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“A brilliant and powerful book that gives voice to ordinary Bangladeshi women, a welcome 
antidote to ‘top-down’ theories of development that shines a light on the crucial role that women 
play in how social change actually happens.”

Monica Ali CBE, author of Brick Lane and Love Marriage

“In Renegotiating Patriarchy, Naila Kabeer offers optimism to the sometimes discouraging field 
of development studies. She draws on years of creative thought, systematic analysis and careful 
fieldwork in Bangladesh to show that positive social change can outpace economic growth, 
overcome bad government, and address cultural resistance. This is a book I will recommend to 
students for years to come.”

Craig Calhoun, University Professor of Social Sciences, Arizona State University 

The idea of the ‘Bangladesh paradox’ describes the unexpected social progress that 
Bangladesh has made in recent decades that has been both pro-poor and gender equitable. 
This began at a time when the country was characterised by extreme levels of poverty, poor 
quality governance, an oppressive patriarchy and rising Islamic orthodoxy. 

This ‘paradox’ has evoked a great deal of interest within the international development 
community because Bangladesh had been dubbed an ‘international basket case’ at the 
time of its independence in 1971, seemingly trapped in a development impasse. Previous 
attempts to explain this paradox have generally taken a top-down approach, focusing on the 
role of leading institutional actors – donors, government, NGOs and the private sector. In 
Renegotiating Patriarchy: Gender, Agency and the Bangladesh Paradox, Naila Kabeer starts 
with the rationale that policy actions taken at the top are unlikely to materialise into actual 
changes if they are not acted on by ordinary women and men. But what led these women 
and men to act? And why did they act in ways that modified some of the more oppressive 
aspects of patriarchy in the country? That is what this book sets out to investigate. 

It describes the history of the Bengal delta, and the forces that gave rise to the kind of society 
that Bangladesh was at the time of its independence. It considers the policy and politics of 
post-independence Bangladesh and how these contributed to the country’s social progress. 

But the key argument of the book is that much of this progress reflected the agency exercised 
by ordinary, often very poor, women in the course of their everyday lives. Their agency helped 
to translate institutional actions into concrete changes on the ground. To explore why and how 
this happened, the book draws on a rich body of ethnographic, qualitative and quantitative 
research on social change in Bangladesh – including studies by the author herself. The book is 
therefore about how norms and practices can change in progressive ways, despite unpropitious 
circumstances, as a result of the efforts of poor women in Bangladesh to renegotiate what had 
been described as one of the most non-negotiable patriarchies in the world. 
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This book is dedicated to the memory of Simeen Mahmud  
(1950–2018): friend, collaborator and a very special human being.





Renegotiating Patriarchy is a major contribution to the literature on 
gender inequality. Kabeer shows how and why a deeply entrenched 
form of ‘classic patriarchy’ has been radically transformed through 
the interplay between women’s agency and structural opportuni-
ties in recent Bangladeshi history. The book is cogently argued and 
lucidly written. It is also an inspiration to women and all others who 
need to see that large-scale structural transformation is possible.

Sherry B. Ortner, Distinguished Research Professor  
of Anthropology, University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA)

In Renegotiating Patriarchy, Naila Kabeer offers optimism to the 
sometimes discouraging field of development studies. She draws 
on years of creative thought, systematic analysis and careful field-
work in Bangladesh to show that positive social change can outpace 
economic growth, overcome bad government, and address cultural 
resistance. This happens when women have agency to change their 
lives, their families, their communities, and the everyday practices 
of their work and livelihoods. This is a book I will recommend to 
students for years to come and that colleagues should celebrate.

Craig Calhoun, University Professor of Social Sciences  
at Arizona State University, Former President  

of the Social Science Research Council, US

A brilliant and powerful book that gives voice to ordinary Bangla-
deshi women, a welcome antidote to ‘top-down’ theories of devel-
opment that shines a light on the crucial role that women play in 
how social change actually happens.

Monica Ali CBE, author of Brick Lane and Love Marriage

In the decades after independence in 1971, Bangladesh was widely 
dubbed ‘a basket case’ in terms of its development prospects. 
Its adverse geographical conditions, desperate poverty, corrupt 
state apparatus, political instability, and apparent drift away from 
democracy gave rise to the gloomiest predictions. Yet since this 
inauspicious start and despite ongoing problems, including the 
steady rise of a particularly orthodox version of Islam in public 
life, which might be thought likely to hold back women’s contri-
bution, Bangladesh has made impressive progress in many areas of 
the Millennium Development Goals. Achievement in the teeth of so 
many odds, the Bangladesh Paradox, is the topic of Naila Kabeer’s 
scholarly but accessible monograph. An expert on Bangladesh, 
Kabeer uses her own extensive ethnographic research, along with 
other quantitative and qualitative evidence to document not only 



Bangladesh’s surprising performance but the even more astonishing 
fact that growth has been both pro-poor and pro-women. While 
acknowledging the importance of structural and institutional fac-
tors in this astonishing story, Kabeer’s emphasis is on the ways in 
which ordinary men and (particularly) women negotiated social 
and cultural constraints to respond to new opportunities for them-
selves and their children, thus remaking their world and their lives. 
Any researcher interested in the interaction between structure and 
agency and the ways in which individuals can and do effect change 
will benefit from reading this fine book.

Jane Humphries, Centennial Professor  
at the London School of Economics and Political Science

Bangladesh was once seen as the textbook case study of a coun-
try that was impoverished, over-populated and highly patriarchal, 
with very little hope of improvement in the foreseeable future. It has 
now become the textbook case study of a country that defied the 
odds, making progress on what matters most: the health, wellbeing 
and education of its people.  There have been various attempts to 
explain what has been termed the Bangladesh paradox. They touch  
mainly on the significant contributions of various institutional 
actors – the state, Grameen Bank, NGOs, donors, the private sector 
and so on. Naila Kabeer, in this well-researched book, takes a dif-
ferent tack. Drawing on her own work and on ethnographic stud-
ies, life histories and personal narratives carried out by others, she 
argues that it was the aspirations and actions of ordinary people 
responding to the changing circumstances of their lives that was 
the driving force behind the Bangladesh paradox. Furthermore, she 
uses these narratives to tease out the important role that women 
played in bringing about these changes, how their experiences of 
discrimination in their own lives gave them the courage to seek to 
carve out a better life for their daughters. 

Professor Muhammad Yunus,  
recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize 2006

In contrast to recent attempts to explain the ‘Bangladesh paradox’ 
that have relied on top-down perspectives and have attributed this 
remarkable accomplishment to NGOs, foreign donors, or the Bang-
ladeshi government, Naila Kabeer draws our attention to the voices 
and activities of the impoverished village women who have been the 
target of much national and international policymaking. Drawing 
on her considerable body of research in the villages and factories 
of Bangladesh and the scholarship of colleagues on related topics, 
Kabeer is able to highlight changes over a span of several decades in 



rural Bangladeshi women’s own ideas of acceptable and necessary 
behaviour. She draws important conclusions about the relationship 
between such ideas and the material world that shapes these ideas 
and is at the same time shaped by them.

 Elora Shehabuddin, Professor, Gender & Women’s Studies  
and Global Studies; Director, Chowdhury Center  

for Bangladesh Studies, University of California, Berkeley

Anyone wanting to understand the surprising ‘Bangladesh paradox’  
must read Naila Kabeer’s elegant, nuanced, and convincing analysis 
of its multiple roots and uncertain future. Kabeer’s study is based 
on critical scrutiny of an impressive body of varied evidence. It 
shows why a weak economy, poor governance, and the rise of reli-
gious orthodoxy formed no obstacle to felicitous changes in fertility 
behaviour, girls’ education, women’s paid employment, and gender 
and generational kinship relations. Donor, government and NGO 
interventions were important prerequisites, but Naila Kabeer argues 
compellingly that it was ordinary women across the country who 
were the primary architects of these key habitus changes.

Willem van Schendel, University of Amsterdam  
and International Institute of Social History

In this fascinating account, Naila Kabeer tells the story of how 
Bangladesh scored impressive social and economic gains in the half 
century since independence, defying predictions that the country 
would be an ‘international basket case’. She makes a persuasive case 
that the resourcefulness of ordinary people was crucial in this result, 
and that profound changes in women’s lives and livelihoods played 
a central role in the process. This book is a must-read for anyone 
who wants to learn more about how ‘development’ really happens.

James K. Boyce, Political Economy Research Institute,  
University of Massachusetts Amherst

Bangladesh has puzzled many for a long time with its rapid strides 
in human development against heavy odds. Naila Kabeer hits the 
nail on the head with an account of the story that puts gender rela-
tions and women’s agency at the centre of the stage.

Jean Drèze, Honorary Professor, Delhi School of Economics

This is a mature work that combines analytical rigour with empiri-
cal wealth, meticulously unpicking the complex array of influences 
explaining the ‘Bangladesh paradox’. It complements the more  
conventional ‘big picture’ approaches with a uniquely powerful 
‘bottom-up’ account of ordinary people’s changing experiences, 



placing women’s agency at the centre of the narrative. This is a must 
read for anyone interested in development theory and policy, and in 
gender relations in South Asia.

 Deniz Kandiyoti, Emeritus Professor of Development  
Studies, School of Oriental and African Studies

Kabeer’s volume is a most welcome and significant addition to a 
long-standing debate on Bangladesh’s development and processes 
of social and cultural change. Offering a long temporal lens and 
rich evidentiary material from multiple researchers, she calls for a 
critical reading of the Bangladesh paradox. More broadly, her crit-
ical reading of this paradox invites a rethinking of the processes 
of change, one that is grounded in people’s actual lived experi-
ence. While acknowledging the structural and institutional reor-
ganization of the country’s economy and culture, she advances an  
innovative analysis of the formation of new social relations and 
subjectivities. Such a focus exposes the rich terrain of agency, expe-
rience, and, importantly, the power of women’s negotiation with 
patriarchy, not only as a critical basis for increasing gender equality, 
but, also, as a challenge to popular explanations of the Bangladesh 
paradox rooted in the western imagination.

 Shelley Feldman, International Professor (1987–2016),  
Cornell University

Bangladesh provides a fascinating story of achieving rapid progress 
in many social development indicators, defying formidable odds 
and gloomy predictions of early years. The phenomenon is yet to be 
fully understood despite a growing literature on what is now often 
called a development puzzle or a paradox. While some analysts have 
pointed to the role of female agency as a dominant contributing 
factor, this begs the question as to why such agency has worked so 
well particularly in a patriarchal society that represses women. This 
book fills this gap in our understanding of the so-called Bangladesh 
paradox as well as being an important addition to gender and pov-
erty studies generally.

 Wahiduddin Mahmud, Former Professor of Economics,  
University of Dhaka
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Glossary and acronyms

Glossary

abhab scarcity
Ahmadi a modern Muslim sect 
akhirat afterlife 
anchal edge of sari
ashraf of noble birth 
ajlaf low-born 
apa older sister
atoor ghar outside hut where women gave birth
Baidya an upper Bengali Hindu caste
Baniya merchant caste
bari homestead
baul devotional community
bazaar fixed marketplace 
bhadrolok respectable people 
bigha 0.14 hectare
birangona war heroine
boodhi intelligence
burqa tent-like garment with head covering worn by Muslim 

women 
Chakri formal job
char land thrown up by movement of rivers
chotolok lower class of people 
daabi dowry 
ghar house, household
gram village 
gushti lineage group
haat weekly or bi-weekly village market
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Hadith teachings of the Prophet
haram sinful
hijab head covering worn by Muslim women
jal fishing net 
jat/jati caste
imam mosque leader
kabin nikah marriage contract 
kazi Islamic scholar
khas land unused state-owned land 
jihad praiseworthy struggle 
jotedar rich tenant farmer/medium-sized landowner
joutuk dowry
lakh one hundred thousand
lathi cudgel
lungi men’s sarong
madrassa Islamic school 
marfat Islam doctrine that emphases inner knowledge
mastaans gangster, muscle men
matabor village leader or elder
mehr or mohrana sum of money promised to bride by groom’s family in 

Muslim marriage contract
milad thanksgiving ceremony
muhajirs immigrant
nawab title given to ruler or noble
Orna long scarf
palki palanquin
para neighbourhood or hamlet 
paribar family
parishad council
pati woven mat
pir spiritual guide (male)
piranis spiritual guide (female)
purdah norm of female seclusion
raiyat tenant farmer
samaj local community
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samity association, most often linked with NGO activity in 
Bangladesh

sardar village chief or headman
shakti shali physical strength
shalish informal council for arbitrating village-level disputes
shalwar kameez tunic and loose trousers worn by women
sharia/shariat Islamic scriptural law
sharkar government
sher weight measure
sindur spot on forehead worn by women for religious/cosmetic 

purposes
taka Bengali currency
taleem classes Quranic reading classes
taluk tax collecting unit
tariqat Islamic doctrine devoted to pursuit of inner vision 
teep same as sindur
thana old subdistrict, literally police station 
tom-tom gari horse-drawn carriage
umma Islamic moral community
upazila new administrative unit since Ershad period: subdistrict 

level
waz mahfil lectures by religious scholars
zakat Islamic duty to pay one-fortieth of income to the poor
zamindar originally tax collectors, later referred to landlord

Acronyms

AL Awami League
ASA Association for Social Advancement 
BGMEA Bangladesh Garments Manufacturers and Exporters 

Association
BIGD BRAC Institute of Governance and Development 
BRAC used to be Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee. 

