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Today, Bangladesh aspires to build a society
free from inequalities. This dream is not
something new. Over the years, Bangladeshis
have often faced discrimination on various
fronts. As a result, they have fought during
the Pakistan era, taken to streets in different
movements and ultimately waged a Liberation
War. After the independence of Bangladesh,
questions of social justice, equality and equity
have repeatedly emerged.

Issues of fundamental human rights
violations, the destruction of social justice,
and unjust biases remain central to
inequalities and discrimination. Inequalities
may manifest in economic, political,
socio-cultural and even in mental arenas.
Discrimination occurs at home and outside,
within a country, as well as at regional levels
and globally. When assessing inequalities, we
often focus on outcomes—such as income
or wealth inequalities. But in today’s world,
inequalities of opportunities—like access to
education, health services and information
and communication technologies (ICTs)—
have become critical factors in overall societal
inequalities. In many cases, inequalities in
opportunities determine the inequalities
in outcomes. Moreover, it is essential to
differentiate between “equality” and “equity”
in discussions about inequalities. Equality is
absolute, while equity is proportional.

In the economic realm, the existence of
income and wealth inequalities is well-known.
In fact, no datais necessary to understand
such inequalities—a simple walk through the
streets of Dhaka reveals these phenomena.
At the same time, a look at defaulted bank
loans or the cross-border money laundering
amounting to thousands of crores of taka
clearly indicates that money and wealth in
Bangladesh are concentrated in a few hands.
An analysis of overall data shows that while
the bottom 40 percent of the population in
Bangladesh receives 13 percent of the country’s
GDP, the top 10 percent enjoys 38 percent.

Such disparities exist across various
human development indicators as well. In
Bangladesh, the under-five mortality rate
among the bottom quintile of the population
is 49 per 1,000 live births, while the rate
among the top quintile is 25 per 1,000 live
births. Similarly, 85 percent of childbirths
among the top 20 percent of the population
are attended by those trained in giving birth,
whereas the comparable figure for the bottom
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20 percent is only 32 percent. From a regional
perspective, for example, the adult literacy
rate in Barishal is 75 percent, while in Sylhet,
it is only 60 percent. Compared to other
districts, the incidence of various illnesses is
higher in environmentally fragile districts,
where about 45 percent of households suffer
from different illnesses.

Disparities in the education and health
sectors are quite divergent. In education, the
coexistence of public and private schooling—
where schools serve wealthy versus poor
children and English versus Bengali medium
institutions—has created significant
inequalities. Maintaining quotas for specific
groups regarding school enrolment has
further exacerbated these inequalities.
Such disparities are reflected in educational
achievements and, subsequently, in job
opportunities and employment. Similarly, the
three-tier health system in Bangladesh has
erected a substantial discriminatory barrier
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The 2024 student-public uprising in
Bangladesh has reignited a critical
conversation about the future of nationalism
in the country. At the heart of this dialogue
is the tension between Bangalee nationalism,
born from the liberation movement of 1971,
and Bangladeshi nationalism, which has been
touted as an alternative. Mahfuz Alam, an
important figure in the uprising, recently gave
a speech that has gone viral, advocating for a
shift towards a more inclusive and tolerant
form of nationalism. His reflections raise
important questions about the relationship
between the state, society, and the individual.

Mahfuz’s core argument revolves around
the necessity of reforming the individual’s
moral character in order to reform society,
which, in turn, would lead to the reform of the
state. This bottom-up approach emphasises
the role of personal ethics and social change
as the foundations for state-building. His call
for a shift away from Bangalee nationalism
towards a more inclusive framework
challenges the foundational ideas that
have shaped Bangladesh’s identity since
its independence. However, this argument
overlooks the complex interplay between the
state and the individual and risks simplifying
the path towards a more inclusive and
tolerant nation.

At the crux of Mahfuz’s speech is the idea
that the state cannot achieve moral integrity
unless its citizens first cultivate their own.
This line of thinking, while partially valid,
turns the relationship between the individual
and the state into a one-way street. It
places the burden of societal reform on the
individual, ignoring the role the state itself
plays in shaping the moral and ethical fabric
of society. Institutions, laws, and policies are
powerful tools that can influence and guide
individual morality. In fact, they are often
essential in protecting individuals from
moral decline.

in society. Consequently, public health
facilities are inadequate and substandard.
The general public, who rely on the public
healthcare system, often does not receive
even the minimum acceptable services.
Meanwhile, the wealthy take advantage of
private hospitals and clinics, and the richest
individuals seek medical treatment overseas.

