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Abstract 

The human development differentials emanate from the larger patterns of politicization of 

difference, which in turn are embedded in histories of state formation and political-economy. 

For South Asia, these relationships between the politicization of difference and political 

economy need to be examined in terms of two contrasting state form the secular state form in 

India and the non-secular state forms in Bangladesh and Pakistan. There are certainly some 

contradictions of Indian secularism that have resulted in this unevenness, but there are 

certainly broader historical political-economic processes at play, which are responsible. This 

is particularly evident from the fact that not only Muslims but at least two other social groups 

continue to suffer huge disadvantages; most alarmingly, together these three groups make up 

more than half of a population as large as India's. In other words, a much broader pattern of 

exclusion and disempowerment is at play, and one which emanates from the political-

economic processes. 
 

Introduction 

The respective formations of Pakistan and Bangladesh were based on the claim that the 

minority status was in fact the primary impediment to well-being. For Pakistan, it was 

claimed that despite the commitment to secularism, the minority status will never allow 

Muslims to engage with the core of Indian society on equal terms as the majority community. 

For Bangladesh, a linguistic minority experienced specific forms of oppression and 

exclusion, which it thought could be brought to an end only by constructing a separate state. 

Surely, there is no doubt that the successive wars of which Bangladesh and Pakistan were 

born played an indispensable role in displacing and overcoming the respective forms of 

oppression; the specific state formations that evolved, however, have not been without their 

problems. In particular, while in both cases one source of oppression was overcome with the 

formation of the new states, other forms of oppressions surfaced. Thus in Pakistan we see a 

rather deep divide between a small dominant elite and a huge disenfranchised and 

marginalized mass who are not different in terms of their religion, language or ethnicity, but 

in terms of their social location.  
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 In this paper we will begin the discussion of the relevance of state forms and 

political-economic structures to the question of human development and structural inequality. 

We begin by briefly presenting a human development profile of Pakistan and Bangladesh. 

Rather than repeating the well-known story that the human development indices tell, we will 

emphasize issues of unevenness in so far as possible with the available data. In both these 

cases, the unevenness with respect to gender is easy to document; it is less so with respect to 

religious or ethnic minorities. While a fair amount of information is available on the 

persecution of minorities and the violation of human rights, much less is available as to 

whether these groups show systematic unevenness with respect to the standard indicators of 

human development. As indicated above, these indicators are not our primary focus; our 

primary focus is on the matrices of social power and some fairly consistent analysis is 

possible with respect to that question, despite the paucity of data. In a somewhat different 

vein than our discussion on India, we will ascribe a greater emphasis on unevenness along 

'class' lines than along other categories of difference. This is not to deny that 'class' divisions 

exist in India or to argue that they are less important than in Pakistan or Bangladesh. The 

shift in emphasis emanates from two factors. The first concerns the claims behind state 

formation, which we alluded to above. The second concerns the slightly lesser degrees of 

polarization in India, as reflected in the emergence of a middle class. In the Indian case, 

therefore, the more significant question is why certain social groups are so minimally 

represented in the middle class or the elite, in particular in light of the claim that secularism 

would overcome this divide. 

Poverty and Inequality in Pakistan & Bangladesh 

In both Bangladesh and Pakistan, the main axis of unevenness that is most readily visible is 

that of material inequality. The kind of overlaps we saw in India in terms of caste and 

religion are not observed in Pakistan. Bangladesh, on the other hand, is almost a mirror 

image of that of India. Bengali-speaking Hindus constitute the biggest religious minority 

community in Bangladesh. While there is clear evidence of persecution and discrimination of 

Bangladeshi Hindus, there is less systematic data available which will help us connect levels 

of human development to ethnicity. Such a connection is more easily visible with respect to 

the Chittagong Hill Tribes. We will discuss these specific cases at several points, but it is 

necessary first to begin with a general discussion of human development in the two 

countries. The primary causes behind poverty in South Asia are well known. In Pakistan 

inequality in land relations is of central importance in understanding poverty. The historically 

existing feudal patterns of land ownership form the basis of this process. Interestingly, 

Pakistan is considered to be a relative 'success story' in South Asia. Pakistan's poverty-related 

indices are much lower than that of Bangladesh (as well as India). 