Now just BRAC
DFID Department for International Development, UK 

government 
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EPI Expanded Programme on Immunization 
EPZ export-processing zone
GDP gross domestic product
ICDDR,B International Centre for Diarrhoeal Diseases Research, 

Bangladesh
MDGs Millennium Development Goals
MFA Multi Fibre Arrangement
NGO non-governmental organisation 
ORT oral rehydration therapy (treatment for diarrhoea)
ORW oral replacement workers – staff of BRAC ORT 

programme
RMG ready-made garments
SDGs Sustainable Development Goals
UNDP United Nations Development Programme
UNFPA United Nations Population Fund
UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund
WHO World Health Organization 
USAID United States Agency for International Development 
VGD Vulnerable Group Development
VGF Vulnerable Group Feeding
WFP World Food Programme 



1. Unravelling the paradox:  
meaning, motivation and methodology

A paradox is ‘a person or thing conflicting with preconceived notions 
of what is reasonable or possible … contrary to accepted opinion’. 
(Concise Oxford Dictionary 1983)

A paradox, as the definition above suggests, refers to something that runs 
contrary to expectations or preconceived ideas. Recurring references to the 
‘Bangladesh paradox’ in the development studies literature are shorthand for 
the unexpectedness of certain aspects of the country’s development experi-
ence. Bangladesh has progressed on the social dimensions of development in 
ways that have not only run contrary to received wisdom in this field but have 
also confounded the gloomy predictions that accompanied its independence 
in 1971. Here is one attempt to convey this:

Would you say that a country was likely to reach any of the Millen-
nium Development Goals if it is affected by adverse geographical 
conditions, has a state apparatus perceived as chronically corrupt, 
is subject to substantive political instability and is also perceived 
as moving away from democracy? No, we would not. Yet, Bangla-
desh, once famously dubbed a test case for development, has made 
impressive progress in many areas of the MDGs. This is good news. 
But the really interesting bit is that progress was achieved against the 
odds, because many would have predicted otherwise. (Asadullah  
and Savoia 2018)

In fact, the really interesting bit is not only that this progress has been achieved 
against the odds but that it has been both pro-poor and gender-equitable. In 
a country that had been described as among the very poorest in the world, 
with a particularly extreme form of patriarchy, this was another aspect of the 
paradox: ‘Bangladesh stands out as the shining new example in South Asia of 
a poor country achieving impressive gains in gender equality’ (World Bank 
2008, p.3).

We can distinguish three dimensions to the Bangladesh paradox. There 
is an economic dimension, the view that a country needs to accumulate a 
minimum level of wealth before it sees an improvement in the health and 
wellbeing of its population. Indeed, some scholars adhere to what Sen (1999) 
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describes as a ‘growth-mediated’ model of social progress, the idea that eco-
nomic growth is a necessary condition for countries to progress on the social 
front. Yet Bangladesh has performed better on its social development indica-
tors – and on the gender equality of these indicators – than other countries 
at similar, and even higher levels, of per capita GDP. It is regarded a ‘positive 
outlier’ on the international stage (Asadullah, Savoia and Mahmud 2014).

There is a political dimension, reflecting the argument that the quality of 
governance in a country can make a difference, that responsive states can steer 
‘policy-supported’ pathways to social progress – sometimes regardless of lev-
els of GDP (Sen 1999). But here, too, Bangladesh has defied expectations. Its 
state has been widely depicted as corrupt and inefficient, with the politics of 
clientelism and rent-seeking permeating all levels of government. This has 
not prevented the country from achieving a pro-poor development trajectory.

Similarly paradoxical, but largely absent from the paradox literature, is that 
improvements in gender equality began and gathered momentum during a 
period that saw the steady rise of a particularly orthodox version of Islam  
in political and public life. The cultural dimension of the paradox derives 
from the widespread view in the modernisation literature that Islam itself 
is antithetical to women’s emancipation: it is seen as the ‘other’ of moder-
nity (White 2012). Inglehart and Norris (2003) conclude on the basis of their 
cross-country analysis of World Values surveys that the ‘true clash of civili-
zations’ between Islam and the West was not, as suggested by Huntingdon 
(1993), over conflicting attitudes to democracy but over conflicting attitudes 
to gender equality: it was, in other words, a ‘sexual clash of civilizations’ (p.65).

The country’s status as a ‘positive outlier’ in cross-country comparisons of 
social progress, its reputation as one of the success stories of the Millennium 
Development Goals, has clearly attracted a great deal of interest within the 
international development community. But, for longer-standing scholars of 
Bangladesh, the unexpectedness of the country’s achievements lies less in the 
comparison with other countries and more in the comparison with its not-
so-distant past. They look back to the decade or so following the country’s 
independence in 1971, when it was ranked as one of the poorest countries 
in the world, when its uncontrolled population growth rates combined with 
recurring natural and man-made disasters to wipe out any gains it managed 
to make, appearing to condemn it to be caught forever in a ‘below poverty 
level equilibrium trap’.1 And they want to know: what went right? How did the 
country manage to pull itself out of these catastrophic conditions and set itself 
on the road to a moderate degree of success?

In response to these questions, the literature provides elements of a plausi-
ble answer. It explains why a dysfunctional state could still promote equitable 
policies; it refers to the vibrancy of the country’s development NGOs; it notes 
the role of the donor community that provided generous assistance over the 
years in exchange for compliance with its advice; it points to the emergence of 
a dynamic private sector – and it commends the collaboration between these 
different institutional actors.
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But it has largely been a ‘big picture’ story, the ‘view from above’. It tells us a 
great deal about the beliefs and actions of powerful groups in the society but 
very little about the role of ordinary people, those who were absent from the 
established centres of decision-making and largely nameless in the literature. 
Yet it was the responses of these ordinary people to their changing environ-
ment that was the ultimate driving force behind the country’s unexpected 
progress. It is this missing piece of the story that is related in this book.

This book is therefore about a subject that is of perennial interest in the 
social sciences: how social change happens. But, more than that, it is a story 
about how change happens in the face of apparently insurmountable barriers. 
It retells this story as it has been told so far but it takes the ‘view from below’. 
And, for reasons that I explain next, it places women’s agency in the processes 
of change at the heart of the story.

1.1 Women’s agency and the Bangladesh paradox
The origins of my interest in this story go back to the late 1970s, when I was 
doing my PhD at the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE). 
I was trying to explain the high rates of fertility that prevailed in the country at 
the time and that were widely attributed to cultural irrationality on the part of 
peasants. As someone trained in economics and registered in the Economics 
Department, I wanted to find out if an economic rationale revolving around the 
contributions of children to the household economy compared to their costs 
might have a role to play. It was not, however, the formal rational choice mod-
els of neoclassical economics that I found most persuasive but the approaches 
taken in economic anthropology, suggesting that culture, institutions and social 
relationships mediated the costs and benefits of children in different contexts. 
In South Asia, for instance, anthropologists had pointed out that a strong patri-
archal culture that marginalised women in the economy had led to forms of 
gender discrimination so extreme that they were described as the ‘endangered 
sex’ (Miller 1983): unlike the rest of the world, female mortality exceeded male 
almost from birth. In a culture where boys were far more valued than girls, 
 families ended up having more children than they wanted to ensure the survival 
of a minimum number of sons (Cain, Khanam and Nahar 1979).

Influenced by their approach, I decided I wanted to carry out my own field-
work and explore these questions for myself. The Economics Department did 
not encourage primary fieldwork so I shifted to Population Studies and went 
off to live for 18 months in the village of Amarpur (pseudonym) in Faridpur 
district. Unfortunately, my training in economics left me with very little idea 
about how to do ethnographic research. Instead I ended up designing my own 
surveys to reflect the ideas I had absorbed,2 although I believe that my time 
living in the village for over a year gave me a feel for the rhythm of rural life 
that I would not have otherwise had and a greater appreciation for hands-on 
research.
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Amarpur was similar to many villages in Bangladesh at the time, not as 
rich as some, not as poor as many. Women had around seven children by the 
time they had completed childbearing, the same high rates of fertility that 
prevailed elsewhere in Bangladesh. My survey data confirmed that sons made 
a greater economic contribution to their families than daughters for reasons 
discussed in Chapter 5; daughters appeared to be a net liability. In addition, 
my survey of married women included a series of questions that allowed me 
to construct ‘preference scales’ that separated out their desire for large num-
bers of children from their preference for sons3 (Kabeer 1986). I will discuss 
the findings from this early Amarpur research in greater detail in Chapter 9. 
What is relevant to report at this stage is that they suggested that the high rates 
of fertility I found in the village were motivated by the desire for sons rather 
than for large families per se. In other words, they echoed the wider literature 
on the topic.

After my PhD, I joined the Institute of Development Studies, Sussex.  
I retained my commitment to field-based research in South Asia, honed  
my qualitative research skills, and undertook various projects that took me  
back to the region on a regular basis. I was therefore aware of studies docu-
menting the emergence of what became known as the Bangladesh paradox. An  
illustration of the paradox was provided by Drèze and Sen (2013) through a 
comparison of Bangladesh, India and Pakistan, three neighbouring countries in  
South Asia, using data from 1990 and 2011.4 These are presented in Table 1  
in Appendix 5, supplemented with information from other sources. Drèze 
and Sen noted India’s near-uninterrupted record on democracy since its inde-
pendence in 1947, in contrast to extended periods of military rule in both 
Bangladesh and Pakistan. They also noted that Bangladesh lagged behind 
both India and Pakistan on the economic front: its per capita GDP was lower 
throughout this period and its levels of poverty higher.5

However, in terms of social indicators, Bangladesh began out behind  
the other two, but at some point after 1990 it had caught up with them and 
forged ahead:

 – Fertility rates declined in all three countries but, while Bangladesh 
started out with higher rates than the other countries in 1950, they 
were 2.2 in 2011 compared to 2.6 in India and 3.4 in Pakistan (Bloom, 
Canning and Rosenberg 2011; Drèze and Sen 2013).

 – Broad-based progress in health services and living standards across 
the region had led to an increase in overall life expectancy in all three 
countries. Again, Bangladesh had started out with the lowest life 
expectancy of the three in 1950 but reported a dramatic increase, over-
taking India in 2000 and catching up with Pakistan in 2010 (Bloom, 
Canning and Rosenberg 2011).

 – All three countries had reported higher male life expectancy than 
female in the 1960s. By 2016, female life expectancy had exceeded 
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male in all three countries, converging with the pattern that prevailed 
in most countries. The shift began earlier in Bangladesh and went  
further. By 2011, life expectancy in Bangladesh was 70 for women  
and 68 for men; it was 67 and 64, respectively, for India and 66 and 64 
in Pakistan.6

 – The story was similar for infant mortality rates. Countries in the 
South Asia region reported average rates of 168 per 1000 live births 
in the early 1950s. They had fallen to 53 by 2010 (Bloom, Canning 
and Rosenberg 2011) but of the three countries, they fell furthest in  
Bangladesh (Drèze and Sen 2013). By 2011, its infant mortality 
rates were 37 per 1000 live births compared to 47 in India and 59 in  
Pakistan.

