodic
cyclones, 1971's Bangladesh was not
rich in minerals or other natural
resources. But, with a combination of
robust strategy, circumstance, and
perhaps a little luck, Bangladesh has
transformed itself from an agrarian-
based society to an export-oriented and
industrial society.

However, one special feature of
Bangladesh's economic transformation
has been the pro-poor based nature of
economic development growth with
surprising achievements in health,
education, and gender equality
indicators. To put these achievements
in perspective, compared to India and
Pakistan, people in Bangladesh live
longer, have healthier lives, and send
more of their children (especially
daughters) to school. This broader
development gain has helped
Bangladesh to emerge as a nation of
“development surprise”, offering
practical lessons for the world.

Bangladesh's impressive
development gains over nearly the past
50 years have attracted a lot of media
and scholarly attention in recent times.
But too little is said about how the next
50 years may look like for Bangladesh.
In doing so, I identify four critical areas
that will likely dominate discussion of
Bangladesh's economic and social
policies for much of the 21st century.

First, despite the huge success in
family planning, population growth
remains a major headache for
Bangladesh. To accommodate its
growing population and the resulting
need for urbanisation and
industrialisation, Bangladesh is losing
an estimated 8,000 hectares of farm

land (equivalent to about 11,000 soccer
fields) every year. If left unstopped,
there will be no cultivable land left in
Bangladesh in fifty years, posing a
serious threat to the country's food
security.

Second, and related to the first,
Bangladesh seems poised to become
one of the world's consumption
superpowers, with a commensurate

increase in GDP per capita. However,
despite the hope for further materials
gains, Bangladesh may lose more from
the destruction of its natural capital
(e.g. aquifers, forest, ecosystem),
resulting in a decline of its wealth per
capita. In other words, to increase GDP
(which is a flow), Bangladesh is losing
its wealth (which is a stock). A 2004
study by researchers at The Beijer
Institute for Ecological Economics finds

that, in Bangladesh, over the period
1973-2001, wealth per capita grew at a
much lower rate (0.3 percent) than
GDP per capita (1.88 percent). This
doesn't mean that Bangladesh is
“consuming too much”, rather the
production of both capital goods and
consumption goods is highly
inefficient.

Third, Bangladesh's recent and

projected high-growth spurt may fizzle
out in the long run due to a
combination of unfavourable
developments. The political and
administrative system of Bangladesh is
highly vulnerable to corruption,
patronage, and rent-seeking that affect
sectors where significant public
financing or purchasing is involved. A
sort of Gresham's law—that bad money
chases out good—is taking effect within

the core institutions of the society. At
the same time, Bangladesh is missing
some thriving civil society institutions
that can serve to keep the state and the
market honest.

In terms of labour productivity,
Bangladesh ranks very unfavourably
among neighbouring countries in
South Asia. For example, from 1981 to
2010, Bangladesh's output per person
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employed (a common measure of
labour productivity) increased by a
mere two-fold, against a 7.4-fold
increase in China. This happened

because, unlike China, more than two-

thirds of Bangladesh's growth came
from household consumption and
very little from capital investment and
skill enhancement. Still, today, the
notion of '‘productivity gap’ and its
attendant consequences of slower

Embracing our Bengali beauty

and lovely” beauty

Challenging

' S a child,
I had an
oddly

funny nickname
- “Buchi”.
Somehow my
nose, a tiny part
of my face,
ended up
determining my
' whole identity
for some people. Even though I left
Bangladesh at a young age, I still wasn't
able to escape the scrutiny of not being
fair enough or “lovely” enough to suit
the deshi criteria of beauty.

Bangladeshi and Indian media
continuously bombard us with the
message that light skin and European
facial features are the golden standards
for beauty. This is a long existing
problem for practically all countries
impacted by colonialism, as during
colonial times, the existence of 'too
much' melanin and a Mongloid facial
structure was a symbol for the "lower
class” and signified inferiority. It is
2017; a long time has elapsed since the
British ruled the region, yet somehow,
our self-hate has amplified so much as
to produce a growing global
multibillion dollar skin whitening
industry. The discrimination that exists
towards darker skinned individuals
stemns not only amongst the ill-educated
poor, but is actually more rampant in
the middle and higher middle class,
educated societies of Bangladesh.