 Poverty, as calculated by the Government of Pakistan, has actually risen, and risen 

quite dramatically in the rural areas during the last decade.  A further examination of the 

expenditure and consumption data reveals the nature of extreme poverty in Pakistan. The 

Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper shows the following classification of the population 
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according to income levels. One important feature of poverty in Pakistan is a high 

concentration of the population within a small range around the poverty line. According to 

the Planning Commission, as much as 63 per cent of the poor fall between the poverty line 

and a level of consumption that is equivalent to 75 per cent of the poverty line (Government 

of Pakistan, Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper). As the PRSP notes, this kind of 

concentration around a poverty band implies that the static head counts of poverty can 

change dramatically with even marginal shifts in the poverty line. More importantly, it 

suggests that a large section of the population can be categorized as 'vulnerable', and is 

highly likely to fall into poverty as a result of a shock; alternatively, they can be moved 

above the poverty line through targeted interventions. The PRSP suggests that this might 

explain the rapid deterioration of poverty (especially rural poverty). In other words, it is 

important to acknowledge the interconnections between poverty and vulnerability, and as I 

shall note below, poverty and food insecurity. 

  The full import of these levels of poverty is appreciated only when we 

consider it along with the levels of inequality. One view of the nature of inequality can be 

obtained from a disaggregation of the monthly consumption expenditures. Recently, in many 

quarters the growth of the informal sector has come to be regarded as a panacea for the 

problems of unemployment and poverty. The evidence on this is far from clear. As we see 

below, informal sector wages fall far below formal sector wages; more importantly, there is a 

fairly large discrepancy between wages and gross value added, indicating that workers are 

not necessarily compensated in proportion to the value they add. Let us now turn to 

Bangladesh. As with Pakistan, we examine below the dimensions of poverty and inequality. 

As a recent study on chronic poverty undertaken by the Chronic Poverty Research Centre, 

UK and the Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies tells us, while rates of poverty have 

declined in Bangladesh in recent years, 25 to 30 million of Bangladesh's citizens continue to 

suffer from chronic poverty. The study estimated about 31 per cent of the rural Bangladeshi 

population to be in chronic poverty, i.e. subject to extremely low levels of consumption, hun-

ger and under-nutrition, lack of access to basic health services, illiteracy and other 

deprivations for more than a decade. About 24 per cent of the total population currently live 

in extreme income-poverty; 19 per cent of rural households cannot have 'full three meals' a 

day; and 10 per cent subsist on two meals or less for a number of months every year. Despite 

a marginal improvement in the rural wage labor rates during the 1990s, the extreme poor 

reported little substantive improvement in their hunger situation with increasing levels of risk 

and vulnerability. Alongside this persistent chronic poverty we see a strong and consistent 

growth of inequality. Income distribution has continued to worsen during the 1990s, and at 

an unprecedented pace.  

 The Chronic Poverty Report provides an assessment as to the extent to which 

inequality may be acting as a constraint on chronic poverty in the Bangladeshi context. It 

estimates that had the pattern of urban growth in the 1990s been 'distribution neutral', urban 

poverty could have been reduced by 13 percentage points (i.e. almost double that of the 7 
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percentage-point reduction that actually occurred). Similarly, it estimates a reduction of rural 

poverty by 12 percentage points. In other words, lower levels of inequality would engender a 

greater reduction in poverty even at a lower growth rate of income. By contrast, however, the 

reality in Bangladesh during the early 1990s was a sharp rise in inequality coupled with slow 

economic growth. It is important to note that the 'new' inequality of the 1990s was added on 

to the historically extant patterns of land concentration and inequality. One extreme 

manifestation of this poverty and inequality is hunger and food insecurity. About 27 per cent 

of the poor in Bangladesh and 10 per cent of the total poor households are hungry and 15 per 

cent are food-poor. Only four percent of the poor and less than two percent of the total 

households reported having two meals a day during the whole year. Further, about 10 per 

cent of rural households suffer from protein deficiency throughout the year. The nutritional 

status of children provides further glimpses into the real food and poverty situation of the 

households. 

Educational Structure in Pakistan & Bangladesh 

The level of literacy in both Pakistan and Bangladesh remains abysmally low. Less than 50 

per cent of adult Pakistanis and Bangladeshis are literate, exacerbated by fairly pronounced 

gender differences in literacy. Pakistan's performance in education is considered to be the 

worst in South Asia, and has been responsible for its low human development ranking: as of 

2003, Pakistan was the only country in South Asia in the low human development category. 