The picture on gender differentials in child mortality diverged from what was 
a pattern of progress, albeit an uneven one, in all three countries. Gender 
differentials remained high in India, leading to some of the highest levels of 
excess female mortality in the world and a persisting female deficit in the 
under-five age group (Alkema et al. 2014; Guilmoto et al. 2018, p.e657).7 In 
addition, evidence began to emerge of a growing resort to female-selective 
abortion in India, made possible by the introduction of prenatal diagnostic 
technologies that could detect the sex of the foetus. By ensuring that more 
sons were born than daughters, parents were able to combine their desire for 
fewer children with their continued preference for sons. As a result, not only 
did excess levels of female mortality persist among children but sex ratios at 
birth began to rise from what were considered ‘normal’ levels of 105 male to 
100 female births (which prevailed in much of the world) to levels of 111 by 
2011, reflecting the malign new strategy of ‘death before birth’ (Das Gupta 
and Bhatt 1997; Tong 2022).8 We will return to possible explanations for this 
in the concluding chapter.

There seemed to have been some rise in sex ratios at birth in Pakistan after 
the 1990s, but by no means as dramatic as that in India (Ritchie and Roser 
2019; Zaidi and Morgan 2016). In Bangladesh, on the other hand, gender dif-
ferentials in infant and child mortality had largely disappeared by 2000, while 
sex ratios at birth remained remarkably constant at the international norm of 
105 males to every 100 females.9

This decline in older forms of discrimination against girls in Bangladesh, 
unaccompanied by a rise in the lethal new forms observed in neighbouring 
India, strongly suggested that a shift had taken place at some fundamental 
level in its structures of patriarchy, one that had led to a revaluation of daugh-
ters in a culture long characterised by strong son preference.

Intrigued by this possibility, I decided to investigate it as part of a larger 
research project on gender, work and social change in Bangladesh, a collab-
oration between IDS and the BRAC Institute of Governance and Develop-
ment (BIGD) in Bangladesh. The project included Amarpur in a survey of 
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women from different districts that we carried out in 2008. The project team 
returned to Amarpur in 2010 to collect life history narratives from men and 
women from different generations in order to explore their views about sons 
and daughters. Once again, I will discuss the findings from the later research 
in Amarpur in greater detail in Chapter 9 but here I highlight some key ones 
that helped to shape the analysis in this book.

The first key finding, which was reported by both the survey data and qual-
itative interviews, was that there had been a decline in fertility rates in Amar-
pur, mirroring the decline that had taken place in the rest of Bangladesh. 
There had also been a decline in the preference for large families and an even 
greater decline in the preference for sons. Most men and women now wanted 
both sons and daughters, with some even expressing a preference for daugh-
ters. The life history narratives confirmed the near-universal shift to the norm 
of small families documented by the survey data. Also echoing the survey 
data, they confirmed that there had been a marked shift in favour of balanced 
sex composition of children.

In addition, their narratives provided an account of how life had been in 
the past and how it was today. The older generation recalled the immense 
poverty of the early years of independence and the precarious nature of 
their lives. Men and women across the generations believed that positive 
social changes had taken place since that period and clearly saw their own 
actions as part of this change (‘keeping up with the changing times’). They 
did not describe their role in terms of a purely individual cost–benefit anal-
ysis, although costs and benefits did enter into their decisions. Instead, 
changes at the individual level appeared to be bound up with the changes 
that were taking place at the societal level, changes that were affecting  
relationships between men and women, parents and children, individuals 
and communities.

Finally, interspersed throughout the narratives were direct and indirect ref-
erences to women’s agency as one of the forces behind these changes. There 
seemed to be a widespread belief that women were taking greater control  
of their lives (almost too much control, in the view of some), that they were 
using their agency to carve out a better deal for themselves and for their 
children, and that daughters featured prominently in their aspirations in a 
way that they had not done in the past. Given that those we were speaking 
to had been brought up to think and behave in ways that were rooted in the 
long-standing structures of female subordination that characterised Bangla-
desh, their accounts offered important insights into how women in Amarpur 
were being able to renegotiate the terms of what had been described as ‘among 
the least negotiable patriarchies in the world’ (Goetz 1992, p.12).

These narratives explain the central role given to women’s agency in my 
account of the Bangladesh paradox. In the rest of this chapter, I discuss the 
wider literature that provides the theoretical rationale for this focus as well 
as the broader context of my research. I sketch out a conceptual framework 
that helps to pull together different pieces of this account and draw out 
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their interconnections. I conclude with a discussion of my methodological 
approach and a roadmap of the book.

1.2 Gender, economy and demography in the belt  
of ‘classic patriarchy’
Comparative research on the structures of patriarchy since the 1970s has doc-
umented systematic regional variations in the organisation of family, kinship 
and gender relations across the world, a ‘geography of gender’ (Townsend and 
Momsen 1987). Of specific relevance to this book is what this research has 
said about a range of countries stretching from North Africa across the Middle 
East to the northern plains of South Asia, termed the belt of ‘strong’ or ‘classic’ 
patriarchy (Cain 1984; Kandiyoti 1988). While the countries in question var-
ied considerably in terms of their religions, political regimes and development 
trajectories, their family and kinship systems had certain features broadly in 
common, summarised by Caldwell (1978) as ‘extended, patrilineal, patrilocal, 
patriarchal, endogamous and occasionally polygynous’ (p.558).

These features gave rise to the forms of gender discrimination that I noted 
earlier, discrimination so extreme that women in these countries died in larger 
numbers than men in almost every age group – in marked contrast to the rest of 
the world, where women generally lived longer than men in different age groups 
and in the overall population. The results were highly ‘masculine’ sex ratios in 
the populations of these countries, ranging anywhere between 106 to 110 or 
more men to every 100 women compared to the ratios of 100 or fewer men that 
prevailed elsewhere. Sen (1990a) coined the phrase ‘missing women’ to refer 
to the deficit in the number of women that resulted from these lethal forms 
of discrimination. Estimating it at more than 100 million women globally, he 
described it as one of the worst human catastrophes of the 20th century.10

Family and kinship structures in the belt of classic patriarchy stood in con-
trast with those prevailing in other regions. For instance, the predominant 
pattern of kinship and descent in South East Asia was bilateral, with rights of 
inheritance extended to both men and women; there was relative flexibility 
in post-marital residence; and women retained ties with their natal kin after 
marriage. There were also far fewer restrictions on their mobility: they were 
more likely to be active in the labour force, primarily in agriculture and trade, 
and hence contributed directly to household production. In sub-Saharan 
Africa as well, while systems of inheritance and marital practice varied across 
the region, it was possible for women to either inherit or enjoy use rights to 
land, while high rates of female labour force participation were common.

These studies provided a broad-brush sketch of geographical variations 
in patriarchal regimes across developing countries. Detailed research from 
South Asia offered a more disaggregated picture (Dyson and Moore 1983; 
Miller 1981; Sopher 1980; Visaria 1961; Visaria 1967). It suggested that the 
region did not constitute a homogenous bloc, that there were variations in 
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patriarchal regimes within it. In particular, it suggested a north–south pattern to  
kinship regimes within the Indian context, a pattern so clear that it allowed the  
country to be divided into two by an east–west diagonal line that followed  
the contours of the Vindhya hills and the Narmada river valley (Sopher 1980).

Kinship systems north of this divide, referred to as the Indo-Aryan model, 
displayed many of the features of classic patriarchy, but inflected through the 
Hindu caste system. The patrilineal system of kinship, which traced descent 
and inheritance practices through the male child, meant that the gender and 
paternity of the child were paramount to the reproduction of the patrilineage. 
Male honour, and the honour of the family, required strict controls over wom-
en’s sexuality and reproductive behaviour, secluding them within the domes-
tic domain and restricting their participation in the economy.

Caste endogamy, or marriage within the same jati (sub-caste) group, 
ensured the reproduction of the caste hierarchy.11 At the same time, patri-
local marriage together with strict enforcement of kin and village exogamy 
meant that spouses were unrelated in terms of kinship and that brides left 
their natal village after marriage to join their husbands’ families, often travel-
ling considerable distances to do so. Marriage among caste Hindus was also 
hypergamous: women married ‘upwards’ into a socially and ritually superior 
status family within their caste hierarchy. The inferiority of ‘wife-givers’ was 
signified by the payment of dowry, the transfer of wealth from the bride’s fam-
ily to the groom’s, at the time of marriage.12

These interlocking practices provided powerful incentives in favour of sons, 
who were central to the transmission of property, the continuation of the pat-
rilineage and the perpetuation of the caste system. They were active in the 
economy, brought in dowry when they married, lived with or close to their 
parents, provided support as they grew older and performed the obligatory 
funeral rites when they died. Daughters were denied property rights and had 
to be married off at considerable cost, only to move away from their natal 
village after marriage, with the result that their productive and reproductive 
labour was lost to parents.

The limited contribution by daughters, the premium placed on female chas-
tity, and the fact that dowry costs tended to rise with age of marriage put pres-
sure on parents to marry them off at an early age. For the husband’s family, 
young brides were advantageous because they could start bearing children from 
an early age, increasing the probability of producing male heirs. But, from the 
bride’s perspective, the pressure for early and frequent childbearing to produce 
the sons on which their status within the family so crucially depended led to 
high levels of fertility accompanied by high levels of maternal mortality.

Kinship systems to the south of this divide, the Indo-Dravidian model, were 
more flexible with greater diversity of practice. They allowed for bilateral rules 
of inheritance so that women could also inherit property, and they were char-
acterised by preferred rather than prescribed forms of marriage, with close-
kin marriage the ideal form. Marriage could take place close to the natal home 
and post-marital residence patterns varied considerably. Women generally 
married into families that were socially and ritually equal; bridewealth was 
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more common than dowry and marriage expenses were shared between the 
kin groups of bride and groom. There was less stress on female chastity and 
fewer controls over women’s sexuality and freedom of movement. They were  
more likely to be active in production outside the home and daughters  
were as likely as sons to render support to parents as they got older.

As Dyson and Moore (1983) note, these north–south differences gave rise 
to distinct regional patterns in economic, social and demographic outcomes 
(Appendix 5, Table 2).13 Women’s literacy and labour force participation rates 
were lower in the northern states than in the south; they were more likely to be 
secluded within the home, were married at younger ages, were less likely to use 
contraception and reported higher rates of fertility. In addition, female mor-
tality rates exceeded male in most age groups so that sex ratios in their overall 
population were highly masculine, ranging from 106 to 114 males to every 
100 females, compared to ratios ranging from 107 to 97 in the southern states. 
Using an index to measure son preference, where a value of zero would imply 
equal preference for sons and daughters, Dyson and Moore (1983) found much 
stronger son preference in the north, where the value of the index ranged from 
20.7 to 31.3, than in the south, where values ranged between 8.9 and 18.4.

While their study focused mainly on empirical material from India, they 
also attempted to locate their kinship typology within the larger Asia region. 
They suggested that the north Indian system belonged within the ‘West Asian’ 
system, what we described as the belt of classic patriarchy, while the south 
Indian one overlapped with the South East Asian constellation. In other words, 
the Vindhya–Narmada divide also represented the ‘great divide’ between two 
larger sociocultural systems (Miller 1981, p.24).

Dyson and Moore located Sri Lanka within the south Indian kinship system 
because there was very little evidence of excess female mortality, while Paki-
stan, with its high fertility rates and excess female mortality, appeared closer 
to the north Indian system. The eastern regions presented more of a challenge. 
The smaller states of India’s north-eastern promontory were largely populated 
by indigenous ethnic minorities, ‘tribal’ peoples, with very different kinship 
practices to either of the two main paradigms. They clearly represented a dis-
tinctive cultural and demographic regime.

The eastern states of Orissa, Bihar and West Bengal, on the other hand, 
appeared to represent intermediate regimes. They had some elements in com-
mon with both the main systems but differed considerably from each other, 
despite geographical proximity. The prevalence of cross-cousin marriage in 
Bihar seemed to place it in the south Indian system, although its strong son 
preference and excess female mortality among children was more characteristic 
of classic patriarchy. There was greater consistency between kinship and demo-
graphic patterns within Orissa and West Bengal. Their marital patterns (cross-
cousin marriage in the former case and village endogamy in the latter), lower 
levels of fertility, weak or absent levels of excess female mortality and lower son 
preference together suggested closer affinity to the south Indian model.

Bangladesh proved even harder to place. Though Bangladesh and West Ben-
gal had made up the united province of Bengal in pre-partition India, shared 
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a common ethno-linguistic identity, and might be expected to display strong 
similarities, Dyson and Moore believed that Bangladesh had stronger affinities 
with the northern kinship and demographic regime. They based this on the 
rareness of cross-cousin marriage (associated with the south Indian model), 
early age of marriage among women, their isolated and vulnerable position 
after joining their husbands’ kinship group and high rates of fertility and child 
mortality (all associated with the north Indian model). They also noted that 
there had been a shift some time in the second half of the 20th century from the 
practice of bridewealth at marriage, common among Muslims in the subcon-
tinent, to the practice of dowry, which characterised the north Indian model, 
suggesting a strengthening of the association with this model. They did, how-
ever, notice some uncertainty in the existing literature about whether there was 
excess female mortality among children in Bangladesh, a hallmark of the north 
Indian demographic regime. This led them to conclude that the ‘situation [was] 
complicated and by no means analogous in all respects’ (p.52).