While India, our neighbour, has
launched a "dark is beautiful”
campaign to combat the widely popular
intolerant message prevalent in the
country, Bangladesh is yet to rise to the
occasion and bring home a more
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inclusive narrative of beauty.
Historically and geographically
speaking, Bangladesh is unique in that it
is bordered by India and Myanmar,
while being near to Nepal, China, and
Bhutan. So naturally, we Bangladeshis
have been endowed with genetics that
encompass all those surrounding
regions. We cannot expect the majority

“fair
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growth in income are poorly
understood in Bangladesh.

Fourth, the rising prices of basic
necessities such as housing, education,
health care, and transportation are
halting the growth of living standards
for millions of Bangladeshi
households. Millions are still
malnourished, can barely afford
clothing, and are not as healthy as they
should be. But more painfully, very
little progress has been achieved in
diverting hundreds of thousands of
Bangladeshi youths from drug
addiction and the like. A country that
can punish war criminals against the
will of international vested interests
seems to be losing its battle against the
influence of illegal drug business.

It is no easy task to tackle these
underlying problems, especially in the
context of Bangladesh's political
economy. Nevertheless, researchers are
in constant search for finding ways to
solve these difficult problems. For
example, compact township
(agglomerate housing in rural
Bangladesh) is recommended as a way
to consolidate population, preserve
agricultural land, and facilitate
economic development. Similarly,
through more secure property rights
and improved regulation and taxes,
public policies can help prevent
excessive resource depletion and
promote higher genuine investment.

If history is any guide, the odds of
failing seem lower for Bangladesh. The
good news is that Bangladesh, like
other developing countries, has a
'latecomer advantage' in the sense that
it can solve many of its problems by
imitation and adaptation of
technologies that already exist. The bad
news is that Bangladesh also faces
tremendous obstacles to overcome its
problems. Clearly, challenging times lie
ahead for Bangladesh.

The writer is an Associate Professor of Economics
at East West University, Dhaka. His work can be
viewed at www.syedbasher.org.
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of the population to have light skin and
long pointy noses, for those features
generally do not reflect our history nor
our roots. Our brown skin and our
unique features should be embraced and
celebrated, not erased with bleach nor
hidden with makeup or plastic surgery.
When we examine the Bangladeshi
media, we openly see an endorsement
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for light skin and European facial
features. Whether [ am watching a
drama, the news, or even just a TVC ad,
the characters are “whitened up” and
their makeup done to make them
appear more “foreign”. I still remember
jokingly commenting to my mother
how models on Bangla Television walk
around with ‘cooking flour' on their

faces! All of them appearing to blend
into one identical entity, void of
personality, with lightened skin and
coloured contact lenses that hide the
beautiful original shade of their eyes.
What does it imply when we as a
society promote and encourage the “fair
and lovely” complex in today's
educated modern society? Are we
essentially saying that to be beautiful
we have to expunge all our pigments
and along with it, our identity? By
erasing the brown tints in our skin, are
we trying to conceal the fact that we are

While India,
our neighbour,
has launched a
“dark is
beautiful”
campaign to
combat the
widely popular

redominantly an agriculture oriented, ' =
iE}EItiIE nation with hird working fﬂfﬂlﬁ’l ant
farmers who toil in the sun to feed the THBSS{IgE
rest of the growing population? I am
proud to be brown, just like the farmers prevﬂlgﬂt in the
and rickshawallas of Bangladesh. Today,
| feel proud to carry forward the CGHTIIT}',

genetics of brown skin from the same
brave people who fought in
Bangladesh's Liberation War. Personally
speaking, changing myself to look like
someone that [ am not, means denying
the rich culture and history of my
fellow Bangladeshi people.

[t is common to hear that we as
human beings always want what we
cannot have, but not many people
promote the idea that we should
embrace what we do have. So 1 will go
ahead and say it: Dear Bangladesh,
LOVE the skin that you have, for it
reflects the uniqueness that you offer to
the rest of the world. If we don't
embrace the beauty in our roshogolla
round faces, our bulky noses and other
ethnically "Bengali” features then we
are discarding our rich heritage in order
to conform to an ill-formed, ignorant,
archaic ideology.

The writer is a medical student at Florida State

University College of Medicine, USA.

Bangladesh is
yet to rise to
the occasion
and bring home
a more
inclusive
narrative of
beauty.
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