Its better performance since then has now moved it to the medium human development 

category. In contrast to the rest including Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and Nepal who had all 

attained medium human development status Pakistan is believed to have remained in the low 

human development category primarily because of its performance in education. According 

to the UNDP database, Pakistan's adult literacy rate as of 2005 was 49.5 per cent (below the 

average of 52.7 per cent for the least developed countries). In understanding the situation of 

educational development in Pakistan, it is useful to start by noting the discrepancy between 

Pakistan's income-related indices and its educational performance. Many suggest that this 

presents a 'paradox'. The opposite might indeed be argued, i.e. that this is not a paradox but a 

logical outcome of a growth strategy that Pakistan had endorsed. The first, and perhaps most 

fundamental, feature is the huge divide in the access to, and quality of, basic education. A 

complex set of reasons contribute to the logic of such apartheid. Let us briefly discuss the 

reasons that are most often cited in the literature. 

 It is an established belief in the conventional wisdom about education and the poor 

that the poor lack motivation for education. In some sense, this is true and understandable, as 

there are no obvious gains from education because of the wider context of unemployment 

and marginalization that circumscribe the life-chances of the poor. As we will see below, in 

Bangladesh also one can observe that the demand for education among the poor has played 

an important role in increasing literacy. In India as well, many studies indicate the need to 

dispel the myth that poor parents do not care about education. Yet another factor, that is 

supposed to discourage modern schooling among the poor, and in particular among Muslims, 
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is their preference for religious education. A recent World Bank study has analyzed the 

nature of this preference by examining data on schooling in Pakistan. At least three important 

conclusions emerge from this study. First, if private schools are available and affordable, 

parents prefer them over their alternatives. This is indicated by the fact that even among the 

poor more than 30 per cent of all families opt for private schools, even where both public and 

private schools exist. Madrassas account for less than 1 per cent of all enrolments, and this 

share is the same for the poor and the rich. Second, where either private or public schools 

exist, madrassa shares are no different among the rich and the poor. Most strikingly, in 

situations where neither private nor public schools exist families are more likely to exit from 

the educational system altogether rather than enroll their child in a madrassa. Similarly, 

Andrabi et al. conclude that there is no evidence for parental preference for religious 

education, and neither can one find any straightforward correlation between madrassa 

enrolment and household preference.  

 Our somewhat flawed understanding of the demand for education among the poor 

arises from the dependence on the human capital model, endorsed in particular by 

organizations such as the World Bank. This model is problematic on several counts. First, the 

claim that better educational attainment necessarily leads to higher incomes is not validated 

by the experiences of the poor. In India, Muslims saw no returns to educational investment 

while members of the lower castes, who could benefit from affirmative action policies. 

Similarly in Pakistan, the unfairness of the labor market contradicts the expectation that 

education leads to better jobs. This has led to disenchantment with education among many 

poor families. Second, the educational policies based on the human capital model tend to 

deemphasize the other reasons that make education valuable to the poor. These other, more 

fundamental reasons for which the poor may value education are at the heart of the human 

development paradigm. As we noted above, there is a very deep fragmentation of the 

educational system in Pakistan, as in most other developing countries. The schism, contrary 

to conventional wisdom of the kind propagated by Huntington, runs not along 'civilizational' 

lines but along class/income lines, and is the consequence of an elitist public policy 

framework as reflected in the very minimal allocations for education, in particular for 

primary education. The problem, however, lies not merely in the fiscal allocations towards 

education, but also in its poor utilization.  

 Over the last few years, a fairly perceptible pattern of segregation (or apartheid, as 

some have called it) has emerged in Pakistan. In terms of very broad categories there are 

three types of schools (not including madrassas) currently providing primary education non-

governmental organization (NGO) schools - formal as well as non-formal; private schools 

run for profit; and government schools. Basic education provided by the state is by far the 

largest in scale although by no means the best; indeed, with the onset of private and NGO 

schooling, only the poorest and the most deprived send their children to government schools. 

All available reviews suggest that government-administered schooling is in an abysmal state, 

further aggravating the divide between classes of citizens who go to these institutions and 
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who have the option to choose others. Bangladesh is considered a relative success story in 

terms of education, and in particular in closing the gender gap. Bangladesh made 

considerable progress in expanding primary and secondary education over the 1990s. This 

can be ascertained from three indicators, namely, primary school enrolment, primary school 

completion and secondary school enrolment. The rate of primary and secondary school 

enrolment and the primary school completion rates have increased significantly across all 

socio-economic groups. Substantial challenges, however, remain - as the total adult literacy 

rate still is under 50 per cent. 