As Dyson and Moore point out, differences in aspects of kinship and 
demography between Hindu-majority West Bengal and Muslim-major-
ity Bangladesh appeared to foreground religious differences as part of the 
explanation. However, they note that the consensus among scholars was 
that regional variations in kinship systems, demographic regimes and sex 
ratios across the South Asian subcontinent were of longer historical stand-
ing, predating the arrival of Islam on the subcontinent. This suggested that 
regional differences between the northern Aryan and the southern Dravid-
ian cultural formations were more plausible explanations of the variations 
in demographic outcomes than religious differences. The practice of Islam 
varied considerably across the regional divide and appeared to reflect local-
ised social practices (Mandelbaum 1970).

This view was borne out by Miller (1983), who found that juvenile sex 
ratios differed considerably between Bangladesh and Pakistan, the two Mus-
lim-majority countries on either side of the north Indian plains – but closely 
resembled the Hindu-majority states in India that neighboured them. The 
preponderantly male child sex ratios in Pakistan were similar to those of  
the neighbouring north-western Indian states of Rajasthan and Punjab,  
while the more egalitarian sex ratios reported in Bangladesh resembled those 
of the neighbouring state of West Bengal.14 So, while the influence of religion 
may have played some role in explaining the differences between West Ben-
gal and Bangladesh noted by Dyson and Moore, these differences were more 
likely to reflect their different histories of migration and settlement than their 
religion (discussed in the next chapter).

1.3 Gender, agency and patriarchal regimes
Differences in gender and kinship regimes were clearly relevant to expla-
nations of regional variations in patterns of gender discrimination, but 
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these explanations also contained some interesting propositions about the  
implications of different regimes for women’s agency and its role in mediating 
demographic outcomes. For instance, Dyson and Moore suggest that, within 
south Indian kinship systems, women’s greater mobility and freedom to par-
ticipate in the labour force meant that daughters constituted less of a depend-
ency burden on their parents and wives on their husbands. This, they suggest, 
was an important factor in explaining the more equal treatment meted out to 
female members of the family.

Sen (1990b) discusses the issue of women’s agency in his work on ‘miss-
ing women’. He points to the positive correlation between women’s economic 
activity rates and their survival chances relative to men across Africa and 
Asia. He suggests two pathways through which the correlation might reflect 
causality. One pathway worked at the societal level. In regions where women 
customarily worked outside the household, their contributions to the house-
hold were more socially visible, more likely to be recognised by family and 
society and hence more likely to entitle them to a fairer share of household 
resources. By contrast, in societies where women were confined to domestic 
activities, where their contributions were less visible and less valued, gender 
discrimination from an early age was likely to be the norm.

A second causal pathway operated at household level, with women’s 
contributions to household livelihoods differentiating the degree of voice 
and influence they were able to exercise within their households. Women’s 
engagement in paid activity, their contribution to household finances, was 
likely to increase their ability to negotiate a more egalitarian distribution of 
its resources. Important to note here is the assumption that mothers would be 
less likely than fathers to discriminate against daughters.15

Drèze and Sen (1995) explored these ideas in greater detail in the con-
text of India. Controlling for the regional divide in patriarchal regimes, they 
found that districts with higher levels of female economic activity and liter-
acy reported lower fertility rates and lower female disadvantage in child sur-
vival. Female literacy also reduced overall child mortality. Male literacy rates 
reduced the female disadvantage in child survival but the effect was much 
smaller and they had no effect on under-five mortality or fertility rates. In 
other words, while variations in patriarchal structures contributed to varia-
tions in the pattern of demographic outcomes, a societal effect indicated by 
the significant effect of regional variables, variations in women’s individual 
agency also had an impact on these outcomes, independent of structures.

A somewhat different approach to the analysis of women’s agency and 
its implications for reproductive behaviour can be found in Kandiyoti 
(1988). She suggests that different regimes could be seen as embodying 
distinct ‘rules of the game’ or ‘patriarchal bargains’, which spelt out the 
structure of constraints and opportunities within which women and men 
could exercise agency. While most women in most contexts had an inter-
est in securing their place in their societies, and minimising threats to it, 
the agency permitted to them and the strategies they could pursue reflected  
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the possibilities embodied in these context-specific gendered constraints. 
They were consequently likely to deal with the implications of patriarchal 
power in their lives, to ‘bargain with patriarchy’, very differently within the 
belt of classic patriarchy compared to the strategies pursued by women in 
less tightly controlled patriarchal regimes.

For instance, studies from the African context testified to the consider-
able degree of autonomy displayed by women in their efforts to safeguard 
their own interests. Their access to property of their own and their ability 
to engage in independent economic activities seemed to have given rise to a 
greater willingness to engage in open forms of conflict with those in author-
ity. Within families, they prioritised their own farms and trading enter-
prises to reduce their dependence on, and obligations to, husbands and they 
deserted their marriages when conditions became intolerable. In the public 
domain, they were willing to resist government policies that went against 
their interest. This degree of independence meant that they had no reason 
to favour sons over daughters.

This presented a stark contrast to women’s behaviour within classic patriar-
chy. Here women strove to adhere as far as possible to the restrictive societal 
norms defining their behaviour: they avoided mobility in the public domain, 
deferred to male authority within the household and sought to produce as 
many sons as possible to assure their place within their husband’s patriline-
age. The risks and uncertainties associated with women’s dependence on men 
within classic patriarchy created powerful incentives for son preference and 
high levels of fertility.

These studies provide the outlines of the hypothesis about women’s 
agency and reproductive outcomes that underpins the analysis in this book. 
Its starting premise is that the overarching structures of patriarchy in a soci-
ety determine the value given to its women as evidenced by the degree of 
equality they enjoy. Those that embody greater freedom for women are also 
more likely to give them greater value because they are able to participate 
in a wide range of roles within the economy and make substantial contribu-
tions to household production.

Within the restrictive context of classic patriarchy, such as the one that char-
acterises Bangladesh, the hypothesis suggests two different, though mutually 
compatible, routes through which greater gender equality might emerge:16

 – Through shifts in patriarchal structures which allow an expansion of 
the range of productive roles that women are able to play, reduce their 
dependency status and promote their revaluation at societal level – 
and the revaluation of daughters within the family.

 – Through the increased bargaining power that accrues to individual 
women within their households as a result of expanded economic 
opportunities, which they are able to use to achieve a more gender- 
egalitarian distribution of household resources.
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1.4 Conceptualising continuity and change
The narratives I heard in Amarpur persuaded me that there was a story to  
be told about the Bangladesh paradox from a different standpoint to that  
taken in the literature so far. It would focus on how the larger drivers of change 
identified in this literature were experienced and acted on as they unfolded 
in the lives of ordinary people and how their experience and agency helped 
to shape the course of change. And it would focus on women’s experience 
and agency as the central core of the story. But it was clear that individual 
responses could not be understood independently of the context in which 
they took place. There was a path dependence to the change narratives we 
heard in Amarpur: they bore strong traces of the past because past constraints 
had set the parameters within which subsequent change evolved.

There was thus a twofold analytical challenge to unravelling the Bangladesh 
paradox. It required an explanation for the conditions that prevailed at the 
start of the paradox and why they had appeared to scholars of that period to 
be so intransigent. And it required an explanation of the pathways through 
which change did take place in subsequent years.

This dual challenge in turn needed a conceptual framework that could bring 
its two strands together in a coherent way. Theories of practice in the fields 
of anthropology and sociology provide a promising way forward, starting 
with Giddens’s structuration theory, which sought to integrate the two dom-
inant social science traditions of structural determinism and methodological 
individualism (1979). Structuralist traditions focus primarily on the larger 
social forces in a society that are considered to govern human behaviour. 
One strand of these traditions highlights the cultural systems that prevail in  
particular contexts. Some of the early literature on gender discrimination  
in Bangladesh, for instance, explained it in terms of customs, beliefs and role 
expectations rooted in Bengali Muslim culture (Aziz 1979; Aziz and Maloney 
1985). The other strand is concerned with the material arrangements of a 
society and their impact on identities and interests. In the Bangladesh con-
text, for instance, this tradition focused on its agrarian power structure, on 
the ‘intermediate’ character of its governance regime and on its patriarchal 
kinship system.

A diametrically opposite view is to be found within voluntarist traditions, 
which portray human behaviour as the expression of individuals’ tastes and 
preferences, subject to the resources they have at their disposal. This is, of 
course, the dominant view within mainstream neoclassical economics. An 
early example of this in the Bangladesh literature can be found in Khandker 
(1987), who sought to demonstrate that women’s labour force participation 
was not ‘inflexibly fixed by local custom’ (p.24) as claimed by cultural expla-
nations but could be explained by standard economic variables such as edu-
cation, land and livestock.

Structuration theory brings these traditions together in a mutually 
interdependent relationship: structures constrain human agency but are 
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simultaneously produced by human agency. The actions of individuals are 
seen to be guided by, and operating within, the range of possibilities generated 
by the cultural beliefs and material arrangements of their society. Because 
their conduct is constrained in this way, it generally serves to reproduce these 
beliefs and arrangement – but not invariably. There is scope for human con-
duct to modify, destabilise and even transform aspects of structure. In the rest 
of this section, I bring together the key building blocks of structuration theory 
– structure, practice and agency – to sketch out a conceptual framework that 
will help to make sense of the different processes of continuity and change 
that feature in this book.

Conceptualising continuity

Structure

The concept of structure refers to those aspects of the social world that impose 
patterns on, or ‘structure’, other aspects of this world, including the behav-
iour of human actors. As Sewell (1992) points out, it has both virtual and real 
dimensions. The virtual dimension refers to the systems of norms, beliefs and 
conventions, or cultural schemas, which provide a pattern to social life. Struc-
tures in this sense do not exist concretely in time and space but are lodged in 
the human brain and the collective consciousness of social groups.

These cultural schemas become ‘real’ through the concrete arrangements 
that they give rise to. They demarcate society into different institutional 
domains that are organised around their own internal logic – familial repro-
duction, the production of subsistence and surplus, the governance of commu-
nities. They classify people into different groups on the basis of differentially  
valued identities. And they distribute valued resources between these groups. 
The unequal nature of these classifications and distributions gives rise to a 
social order in which privileged groups have both a stake in the existing order 
and the resources to ensure its reproduction.

Resources are conceptualised in ways that capture what makes them valua-
ble in different societies. Bourdieu (1977) distinguishes between ‘resources’ as 
latent possibilities of different kinds and ‘capital’ as the mobilisation of these 
possibilities in purposeful activities: the pursuit of needs, interests and goals. 
What is valued about resources, in other words, is what they enable people to 
achieve, their implications for agency. Material resources are, of course, the 
most familiar within the literature – I have cited land and livestock as examples 
from the early Bangladesh literature. Today, as Bangladesh strives to become 
a modern, market-oriented society, new kinds of material resources, such as 
institutional finance and digital technology, have taken on greater significance.

Human resources refer to the physical and mental capabilities embodied 
in human being, their bodily capacity, skills, education and knowledge. Also 
widely recognised in the literature is the importance of social resources, net-
works of relationships, which spell out claims and obligations between people 
and can be mobilised in the pursuit of objectives. Later chapters will discuss 
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the importance of social relationships in Bangladesh for the kinds of agency 
people were able to exercise: horizontal ones based on family and kinship, as 
well as vertical ones based on power and patronage. Poverty and helplessness 
in Bangladesh, it has been observed, was as much about being ‘poor in peo-
ple’, having no one to turn to in times of trouble, as it was about being poor in 
property (McCarthy 1967).

Finally, practice theory gives central role to symbolic capital, the status, pres-
tige and respect associated with position in the social order. While resources 
more generally determine the courses of action available to groups of people, 
symbolic resources bestow certain groups with the authority to interpret cul-
tural norms, to determine which courses of action are considered acceptable 
and which transgress normative boundaries. They have the power, in other 
words, to constrain and enable the actions of others in ways that reproduce 
the social order and their own privileged position within it.