In ICT services, while three-fourths of the
top quintile households have access to the

internet, only nine percent of the bottom
quintile does. Fifty percent of urban residents
use the internet, compared to only 35 percent
of the rural population. In rural areas, just
three percent of households own computers,
and 78 percent of the rural population do not
know how to use one.

In Bangladesh, there are also gender
disparities in  both  outcomes and
opportunities. For instance, the female
enrolment rate at the tertiary level is 17
percent, while the male enrolment rate at
the same level is 24 percent. The labour force
participation rate among women stands at
36 percent, compared to 81 percent among
men. The representation of women in senior
and middle management positions is only
12 percent. The gender disparity in mobile
telephone usage is 29 percent, with about
33 percent of men and 17 percent of women
using the internet, respectively.

In the political landscape of Bangladesh,

and society must first be reformed before the
state can be rebuilt, reflects a classical liberal
view of the state. Yet, this approach can be
slow and unwieldy, especially in moments of
crisis like the present one. In contrast, top-
down approaches, where the state takes the
lead in reforming institutions and shaping
societal norms, are often more effective in
times of urgency. While bottom-up reform is
necessary for long-term change, moments of

disparities are deeply rooted, a fact observed
repeatedly in both the past and recent
history. Any space for political discussion
and discourse is monopolised by the ruling
party, while all activities of the opposition
are repressed. Through farcical elections,
the scope for representation of opposition
political parties in parliament is eliminated,
allowing the ruling party to dominate
completely. Regarding freedom of expression,
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the ruling party punishes any dissenting or
alternative voices. The opinions of individuals
associated with education, academia, other
professions and civil society have been stifled.

Therehasbeennomeaningful participation
of ordinary citizens in policy formulation
at the national and sub-national levels. The
process is clearly biased towards wealth and
power, disregarding the aspirations and
needs of the poor, marginalised and small
ethnic groups. While there have been some
attempts at participatory discussions, these
have often been nominal, with little effective
participation from these groups. Women’s
groups have spoken on several occasions,
but their views have not been given due
importance.

In the political arena, the voices of the
youth have been marginalised, and we have
consistently regarded them as the future of
the country, but have never allowed them
to be its present. As a result, the country

has failed to harness their creativity and
innovativeness for societal evolution and
social development. The underutilisation and
misuse of the power and dynamism of youth
represent a significant negative outcome of
inequalities.

From a social perspective, disparities
between the rich and the poor, between
higher and lower castes, and between higher
and lower classes still persist in our society.
The poor and marginalised groups are
deprived of educational and health services,
resources, credit facilities and ICT services.
Consequently, they have become victims of
employment and income inequalities.

Socially, urban-rural disparities are well-
known. Furthermore, religious disparities
often become topics of public discourse
in Bangladesh. At various times, different
religious groups have expressed fears for
their safety, and complaints about religious
freedom have also been raised. It is important
to remember that regardless of religious
beliefs, socio-economic status, caste, or creed,
all citizens of a state possess the same rights.

In the social arena, disparities exist not
only at the macro level but also at the micro
level. For example, within families, significant
gender disparities remain in areas such as
women’s rights, opportunities, food intake,
freedom of expression, decision-making and
financial autonomy. The views of younger
family members are often disregarded.

A number of disparities are also observed in
cultural areas. The state and the government
tend to prioritise the promotion of urban
cultures over rural cultures. In many instances,
undue efforts are made to mainstream the art
and culture of small ethnic groups. Often, the
medium of instruction in the schools of these
groups is not their indigenous languages,
but Bangla. The language and literature of
these groups f[requently lack state support
and promotion, leading to cultural disparities
among various groups.

Many people have also talked about mental
disparities in the context of Bangladesh.
Society often looks down on various groups,
such as people with disabilities, resulting
in discriminatory (reatment. We seem
insensitive to their needs, fail to treat them
with compassion and do not adequately
consider their issues. Furthermore, we often
engage in discriminatory behaviour towards
others, which diminishes basic human
dignity.