 Inequality in schooling also shows a decrease across different poverty-based 

categories. Inequality within groups categorized according to land ownership also has gone 

down as indicated by the rich-poor ratio for these groups; a similar decline is seen for an 

income-poverty-based classification. As is well known, the decline in gender-based 

disparities has been extremely critical in improving the education-related indicators for 

Bangladesh. This is discussed in some detail below. 

Particular Patterns of Social Exclusion in Pakistan & Bangladesh 

A recent study by the Oxford Policy Management group on social exclusion in Pakistan has 

revealed some critical findings. The study identifies six dimensions of exclusion religion, 

language, gender, disability, access to land/occupation, and kinship/caste like structures, 

referred to as 'biraderi'. With respect to each of these axes of exclusion, the study finds 

marked patterns of inequality. In particular, the study finds that not only are there sharp 

contrasts in the levels of deprivation of the socially excluded groups, but that there are 

predictable positive impacts of removing social exclusion on the national level of particular 

(MDG) indicators. The study also found higher degrees of vulnerability among excluded 

groups. For instance, it found that the increase of poverty among socially excluded groups is 

higher both in absolute and relative terms. In fact, the poverty head count increases on 

average by 20 per cent among the socially excluded groups, and only 7 per cent among the 

rest of the population. With respect to literacy and schooling, the data shows marked 

inequalities. Children of Hindu households have 12 per cent less probability of attending 

school, when all other relevant factors for school enrolment are held constant. The 

probability of Hindu girls attending school falls even more sharply, by about 22 per cent. 

The study also finds a similar gender disparity across income levels; girls from the poorest 

income quintiles are about 22 per cent less likely to attend school than their counterparts in 

richest quintiles. Children from Christian households also show a lower probability of 

attending school compared to the majority community, but the effect is not statistically 

significant. Similarly the study found that sharecroppers as a social group had much lower 

returns to education than do other groups in the agrarian economy. It also found that 

sharecroppers are relatively worse off in terms of a number of indicators leading the authors 

to suspect that sharecroppers' contractual arrangements may entail particular forms of 

discrimination and exploitation. 
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 It is difficult to find similar data with respect to Bangladesh. It is not implausible to 

surmise, however, that given the much greater diversity of Bangladesh, it leaves open the 

possibility of structural inequalities of a more complex nature. There are two very visible 

faces of social exclusion in Bangladesh which we can examine briefly the indigenous 

communities in the Chittagong Hill Tract region and the women of Bangladesh. The 

Chittagong Hill Tracts are located in the south-east of Bangladesh, next to the border of 

Myanmar and the Indian states of Tripura and Mizoram. Indigenous peoples from 11 

different ethno-linguistic groups have been living in this region for many centuries. They still 

form the majority of the population (the 1991 Census estimates about 51 per cent, although 

there is some disagreement over that figure). Unlike the rest of Bangladesh, where Bengali-

speaking Muslims form the majority of the population, the indigenous peoples of the CHT 

are largely Buddhist, Hindu and Christian and some adhere to indigenous faiths. Most of 

their languages are of local/indigenous origin. The relationship between the indigenous 

communities of CHT and the Bangladeshi state has always been strained, and has unleashed 

a vicious cycle of armed struggle and state repression. 'Development projects' have been 

imposed on this context by the state, allegedly with the aim of placating the armed conflict.  

 As the Chronic Poverty Report points out, there is little systematic data about the 

human development conditions of the CHT population. However, the data that is actually 

available indicates systematic discrepancies in each of the human development indicators. 

The only source obtainable was a report based on a 1998 survey. According to this report, 

the averages for all health and education indicators in the CHT are lower than the national or 

rural average. Structural inequality persists within different ethnic groups the Bengali 

population typically enjoys higher levels of social development than non-Bengali 

populations. The much greater cause for concern about social exclusion in this case lies in 

the nature of the development projects that have been imposed in the CHT region, which 

goes on to point towards our central argument with respect to social power.  

Gender-related Inequality and Unevenness in Pakistan & Bangladesh 

Not surprisingly, the gender indicators show a systematic bias against women in almost all 

cases except life expectancy. Perhaps the worst is the case of earned incomes; in Pakistan 

female incomes are a third of male incomes and in Bangladesh about half. To get a more 

complex picture of gender discrimination we need to take into account factors on which data 

may be even sparser: the incidence of landlessness; the exploitative nature of the 

employment in which women are engaged; and whether or not their access to incomes, jobs 

or political participation is bringing about fundamental changes in social relations. 