Practice

The norms, beliefs and conventions of a society operate at the everyday level 
through the various bundles of activities that define and differentiate the 
domains of social life. They are embedded within these activities through  
the generalised, taken-for-granted procedures that are routinely invoked by 
people as they go about their daily business without much reflection and 
thought. While the concept of practice could refer, in principle, to anything that 
people do, practice theory is concerned with issues of power and domination.  
It tends to focus on actions that are bound up, intentionally or otherwise, with 
the processes of structuration through which the inequalities of the social 
order are produced and reproduced (Ortner 1984). For instance, while the 
social conventions of Bengali culture that prescribe the most auspicious time 
of day to cut one’s hair and nails (see Chapter 3) may be intriguing phenomena, 
they are far less consequential for processes of structuration than conventions 
about how food is distributed within the family and who is given priority.

Shove, Pantzer and Watson (2012) suggest that we can conceptualise social 
practices as constituted by specific combinations of elements – material ele-
ments, relevant knowledge and the social meanings attributed to the practice. 
It is the extent to which these constituent elements remain fused in repeated 
enactments over time that gives continuity to social practice. Equally, it is the 
loosening of one or more of these elements, their incorporation into other 
kinds of activities, that brings about change.

Social practices do not exist in isolation but are interwoven with each other 
over time to create the systemic character of everyday life. For instance, the 
patriarchal norms that assign primary responsibility for domestic work to 
women in Bangladesh and shape how they carry it out within their house-
holds also govern the market-based activities of men. Unequal access to  
market-based activities, in turn, feeds into domestic practices, determining 
whose claim on household food and other resources will be given priority.
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Agency

Agency, the capacity for thought and action embodied in social actors, is the 
third central concept within structuration theory, linking the routinised per-
formance of social practice with the subjectivity of the actor. Social actors 
enact social practices, rather than simply pursuing their own random and 
idiosyncratic preferences, because they do not, and cannot, exist as isolated 
individuals; they are always persons enmeshed in social relations that require 
them to behave in certain ways. Bourdieu’s concept of habitus has been very 
influential in practice theory as a way of capturing how structural princi-
ples take root in individual subjectivities so that people adhere routinely and 
largely unconsciously to the social conventions that govern the conduct of 
daily life. Habitus describes how actors internalise the culturally defined and 
materially organised structures of their external world in the form of ‘durable 
dispositions’, propensities to think, feel and act in ways that accord with the 
structures that produced them and thus reproduce them over time.

The concept of habitus goes beyond mental schemas that shape individ-
ual subjectivities to also encompass embodied ways of being in the world, 
influencing how people occupy spaces, through their gestures, posture and 
deportment in the different domains of their lives. Bourdieu talks about the 
‘hauteur of the aristocrat’ and ‘the stance of the peasant’ by way of examples, 
but anyone who has done fieldwork in the sexually segregated context of 
Bangladesh will be only too aware of the embodied nature of habitus in the 
ease with which men inhabit public space and the contrasting discomfort that 
characterises women, their efforts to dress and conduct themselves in public 
so as to deflect attention from themselves as far as possible.

Habitus becomes part of individual subjectivities through experiences over 
the life course, with the early formative years having a particularly power-
ful effect. People who share a given social position and face similar objective 
conditions of existence are likely to share certain similarities in their habitus, 
in how they think and feel about the social world, what they expect of others 
and what is expected of them. So, while individual history is an important 
element in the formation of habitus, so too is the collective history of the 
family and social groups of which the individual is member. And inasmuch 
as individuals simultaneously belong to different social groups – in the Bang-
ladesh context, groups are organised by gender, class, religion and ethnicity –  
these intersecting identities and experiences are likely to be internalised as 
core aspects of their habitus.

Conceptualising change

As Sewell points out, the conceptualisation of structures within practice the-
ory shares the reproductive bias of structuralist theories more generally since 
the point of the concept is to explain the durability of certain aspects of social 
life. This does not necessarily rule out scope for agency to be incorporated 



UNRAvEllING THE PARAdOx 17

into the performance of practice. So, while habitus structures the range of 
possibilities perceived to be available in relation to certain structures, demar-
cating a realm of unquestioned routine, habit and tradition, the realm of what 
Bourdieu refers to as doxa, social actors are still able to engage in purposive 
forms of agency within its limits, to interpret custom and convention rather 
than mechanically following it.

However, many do not think that this formulation goes far enough to over-
come reproductive bias since the change envisaged is limited to ways of act-
ing, thinking and feeling that are consistent with customs and conventions. 
This has led Ortner to pose a more general version of the research question 
that informs this book: ‘the question of how actors who are so much the product 
of their own social and cultural contexts can ever come to transform the condi-
tions of their own existence – except by accident?’ (1989, p.14, my italics).

McLeod (2005) suggests that space for more intentional forms of change 
can be opened up by allowing for a less tightly presumed relationship between 
external realities and internalised constraint, thereby allowing scope for 
improvisation, creativity, reflectiveness and emotions, particularly in the face 
of unanticipated events of life. Periods of social instability, for instance, are 
likely to see gaps emerge between internalised dispositions and the social 
world in which they evolved; patterns of behaviour are likely to become more 
irregular, to depart from previous social practice. At lower levels of analysis, 
there are likely to be events that are exceptional, crises, ‘blips’ in the system, 
when circumstances require more reflective and intentional forms of agency 
than is customary (Elder-Vass 2007, p.329).

In addition, the habitus that people acquire in their childhood may be 
attenuated or modified through changes that occur in the course of their lives, 
as they grow up and deal with events and experiences their childhood did 
not prepare them for (McNay 1999). And, as societies become more differ-
entiated, as more ways of earning a living become available, as more ways  
of learning become possible, the habitus also becomes more open to cross- 
cutting influences.

Returning to Ortner’s question about how change can come about other 
than accidentally, I want to focus in the rest of this section on what the liter-
ature tells us about the different kinds of agency that women who are indeed 
‘very much the product of their own social and cultural context’ might exer-
cise to transform the conditions of their existence and what might motivate 
them to do so. This provides a useful springboard for a book that is interested 
in the possibilities for agency available to women in the face of an oppressive 
patriarchy.

Ortner (2006, p.6) suggests that we can place different manifestations of 
agency along a spectrum conceptualised in terms of psychological depth  
of power, its ‘pervasiveness or invasiveness’ and the scope for intentional-
ity and consciousness – locating unquestioning conformity to social norms 
at one end of the spectrum and more intentional forms of action along the 
rest of it. We can also distinguish between different kinds of intentionality.  
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For instance, Huang (2020) cites a woman in her Bangladesh study who spoke 
of the different kinds of dreams that women had: ‘small dreams’ that did little 
to change their situation, a woman’s dream that her husband would bring her 
back a cooker when he returned from the city, and the ‘big dreams’ of those 
who sought to transform the conditions of their existence, women who culti-
vated a strong sense of self, a directed sense of agency.

Conceptualisations of habitus that stress the deeply ‘invasive’ nature of power 
belong at the structurally driven end of the spectrum. For instance, Sen’s idea 
of adaptively formed preferences describes compliance with social norms as the  
behaviour of those who are ‘habituated to inequality, may be unaware of  
the possibilities of social change, may be hopeless about upliftment of objective 
circumstances of misery, may be resigned to fate’ (1990b, p.127).

Alternatively, women may conform unquestioningly to patriarchal cultures 
because they do not consider them unjust. They grew up within these cul-
tures, acquired their gendered sense of self through their practices, and they 
have dreams that can be realised within the limits imposed by them. As Abu-
Lughod (2002) argues, Western feminist critiques of patriarchal norms that 
privilege women’s freedom and liberation may have relevance in particular 
historical or cultural situations but it is possible that different desires, aspi-
rations and capacities shape the subjectivities of women with other histories 
and cultures. The values of their own culture, such as closeness of family or 
the cultivation of piety, may have greater meaning for these women: ‘We must 
consider that they might be called to personhood, so to speak, in a different 
language’ (p.788).

Habitus may also ensure conformity by structuring women’s interests to 
give them a stake in upholding the status quo. As Kandiyoti (1988) notes, 
young brides within the belt of classic patriarchy have a stake in producing 
and valuing sons at the expense of daughters since their status in their hus-
band’s family is dependent on this. Whatever hardships and deprivation they 
might experience as subservient daughters-in-law will be eventually be super-
seded when their sons get married and they are able to exercise the control 
and authority that inheres in the position of mothers-in-law:

The cyclical nature of women’s power in the household and their 
anticipation of inheriting the authority of senior women encour-
ages a thorough internalization of this form of patriarchy by women 
themselves. (p.279)

A less mentally invasive understanding of power in social life can be found 
in the work of theorists like Scott (1990). This suggests that women may be 
aware of the injustice of their situations, perhaps even of the existence of alter-
native possibilities, but their ability to bring about change is constrained by 
the sanctions that such efforts will bring in their wake: dissent is costly. But, 
like most oppressed groups, they may have their own strategies, the ‘weapons 
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of the weak’, to win tacit gains or simply to allow the expression of discontent 
in ways that are relatively safe.

The feminist literature provides many examples of these hidden expressions 
of rebellion: folk tales, provocative or mocking songs, intrusive noise, disap-
proving silence, sexually irreverent discourse and taunts (Abu-Lughod 1990; 
Agarwal 1994; Jackson 2012). As Abu-Lughod points out, when women live 
in the sexually segregated worlds of classic patriarchy, they are able to use 
‘secrets and silences to their advantage’ (p.43), to cover for each other, collud-
ing to hide knowledge from male authority.

Feminist theories of bargaining and negotiation spell out a third form of 
agency. This is not ‘bargaining’ in the structural sense used by Kandiyoti but 
the more individual forms that come into play when women are sufficiently 
dissatisfied with the prevailing order that they seek ways of influencing social 
practices but do so within normative boundaries that do not jeopardise  
relationships they need or value (Agarwal 1997; Kabeer 2000). This is a con-
ceptualisation that acknowledges greater scope for reflexivity on the part of 
individual women, but also the need for continued caution. It is exempli-
fied in the strategies of ‘wielding and yielding’ that Villareal talks about in 
her study of women in rural Mexico, of making concessions in order to gain  
concessions in return (1994, p.28).

Where women have few material resources of their own to bargain  
with, they must draw on the less tangible resources at their disposal to 
bring about desired changes. Most often we find that they deploy a cultural 
resourcefulness that seeks to reinterpret and modify discursive boundaries 
between acceptable and unacceptable behaviour in ways that expand the 
forms of agency permitted to them. There are limits to the change that can 
be brought about through discursive strategies alone, given the resilience of 
material constraints (Bourdieu 1998) but, when these reinterpretations are 
reflective of, and made possible by, openings and cracks in the ‘harder’ struc-
tures of material and political life, they can serve to ‘derail’ practice, to become 
one way in which change becomes embedded in new discourses and new sets 
of meanings (Nicolini 2012).

The different kinds of agency discussed so far all seek to avoid any form of 
confrontation that might jeopardise women’s claims within the family and 
their place in the social order. But agency can also take the form of overt 
departures from accepted practice, the open defiance of those in authority. 
Such resistance is likely to carry very high costs, particularly in regimes of 
classic patriarchy in which women are likely to be outcasted for attempts to do 
so. So what might lead women in these contexts to take such risks?

At the level of consciousness, it is most likely to be motivated by circum-
stances that open up a gap between what they had been led to expect in 
exchange for their compliance with social expectations and the reality they 
are confronted with, by the heightened sense of injustice that this brings. But 
such awakening of consciousness is not always sufficient on its own to give 
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them the courage or desperation to act if their actions plunge them into even 
more desperate circumstances.

I will be exploring examples of open resistance to the patriarchal order in 
the course of this book but I will note here that it was most often made possi-
ble by women’s access to new kinds of resources that helped to break how far 
they would fall. Individual women were able to access new material resources 
through the external agency of government, markets and civil society that 
allowed them to contemplate actions that would have been previously incon-
ceivable. Groups of women were able to engage in more organised forms of 
collective action when it became possible for them to build ‘chosen’ social 
networks that acknowledged their grievances and supported their actions, 
acknowledgement and support that they rarely found within the ‘given’ social 
relationships they were born or had married into.

1.5 Road map and methodology
This book sets out to address the twofold analytical challenge of unravelling 
the Bangladesh paradox that I laid out earlier: to explain both the apparently 
immutable structural conditions that defined the early stages of the paradox 
and the unexpected processes of change that took place subsequently. If the 
first part of the story is concerned with the structural aspects of structuration 
theory, their reproduction through social practice, the latter part focuses on 
the agency aspect, the transformation of structures through the medium of 
changing practice.