To build an equitable society, both society
and the state must assume social and macro
responsibilities, but individuals also bear
responsibility. If each of us respects equality
in our thoughts, outlooks, behaviours
and deeds, it can serve as a powerful force
towards building an equal society. Building
an equitable and non-discriminatory society
in Bangladesh is a difficult task, but it is
certainly not impossible.

in the wake of
Bangladesh’s uprising

and, ultimately, contributing to the rise
of authoritarianism. His vision is one of
a secularism that embraces all ideologies
and paths in the land, one that is more
inclusive and reflective of the diversity within
Bangladesh.

This critique of Bangalee nationalism is
not without merit. The secularism that was
central to the formation of Bangladesh in
1971 has indeed struggled to accommodate

A more nuanced understanding of the
relationship between the state and the
individual would recognise it as a two-way
process. The state has a responsibility to
foster an environment where individuals
can develop moral character, but individuals
alone cannot bear the full burden of societal
reform.

Mahftuz’s vision of state-building through
a bottom-up approach, where individuals

national crisis demand swift, decisive action
that only top-down approaches can deliver.
Mahfuz critiques Bangalee nationalism
as exclusionary, arguing that the rise of
authoritarianism in Bangladesh has its roots
in the secular framework established after
1971. According to him, the secularism that
underpinned Bangalee nationalism failed
to be inclusive, leading to the alienation
of various social and religious groups,
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In the wake of the 2024 uprising, the intellectual debate on nationalism will be crucial for shaping Bangladesh’s future.

the full spectrum of identities within the
country. However, Mahfuz’'s proposed
solution—a complete break from Bangalee
nationalism-raises its own set of questions.
Is it truly necessary to abandon Bangalee
nationalism altogether? Or can secularism
be reinterpreted in a way that addresses its
historical shortcomings while preserving the
legacy of the liberation struggle?

The issue at hand may not be Bangalee

nationalism itself but rather how its
principles have been applied. If secularism
were reimagined (o include the diverse
perspectives that Mahfuz envisions, it could
serve as the basis for a reformed Bangalee
nationalism that is capable of guiding
Bangladesh through its current challenges.
This would eliminate the need for a wholesale
shift to a new nationalist paradigm, such as
Bangladeshi nationalism, and would allow for
a continuity of national identity rooted in the
history of the 1971 struggle.

Mahfuz’s call for a new nationalism, framed
as a shift from Bangalee to Bangladeshi
nationalism, also invites scrutiny. Can
Bangladeshi nationalism, with its focus
on a broader national identity, truly offer
more inclusivity than a reformed Bangalee
nationalism? And if it does, is that inclusivity
inherent to Bangladeshi nationalism, or is it
simply a matter of how secularism is applied
withinit? If the latter is true, then Bangladeshi
nationalism may face the same application-
based challenges as Bangalee nationalism has
over the past five decades.

These debates are crucial as Bangladesh
emerges from the 2024 uprising. The
question of nationalism, and whether a
paradigm shift is necessary, cannot remain
unanswered for long. If the country is to
rebuild itself, it must establish a national
identity that unites its citizens and secures
the future of the state.

The paradigm shift in nationalism that
Mahfuz advocates may indeed be necessary,
but only if it can offer a more inclusive,
tolerant, and pragmatic path forward.
Whether this shift comes through a reformed
version of Bangalee nationalism or a move
towards Bangladeshi nationalism remains to
be seen. What is clear, however, is that any
solution must address the deep-rooted issues
of redemption, reconciliation, and inclusion
that have haunted Bangladesh since 1971.

In the wake of the 2024 uprising, the
intellectual debate on nationalism will be
crucial for shaping Bangladesh’s future. The
state must address questions of identity and
belonging to rebuild effectively. Beyond the
immediate crisis, the focus should be on
creating an inclusive and cohesive national
identity. As Mahfuz rightly notes, the failures
of redemption after 1971 must not be repeated.
Moving forward, the state must reimagine
its role in fostering an inclusive society that
reflects the aspirations of all citizens.