Interestingly, while Bangladesh performs better than Pakistan in terms of the Gender 

Development Index (GDI), it seems to perform less well on the Gender Empowerment 

Measure (GEM), a composite index measuring gender inequality in three basic dimensions 

of empowerment economic participation and decision-making, political participation and 

decision-making and power over economic resources. At least two interesting observations 

emerge from this comparison. For one, no straightforward generalizations are possible with 



American Journal of Sustainable Cities and Society                                                    Issue 3, Vol. 1 January 2014 

Available online on http://www.rspublication.com/ajscs/ajsas.html                                            ISSN 2319 – 7277 
 

R S. Publication (http://rspublication.com), rspublicationhouse@gmail.com Page 211 
 

respect to 'cultural' stereotypes; the two countries have quite different levels of gender 

participation even though they are predominantly 'Muslim' countries. Second, greater gender 

equality in education, health or income does not necessarily signify greater empowerment 

measures for women we see that gender empowerment in Bangladesh remains quite low and, 

indeed, lower than Pakistan. 

 At first glance, this appears somewhat contradictory as Bangladesh has become rather 

well known, especially among development institutions, for having removed severe gender 

disparities in several aspects of human development. Two recent phenomena, export-sector 

employment and microcredit, are believed to have contributed significantly to gender 

relations in Bangladesh. Female work participation in Bangladesh is quite high compared to 

most developing countries, and in particular Pakistan and India. The recent upsurge in 

women's participation is attributed by many to the sudden and rapid boom of the ready-made 

garment industry (RMG). It appeared to explode many cultural myths about the participation 

of Muslim women in the public sphere and came to signify for many a substantive process of 

women's empowerment. In this sense, both microcredit and paid employment in the 

manufacturing sector are often hailed as successes and need to be examined more carefully. 

 In Bangladesh export-oriented manufacturing contributes two-thirds of the country's 

total foreign exchange. The garment sector in Bangladesh is estimated to generate 1.3 million 

jobs where more than 80 per cent of the workforce is women, most aged between 14 and 29 

years. In Bangladesh there is no national minimum wage. Unskilled workers in the garment 

sector receive 800 Bangladeshi taka a month. Many are forced to work 14-16 hours a day, 

and in some cases throughout the night. The management of garment factories rarely allows 

unions to be formed, which is their legal right according to the International Labor 

Organization (ILO). The preference for hiring women, as can be expected, derives from their 

'docility and dispensability'. Given the particular nature of this class of women workers and 

the broader domestic and global political-economic processes in which they are inserted, it is 

not surprising that such insertion does not enable the gradual overcoming of gender 

hierarchies. One has to be careful, however, to derive conclusions as to the 'empowerment 

effect' of this phenomenon. One view suggests that wage work in the garment sector has 

come to signify social and economic independence and, indeed, 'modernity'. 

 In our understanding of human development as social power, collective actions such 

as these must play a crucial role. From this perspective the real gain for human development 

is the nature of agency it has unleashed, rather than the monetary gains it may or may not 

have brought. When this is recognized, we begin to see human development as the outcome 

of agency from 'below', rather than from 'above'. While it would be desirable if states, 

corporations and international institutions ensured fair wages and just working conditions, it 

would also be expecting them to work, of their own volition, against the logic of the power 

relations in which they are embedded. Their actions and behavior can be altered only by the 

action of agents. In other words, agency cannot be a consequence of human development; 

rather, human development is the consequence of agency. 
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Conclusions 

The purpose in this research was to develop a profile of human development in Bangladesh 

and Pakistan. In addition to presenting a review of the main human development indicators, I 

have sought to explore the relationship between human development and structural 

inequality. Thus, I have explored inequalities along lines of class, gender and ethnicity, and 

have arrived at a story that is indeed worrisome. At the most fundamental level it reveals a 

very deep and systematic inequality with 84 per cent of Bangladeshis and 73 per cent of 

Pakistanis living on under $2 a day. The overwhelming majority of them are also landless 

and asset-poor. While recognizing the limitations of focusing on income and asset inequality, 

the importance of this level of material inequality can hardly be minimized. In addition, we 

saw several faces of exclusion along lines of religion, ethnicity and gender, which in 

conjunction with the inequality between classes have engendered deep schisms in the two 

societies. While none of this is unexpected, it suggests the need for us to examine carefully 

how the predicament came to be and how it can be overcome. The next two researches 

explore these questions. 
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