Strictly speaking, I am defining the start of the paradox as the period fol-
lowing the country’s independence in 1971. It was the grim conditions that 
prevailed at that time that provided the base line against which later progress 
was measured. But, in order to analyse how these conditions came into exist-
ence and to explain the immutability ascribed to them, I needed to examine 
what had happened before, to go back into the country’s history.

In his book on the history of Bangladesh, Van Schendel (2009) distin-
guishes between three types of historical process that overlap with each other 
and continue to play a significant role in contemporary Bangladesh. The first 
type relates to the very-long-term processes that explain how, over millennia, 
the forces of history and geography helped to shape the delta region that later 
became Bangladesh. The second type focuses on the last few centuries, when 
these longer-term processes interacted with middle-range ones, particularly 
those associated with foreign rule. And, finally, there are the contempo-
rary historical processes that deal with the decades preceding and following 
 Bangladesh’s emergence as an independent nation.

Chapter 2 of this book uses a compressed account of Van Schendel’s first 
two phases to narrate the early history of the region, the particularities of its 
history and geography that shaped the contours of the country that became 
Bangladesh. It discusses the waves of rulers who came in search of wealth and 
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sought to impose their beliefs on the delta’s indigenous population. Thanks to 
the extraordinary geography of the delta, its inhospitality to outsiders, they 
were only partially successful. They left behind a hybrid cultural formation 
and a syncretic belief system, a collective habitus that gave the delta’s popula-
tion a pragmatic worldview that stood them in good stead in dealing with the 
frequent crises that marked their lives. The chapter thus provides an account 
of how the economic, political and cultural structures that prevailed at the 
time of the country’s independence had been consolidated over time, but it 
also teases out the potentiality for change contained within these apparently 
durable structures.

Chapter 3 focuses on the period that constitutes the start of the story of the 
Bangladesh paradox, the early decades of independence. The party that had 
led the struggle for independence had defined its vision in idealistic terms: a 
just economic order, a tolerant and democratic political culture, and a strong 
sense of Bengali national identity. The donor community, on the other hand, 
regarded it as an ‘international basket case’: poor, overpopulated, unable to 
feed itself, testing to the utmost the ability of foreign assistance to rescue  
it from impending Malthusian disaster. The chapter examines how these 
competing discourses played out in the policy debates of that time and why 
the epithet of ‘international basket case’ won out as the defining image of the 
newly independent country.

Chapter 4 turns to the academic research carried out during that period. 
This focused on the resilience of the structures that kept Bangladesh trapped 
in poverty, including an agrarian power structure that led to stagnating agri-
cultural productivity, blocking the possibility of technological change and 
giving rise to the high and apparently intransigent fertility rates in a coun-
try already among the most densely populated in the world. This was also a 
period when more systematic research began to be carried out into the nature 
of patriarchy in the country and the extreme forms of discrimination against 
women and girls that it generated.

The studies of this period were generally characterised by an ‘etic’ perspec-
tive, the standpoint of external observers, rather than attempting to draw 
on the ‘emic’ knowledge that came from seeking an insider understanding 
of the world.17 This research mirrored the pessimism that characterised the 
prevailing policy discourse. But it also contributed insights that made some of 
the subsequent change easier to understand. In particular, it pointed out that 
Bangladesh was characterised by a stratified but essentially unstable social 
structure. Privilege was not inherited; it had to be fought for. There was scope 
for mobility and gains to risk-taking.

Chapter 5 describes the emerging contours of the paradox and draws 
together the broad-based explanations that were put forward for it in the lit-
erature. Along with the actors that were considered to have played a leading 
role – the state, donors and the NGO sector, as well as private enterprise – 
these explanations emphasised the importance of the collaboration between 
them. The question of women’s agency was touched on in these explanations 
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but in a general way that offered little concrete insight into why and how it 
was exercised.

This then provides the point of departure for the main contribution that  
I want to make in this book. The subsequent four chapters focus on the micro-
level manifestations of the changes under way at the macro-level, how they 
reshaped the local environments in which ordinary men and women went 
about their daily lives, how their responses in turn gave rise to the progress 
that was documented by the paradox literature – and on the role that women 
played in making this progress happen. Chapter 6 focuses on changing prac-
tices in the reproductive domain in response to the new technologies, new 
forms of knowledge and the new meanings about bearing and caring for chil-
dren that were put into circulation by policymakers, donors and NGOs. In 
all these aspects of reproductive practice, I trace how the actions of different 
actors converged to bring about change, some more controversial than others.

Chapter 7 examines the rise in women’s labour force participation. The high 
costs, symbolic and practical, that they had to bear when they took up forms of 
work that fell outside the boundaries of gender propriety meant that the entry 
of many into such work was very often the product of desperation. Less pre-
dictably, however, was that for many others it was motivated by their dreams, 
both small and large, for themselves and for their families. These dreams fuelled 
some of the changes associated with the Bangladesh paradox.

Chapter 8 explores the under-researched dimension of the Bangladesh par-
adox that we noted earlier: the achievement of progress in gender equality 
in an era that saw the spread of a form of Islamic orthodoxy that was funda-
mentally opposed to many aspects of this progress. The chapter argues that 
it was precisely because the orthodoxy threatened to wipe out these gains, 
particularly those that had been made by poorer women and their families, 
that it was resisted.

Chapter 9 returns to the question that motivated the book in the first  
place: the steady disappearance of earlier forms of gender discrimination that 
had characterised the country – and the absence of new forms of prenatal 
discrimination. The chapter draws on detailed life history narratives that were 
collected in 2010 from different generations of men and women in the vil-
lage of Amarpur, where I had carried out fieldwork back in 1979. It explores 
what they tell us about the shifts in reproductive preferences and practices 
observed in the literature and about the reconfiguration of gender relations 
that helped to explain them.

Finally, Chapter 10 steps back from the paradox story to draw out a num-
ber of themes raised by the book. First, it reflects on the popularity of the 
concept of the paradox in development studies more generally, and its fre-
quent use to describe a variety of phenomena in a variety of places, and asks 
whether the Bangladesh paradox was ever indeed a paradox. Rather than 
using the predetermined model of social change that gave rise to the idea of 
the Bangladesh paradox, it considers how insights from the theories of prac-
tice that underpinned this book help to provide a more empirically grounded 
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analysis of changes in question. Second, it briefly revisits the reverse paradox 
that appeared to have occurred in India – the intensified forms of gender dis-
crimination evident in its deteriorating sex ratios despite its rapid rates of 
growth and commitment to democratic governance – and considers what a 
practice-theoretical approach might contribute to its explanation. And finally, 
returning to the Bangladesh story, it asks whether the social progress the 
country has experienced can be sustained in the foreseeable future.

In terms of methodology, I have tried to capture the processes of struc-
turation that form the analytic core of the book by moving between detailed 
historical and contemporary descriptions of the evolution of structural con-
straints, on the one hand, and, on the other, a ground-level analysis of how 
these constraints were reproduced, modified, and transformed by the prac-
tices of ‘real’ actors. A great deal of the material used in the book comes from 
secondary sources, but, as the bibliography shows, I have drawn heavily on 
findings from my own studies over the years, many of which have a direct 
bearing on the concerns of this book. Much of the material in the book is 
qualitative: policy analysis, life histories, anecdotes, in-depth interviews, 
focus group discussions and participant observation. But I have also woven 
statistics and quantitative findings into the analysis where these add depth or 
increase confidence in the interpretations I offer.

I distinguished earlier between ‘etic’ and ‘emic’ approaches to analysis. I com-
bine these perspectives in the book because they offer different kinds of stand-
points and information on the same phenomena and hence a more holistic 
understanding of these phenomena. The ground-level stories of different gen-
erations of men and women tell us how they viewed the larger forces of struc-
tural change as they played out in their lives. They provide a ‘people’s history’ 
of change, allowing us to pick up on the existence of what Ortner (2005) calls 
‘subjective counter currents’, feelings, emotions and perceptions that go against 
dominant practices. These often proved to contain the early seeds of change 
that evolved over time into new forms of practice. Such change is evident in my 
analysis in the shift in narratives from the realm of doxa, a realm characterised 
by views that conformed to prevailing norms, to a more diverse, often contra-
dictory, set of attitudes and opinions as hitherto hidden counter-currents come 
to the surface. At the same time, I do not rely solely on the explanations offered 
by these men and women because these are bounded, on the one hand, by 
their habitus, by what they do not question, and, on the other, by their incom-
plete knowledge and what they do not know. ‘Etic’ analysis and statistical data 
allowed me to address the limits to individual knowledgeability.

No story about the Bangladesh paradox can hope to provide a complete 
account and there are clearly important gaps in the version narrated in  
this book. For instance, while there is some discussion of urban change, 
the book is mainly concerned with change in rural areas because that is 
where the majority of the country has lived and continues to live, despite 
rapid urbanisation. Also missing is any discussion of climate change even 
though Bangladesh is regarded as the world’s most vulnerable country in this  
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respect: ‘climate change is increasingly the lens through which the nation 
represents itself abroad; and, in turn, it is the primary means through which 
the world recognizes Bangladesh’ (Paprocki 2021, p.14). There is a reason for 
this omission. For much of the period I am writing about, climate change has 
been remarkably absent from national and local politics, from civil society 
agendas and from local activism. Although the natural environment, in all its 
unpredictability and its frequent destructiveness, has never been far from the 
concerns of policymakers and the consciousness of ordinary people, it is only 
in recent years that the links between the two have been being made.

Most of the analysis in the book deals with Muslims, who make up around 
90% of the overall population. There is some attention to Hindu experiences 
and some of the voices in the book are Hindu, although I have not identi-
fied them by religion except where it seemed relevant. But there is very lit-
tle about the indigenous people of Bangladesh. I myself have done very little 
research on these groups and the secondary research that exists tends to focus 
on their political struggles for indigenous rights and recognition. As a result, 
we have estimates of their exclusion from the social progress associated with 
the Bangladesh paradox but little qualitative research into their experiences of 
this exclusion or their efforts to counter it.

There is another form of bias in the book but it is more deliberate. Jackson 
and Rao (2004) once pointed to what they describe as ‘the habitus’ of those 
doing research in the field of gender and development, their unquestioned dis-
position ‘to read social change negatively (bad and getting worse) so that noth-
ing ever seems to improve’ (p.8). This, they suggest, is grounded in the need to 
focus on the legion of problems that women continue to face across the world, 
despite real improvements. This book suffers from a bias in the opposition 
direction. Because it is seeking to explain improvements in the lives of women 
and girls in Bangladesh, it may give too short a shrift to the very real problems 
that they continue to face. It is not always easy to find the right balance. But, if 
I have erred towards the positive, it is because stories of Bangladesh in its early 
post-independence were so relentlessly negative that some bias in the opposite 
direction seemed necessary to correct the balance.

Notes
 1 The phrase comes from Alamgir (1978). 
 2 The methodology for this research and for the two other later research 

projects that are particularly drawn on in this book are described in 
Appendix 1.

 3 See explanation of these preference scales in Appendix 2.
 4 See also The Economist (2012) for similar comparisons (‘The path through 

the fields’, https://www.economist.com/briefing/2012/11/03/the-path 
-through-the-fields) 

https://www.economist.com/briefing/2012/11/03/the-path-through-the-fields
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2012/11/03/the-path-through-the-fields
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 5 Bangladesh’s per capita GDP in 1990 was $741, rising to $1,569 in 2011. 
In India, it rose from $1,193 to $3,203 and in Pakistan from $1,624 to 
$2,424. Poverty rates also declined in all three countries but remained 
higher in Bangladesh: 76.5% in 2011 compared to 68.7% for India and 
60.2% for Pakistan.

 6 http://www.worldlifeexpectancy.com
 7 In 2019, it was one of the few countries in the world where girls contin-

ued to die in larger numbers than boys (Ritchie and Roser 2019). 
 8 See Appendix 3 for an explanation of how sex ratios in mortality rates, 

life expectancy and population groups are used as indicators of gender 
discrimination/gender equity.

 9 According to digital maps produced by Ritchie and Roser (2019), sex 
ratios at birth had started to diverge from the global norm around the 
1970s in India and around the 1990s in Pakistan as the new technology 
became available but the ratio for Bangladesh had remained unchanged 
at 105. 

 10 The number of ‘missing women’ in the early 1990s was larger than the 
combined casualties of all famines in the 20th century. It also exceeded 
the combined death toll of both world wars and the casualties of major 
epidemics such as the 1918–20 global influenza epidemic and the AIDS 
pandemic (Klasen and Wink 2003). 

 11 The caste system in India is organised at two levels, varna and jati. The 
varna system stratifies caste Hindus into four ranked groups, the Brah-
mins, the priestly group at the top, followed by the Kshatriyas (warrior 
group), then the merchants, traders and artisans (Vaishya) and finally 
the labourers (Shudras) at the bottom. The Dalits are those considered so 
low as to be ‘untouchable’ and outside the caste system. The jati system 
is made up of numerous endogamous groups within these castes. They 
are assigned a particular rank in the varna system and complicated rules 
of endogamy prevent people from marrying outside their jati even to 
someone of the same varna level (Reich 2019, p.141). 

 12 As Mason (1986) points out, dowry is commonly used in the  
demographic literature on women’s status as an indicator of  
devalued status. 

 13 Dyson and Moore classify states in the Hindi-speaking belt of the north 
Indian plains as constituting the northern kinship system: Gujerat, 
Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Punjab and Haryana. The 
Dravidian-language states of Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh and 
Karnataka are generally taken as ‘the south’, although Dyson and Moore 
also include Maharashtra. Their eastern states consist of West Bengal, 
Orissa and Bihar. 

http://www.worldlifeexpectancy.com
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 14 In line with the general pessimism expressed about Bangladesh in the 
literature of that period, Miller predicted that its child sex ratios would 
deteriorate in the future to become more ‘north Indian’. As I show later 
in the chapter, this prediction was not borne out. Indeed, it was south 
Indian sex ratios that became more ‘northern’ (Chapter 10). 

 15 This assumption was supported by international evidence compiled by 
Mason and Taj (1987) suggesting that the tendency of men to prefer sons 
over daughters to a greater extent than women might explain their pref-
erence for larger families. It was contested by Cleland and Van Ginneken 
(1988) on the basis of studies of women’s behaviour in cultures of son 
preference. For instance, a study by Das Gupta (1987) in rural Punjab 
found that higher levels of education among women, believed to increase 
their bargaining power, was associated with stronger discrimination 
against daughters. 

 16 See Mason (1988) for another version of these routes. 
 17 While the distinction between etic and emic originated in linguistic 

theory, it has been adopted by a range of disciplines (Harris 1976). I use 
it here to describe differences in how analysis is conducted, whether it 
is describing relationships and behaviour from the standpoint of the 
researcher, their understanding of a context, or from the standpoint of 
the researched, their understanding of their own lives. 



2. Frontiers and crossroads: economy, 
politics and culture in the Bengal delta

Bangladesh is an old land but a new nation. (Nurul Islam 1974, p.1)

You cannot make sense of contemporary Bangladesh unless you 
understand its history long before [the] last few decades … How have 
long-term processes shaped the society that we know as Bangladesh 
today? (Van Schendel 2009, p.xxv)

The history of Bangladesh, a new nation but an old land, is a ‘complicated and 
spectacular tale’ (Van Schendel 2009, p.xxv), fascinating in its own right but 
also essential background to my account of the Bangladesh paradox. At the 
time of its independence in 1971, Bangladesh was the second-poorest country 
in the world (after Rwanda), the most densely populated and characterised by 
a particularly extreme form of patriarchy (Cain 1984; Faaland and Parkinson 
1976). The forces that gave rise to these conditions had deep roots in its past. 
Indeed, the historical durability of these forces accounted for the pessimism 
about the country’s future that formed the policy consensus at the time.

This chapter offers a selective account of the past, focusing primarily on 
what is relevant to understanding the aspects of the present we are interested 
in: the economic structure that characterised the country at the time of its 
independence, the nature of its politics and its cultural formation. Of par-
ticular relevance to this formation is the history of Islam in the Bengal delta. 
That it was the religion of the majority of its people only came to light when 
the British colonial administration carried out the first census of the region 
in 1872. The administration was based in the city of Kolkata in the predomi-
nantly Hindu south-west of Bengal Province. It knew very little about Bengal’s 
eastern districts, which it perceived as a vast and remote hinterland whose 
inhabitants they presumed to be Hindu, the majority religion of the rest of the 
province as well as the rest of India.

The 1872 census revealed that there were more than 16 million Muslims  
in the Bengal province, making up 50% of its total population, rising to over 
70% in a number of eastern districts (Khan 1996). While some Muslim pres-
ence within India’s population was to be expected, given that it had been 
under Muslim rule for nearly five centuries, it was difficult to explain why, of 
all of India’s interior provinces, it was only in Bengal that the majority of the 
local population had embraced Islam, making it ‘an island of Muslim majority 
in the sea of Hinduism’ (Khan 1996, p.18).
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Bengal also represented an outlier in the domain of Islam itself. It was phys-
ically and culturally distant from the Middle East, where Islam had originated. 
It was also physically and culturally distant from the heartland of the faithful, 
the contiguous landmass that stretched across the globe ‘from Mauritania to 
Pakistan and from Turkey to Somalia’ (Khan 1996, p.83). These were largely 
arid and semi-arid zones in which Islam was the religion of town dwellers and 
merchants who scorned those who worked on the land.

Bengal, on the other hand, was wet delta country on the eastern margins 
of India, populated by peasant farmers, woodcutters, fishermen and boat-
men who relied on the land and the rivers to make a living. How was it, 
Khan asked, that Hinduism, the long-established religion of the majority  
of the subcontinent, had defended itself so successfully against conversion to  
the religion of its rulers across much of the subcontinent, but had failed  
to do so in Bengal?

Explanations for this puzzle vary, but the way in which Islam took root 
in the delta region gave it a particular character that shaped a great deal of 
its subsequent history – and remains relevant today. Eaton’s description of 
Bengal as a society constituted by multiple frontiers that moved generally 
from the west of the subcontinent to the east provides a useful framework 
for thinking about the aspects of Bengal’s history in which we are inter-
ested: its economy, politics and culture (Eaton 1994). One was the agrar-
ian frontier, whose eastward movement across the northern plains of India 
into the Bengal delta represented the movement of a settled plough-based 
agriculture into an economy that had been based on hunting, fishing and 
shifting cultivation.

The second was the political frontier that defined the boundaries between 
state and other forms of rule. Its movement in the Bengal region was marked 
by a series of ‘amazing twists and turns’ (Van Schendel 2009, p.xxv) as a 
series of rulers, most often from outside the region, sought with varying 
degrees of success to govern the delta and extract its wealth. It started with 
early Hindu and Buddhist monarchies, was followed by an extended period 
of Muslim rule that gave way to the British empire, a brief period as the 
eastern wing of Pakistan and finally the emergence of the independent state 
of Bangladesh.

Finally, and of particular interest to the concerns of this book, is the cultural 
frontier, the frontier between different systems of norms, beliefs and customs. 
Here the metaphor of the moving frontier does not work too well. Rather than 
a linear eastward movement of the ‘great traditions’ of the subcontinent,1 the 
Sanskritic traditions of Hinduism and Buddhism and the Abrahamic tradition 
of Islam, the Bengal delta is better represented as a kind of cultural crossroads 
‘where Sanskritic and non-Sanskritic worldviews met, clashed and intermin-
gled’ (Van Schendel 2009, p.20). The Islam that finally became the religion of 
the majority was syncretic in nature, a fusion of the ‘great traditions’ with the 
pre-existing ‘little traditions’ of its indigenous population.
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2.1 Shifting frontiers in land, livelihoods and culture
Van Schendel begins his history of Bangladesh with an account of its extraor-
dinary geography, tracing the huge natural forces that influenced the course 
of its history and cultural beliefs and that still exert an enormous influence on 
its daily life today. At the heart of these forces was the continuously shifting 
frontier between land and water, the earliest phase of which brought the delta 
into existence. This fertile alluvial landmass was at the confluence of three of 
the largest rivers of the subcontinent. The Ganges originated in the western 
Himalayas; once it reached the plains, it split into the Hooghly, which flowed 
into the sea through the western part of the delta, and the Padma, which 
flowed through its eastern part. The Brahmaputra originated in the north-
ern Himalayas and was called the Jamuna in East Bengal, while the Meghna 
entered the delta from the hilly regions of the east. There were, in addition, 
around 50 other rivers that criss-crossed the country in an immense system 
of tributaries and distributaries, streams and canals.

The constant movements of these rivers led to regular shifts in the bounda-
ries between land and water. Flooding submerged a significant portion of the 
country under water during every summer. The rich silt deposited replen-
ished the soil, but siltation also steadily raised the beds of rivers, rendering 
their courses unstable. Each monsoon, some banks were eaten away, while 
new land was built up elsewhere, only for some of it to disappear again at 
some future season. This annual flooding introduced considerable instability 
in the local economy.

In addition, over the longer term, tectonic movements far below the earth’s 
surface changed the topography of the region, leading to the gradual tilting of 
the entire Bengal Basin eastward and to the long-drawn-out eastward move-
ment of its river system. By the late 16th century, the Ganges river system 
had abandoned its former channels in the south-western Bengal and linked 
up with the Padma, so that the main river system flowed through the eastern 
delta into the sea. Consequently, the active stage of delta formation migrated 
eastwards, leaving decaying rivers and moribund land in the western region.

The geography of the delta was bound up with one of the defining aspects  
of the region’s history: an extended period of isolation from the northern 
Indo-Gangetic plains. For many thousands of years, the region was covered 
by dense rainforests and marshlands, inhospitable to human habitation. Very 
little is known about when humans first made their appearance in the region 
and who they were. It is likely that the earliest inhabitants were aboriginal, pos-
sibly Dravidian-speaking, hunter-gatherer communities. They were joined by 
tribal groups speaking Tibeto-Burman languages who entered the delta from 
the north-east, crossing the mountains from China and via South East Asia 
(Heintzman and Worden 1989; Maloney 1977; Maloney, Ashraful and Sarker 
1981; Rashid 1965; Van Schendel 2009). These migrants introduced shifting 
rice cultivation into the region along with their cultural-religious beliefs and 
way of life. A relatively low division of labour and unstable communications 
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appeared to have given rise to decentralised and undifferentiated communi-
ties (Addy and Azad 1975; Nicholas 1962).

The rest of the Indian subcontinent was inhabited by Dravidian hunter- 
gatherer communities who had a very different historical trajectory. Between 
1800 and 1500 bce, waves of Indo-Aryan groups – Steppe pastoralists and Ira-
nian agriculturalists – migrated through the Hindu Kush into northern India. 
They initially settled in the Indus Valley and the Ganges Plain, conquering most 
of the Dravidian hunter-gatherer communities that inhabited the region and 
pushing others to the southern part of the Indian peninsula. It was during this 
period that we find the early origins of the north–south distinction in kinship 
regimes discussed in Chapter 1 and the emergence of a priestly caste and culture.2

By the 5th century bce, a broad social system had evolved that integrated 
the kinship systems of Aryan and non-Aryan groups into a single, hierarchi-
cally structured social system, the Brahmin-based Vedic religion that later 
evolved into Hinduism (Eaton 1994). Men and women of the subjugated 
tribes, despised for their dark skin and ascribed racial inferiority, were rele-
gated to labouring in the fields. The upper classes of non-Aryan groups were 
absorbed into the higher ranks of a caste hierarchy headed by a hereditary 
priesthood, the Brahmins, and sustained by a Sanskritic ideology of ritual 
purity and pollution. This conferred a pure status on Indo-Aryan groups who 
hailed from the west, while stigmatising the non-Aryans as impure ‘barbari-
ans’ (mleccha) who inhabited ritually polluted lands considered unfit for the 
performance of Vedic sacrifices.

The historian Uma Chakravarti (1993) has pieced together evidence from 
various historical manuscripts and religious texts to show how these changes in  
social organisation of the Indo-Gangetic plains also encompassed changes  
in the organisation of gender. She notes that the early hunter-gatherer soci-
eties in the subcontinent did not appear to be characterised by rigid gender 
division of labour, that both men and women played a role in the productive 
activities of their groups. The subjugation of these groups was accompanied 
by the establishment of the basic institutions of classic patriarchy embedded 
within a rigid caste-based hierarchy dominated by preoccupations with pollu-
tion and purity. The fundamental organising principles of this hierarchy were 
the inter-linked imperatives to protect land, women and purity of caste. These 
were achieved through strict controls over women’s sexual and reproductive 
behaviour: ‘The purity of women has a centrality in brahmanical patriarchy …  
because the purity of caste is contingent upon it’ (p.579). The controls included 
rules of caste endogamy that only permitted marriage within the same caste, 
pre-puberty marriage to ensure chasteness of the bride, the exclusion of  
higher-caste women from productive work and their seclusion within the 
shelter of the home.

The practice of jati (sub-caste) hypergamy, the requirement that women 
marry men ranked higher than them within their caste group, ensured the 
inferiority of the ‘wife-giver’ to the ‘wife-taker’ and was accompanied by  
the payment of dowry. It served to guard against the form of union that 
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attracted the greatest horror in the caste system and received the harshest 
punishment: that between women from higher castes and men of lower castes.

Patriarchal authority within the kinship system was backed by the right 
to physically chastise women who violated established norms. However, 
Chakravarti notes, the Brahminical texts recognised that social control was 
most effective when upper-caste women not only accepted their condition 
but considered it a mark of distinction: ‘no man can completely guard a 
woman by force and therefore it is women who of their own accord keep 
guard over themselves that are well guarded’ (p.583). Idealised notions of 
womanhood, spelt out by all the major Brahmanical codes, held chastity 
and wifely fidelity as the highest expression of womanhood and women’s 
surest pathway to salvation. These ideological principles shaped the struc-
tures and practices of the patriarchal caste system in India and continue to 
influence its contemporary forms.

The evolution of the Brahminical social order went hand in hand with the 
expansion of settled agriculture. Brahmins were granted land and other priv-
ileges by state authorities and began to move from the Gangetic valley into 
other regions of India, carrying with them advanced agricultural knowledge 
and technology as well as their caste-based social order. As Eaton (1994) notes,

Indo-Aryan groups gradually settled the upper, the middle and 
finally the lower Ganges region, retroactively justifying each move-
ment by pushing further eastward the cultural frontier that they 
believed separated themselves from tribes they considered ritually 
unclean. (p.7)

Sometime in the 5th century bce, they reached the edges of the Bengal delta 
and began the process of absorbing its indigenous cultivators into a socially 
stratified agrarian society based on settled rice production.

However, the expansion of the early Indo-Aryan agrarian civilisation, and 
its later Hindu offshoot, did not occur evenly across the delta. The indigenous 
tribes of eastern Bengal remained secluded from Sanskritic influences and the 
accompanying advances in agriculture. As Miller points out, the mere fact 
of distance probably contributed to the slowness with which the ‘Aryans and 
their Vedic ways’ (Miller 1981, p.73) penetrated the eastern delta, but it was 
rendered even more inaccessible by its much heavier monsoon rainfall and 
greater density of vegetation. According to the early literature of the subconti-
nent, the eastern delta continued to be perceived as a ‘distant land of barbari-
ans, beyond the pale of Sanskritic culture’ (Van Schendel 2009, p.19).

2.2 ‘Twist and turns’ in the political frontier
The advances and setbacks in the movement of the political frontier into the  
Bengal delta reflected the difficulties of establishing centralised control over its 
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inhospitable terrain by rulers usually from outside the region. Consequently,  
as Lewis (2011) points out, the delta’s socio-economic and political develop-
ment rarely conformed to an all-South Asia or even a north Indian model. 
When integration of the delta with the larger political realm began to take 
place, it was initially confined to the western delta. The eastern region 
remained a backwater, largely isolated from its nominal rulers in the north. 
The historical evidence suggests periods of strong dynastic rulers who brought 
to bear a range of religious influences, including Hinduism, Jainism and Bud-
dhism, on the local population, interspersed with periods of political frag-
mentation when ‘small principalities bloomed and withered like wild flowers 
in this region’ (Khan 1996, p.73). It was not until quite late into Muslim rule 
in India that the ‘little Bengals’ of the earlier period were finally welded into 
‘Greater Bengal’.

Islam appears to have entered Bengal in two separate waves. The first wave 
came as part of a seaborne trade between the 8th and 12th centuries, bringing 
Arab and Persian traders and travellers to the Bengal coast. Many settled in 
coastal towns and engaged in proselytising but made no attempt at political 
control (Rashid 1965). The most influential were the Sufis, who represented 
the mystical branch of Islam that had achieved prominence in Persia since the 
10th century.

The second wave brought Muslims as invaders into the Indian subcontinent, 
marking the beginning of an extended period of Muslim rule. Major geopo-
litical convulsions wrought by Mongol armies in Central Asia had led large 
numbers of newly Islamised Turkic tribes to migrate into the Iranian plateau. 
Some of these groups began a series of invasions into the subcontinent from 
the 11th century onwards, bringing successive incursions by Afghan, Turkish 
and Persian armies into the region (Bose and Jalal 1998). The Delhi Sultanate 
was established in the early 13th century and saw the expansion of Muslim 
rule across the north-west of India.

A succession of rulers from different Turk and Afghan dynasties sought to 
integrate Bengal into their larger political entities but encountered once again 
the problems of geographical distance and challenging terrain as well as reg-
ular bids for independence by governors placed in charge of different parts of 
Bengal. The Mughals took control of Delhi in the early 16th century. They too 
sought to expand into Bengal but it was not till the late 16th century that they 
were able to annex Bengal to their vast Indian empire, ending the delta’s long 
isolation from northern India.

It was during Mughal rule that the continuing eastward movement 
of the delta’s river system led the Ganges to finally merge with the Padma  
so that the main course of the combined Ganges–Padma River system began 
to flow directly through the heart of the eastern delta. This opened up new 
river-based communications with the northern heartlands of India, dramat-
ically reducing costs of transporting textiles and food from the frontier to 
the imperial metropolis, making greater economic integration possible along 
with political integration.



FRONTIERs ANd CROssROAds 33

In addition, as the main body of Ganges silt was now deposited over ever 
greater areas of the eastern delta during the annual floods, the agricultural 
potential of the eastern delta greatly increased. The systematic efforts of the 
Mughal rulers to extend settled cultivation into the newly formed lands finally 
led to the movement of the agrarian frontier into the eastern delta, this time 
in tandem with the Islamic frontier. Land fertility, rice cultivation and popula-
tion density grew at a fast pace in the east, leading to levels of agricultural and 
demographic growth no longer possible in the now moribund western delta.

The Mughal conquest of Bengal was accomplished with considerable bru-
tality but, as Van Schendel notes, it eventually helped to unify the delta polit-
ically, to set up a more regulated system of surplus extraction and to increase 
industrial and agrarian prosperity. The Mughal rulers incorporated the upper 
class of learned and landed Hindu castes as privileged functionaries in their 
administrative structure to mediate their rule with the local population. They 
also formed alliances with wealthy north Indian Baniya caste in order to invest 
in commerce and luxury craft industries, including Bengal’s famed muslin 
textiles. The production of cash crops, particularly cotton and silk, flourished 
throughout the region. The eastern delta was also now producing so much 
surplus grain that rice joined silk and cotton textiles as its principal export to 
regions as far west as Goa and as far east as the Moluccas in South East Asia.

This was a period of considerable prosperity. In the concluding years  
of the 17th century, the Venetian chief physician to the Moghul emperor 
Aurangzeb wrote:

Bengal is of all the kingdoms of the Mogul best known in France. 
The prodigious riches transported thence to Europe are proof of its 
greater fertility. All things are in plenty here, fruits, pulse, muslins, 
cloths of gold and silk. (Addy and Azad 1975, p.81)

At the same time, a great deal of Bengal’s wealth was drained away to finance 
the wars of the Delhi court in the rest of India. It was estimated that the  
tax-to-GDP ratio at the height of Mughal rule in Bengal was around 44%, 
with the locally converted Muslims and lower-caste Hindus bearing the brunt 
of this extractive system (Addy and Azad 1975).

Stories of Islam in the Bengal delta: the elites and the masses

Bengal had been under Muslim rule from the 13th century onwards and a 
significant proportion of its population were Muslim. However, the Islam of 
the ruling elites in Bengal, the high-born ashraf, was very different from the 
Islam of the low-born ajlaf majority. The Islam of the elites had its source in 
the Islam of the Mughal ruling class. This had initially been made up of ethnic 
Iranians and Turks who had migrated directly from Iran and Central Asia. Its 
composition changed over time so that by the 17th century only a third of the 
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nobility were of known Iranian or Turkish ancestry and less than a quarter 
were foreign-born immigrants. A growing section of Muslims in the imperial 
corps who claimed paternal ancestry beyond the Khyber had in fact been 
born in northern India of Indian mothers and spoke vernacular Hindi and 
Urdu as their mother tongue.

The need of the ashraf to distinguish themselves from low-born converts to 
their faith and from people of other faiths in India, and to claim membership 
of a wider Islamic umma extending beyond the frontiers of India, meant they 
continued to draw their political and cultural referents from the distant lands 
from which their ancestors had originated:

When it came to the question of genealogy, nothing short of a pure 
Arab origin, especially proximity to the Prophet, or his tribe seemed 
acceptable … appropriation of Arab or Persian cultural symbols, 
including language, dress and social customs, and claims especially 
to an Arab ancestry, became integral to an authentic Islamic iden-
tity in the Indian subcontinent. (Ahmed 2001, pp.9–10)

The attitudes of Mughal officials posted in Bengal towards its indigenous  
population exacerbated these feelings of cultural distance. Accustomed to 
north Indian ways, the ashraf classes regarded far-off Bengal as distinctly 
alien, a ‘hell full of bread’ (Van Schendel 2009, p.60), peopled by ‘mere fish-
ermen’ whose culture, diet and way of life were far inferior to their own.  
A student of ashraf culture in Bengal noted the constant harking back to the 
land of its origins:

Urdu poetry exuded the nostalgia for lands that had been left 
behind long ago, but never forgotten. It sang of the cooler lands 
where roses bloomed and nightingales sang, where lilies made the 
air fragrant and tulips carpeted the forests, where the plane trees 
brightened the autumn with their red leaves and cypresses stood 
sentinel on the running springs. (Qureshi 1965, pp.12–13, cited in 
Khan 1996, p.123)

The ashraf classes had little inclination to convert the local population to Islam, 
despite pressure from local mullahs and Sufi preachers. Even the Indian-born 
Muslim officials from Punjab shared the beliefs of the Mughals that Islam was 
by definition foreign to Bengal and its natives could not be Muslims. Their 
own adherence to Islam, their family origins and their political connections to 
north India all served to distinguish them from the delta’s indigenous peoples.

These attitudes make the mass conversion of the peasant masses of the east-
ern delta to Islam even less explicable. While the scale of the conversion did 
not become known to the rulers of Bengal till the 1882 census, it was too large 
to have occurred overnight. Various theories were put forward to explain the 
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‘incongruity of masses of Muslims turning up in regions far from the ancient 
centres of Muslim domination’ (Eaton 1994, p.120). However, as Khan points 
out, few of the early theories were able to explain why it was only in the east-
ern region of Bengal among all of India’s interior provinces that this mass 
conversion occurred.

Two explanations in the recent literature do attempt to come to grips with 
the geographical specificity of conversion. Both revolve around the dynamic 
relationship between the geography of the delta and the organisation of its 
social life but interpret this relationship somewhat differently. According to 
Eaton (1994), the main process of conversion took place in the late 16th cen-
tury during Mughal rule, the period when the changing course of the river 
system opened up the eastern delta to the possibility of settled rice cultivation. 
Although ownership of land was ultimately vested in the Mughal emperor, a 
distinctive land tenure system was established in Bengal in order to encourage 
the spread of settled cultivation while extracting as much wealth as possible 
from the land. Imperial officials were appointed to work with the help of local 
Hindu administrators who were familiar with the land and people to ensure a 
steady flow of tax revenues to the imperial courts in Delhi.

Revenue was collected by a system of intermediaries or zamindars, who 
generally resided in the provincial capital and had access to the office of the 
chief provincial revenue officer. High-caste Hindus, typically Brahmins or 
Baidyas, predominated the upper reaches of the administrative system. Social 
taboos prevented them from undertaking the cultivation themselves, but they 
acquired zamindari rights from the Mughal governor, which permitted them 
to extract as much profit as they could from a given taluk (estate) as long as 
they remitted the stipulated amount of land revenue to the government. They 
advanced capital to enterprising colonists, largely ‘charismatic’ holy men or 
pirs drawn from the lower Muslim religious establishment, but also Hindus 
from the middle ranks.

Their reputation for religious power and piety gave these pioneers the capac-
ity to enlist followers, usually immigrants from the western and northern dis-
tricts of Bengal, to clear the forests, plant rice fields and build mosques and 
shrines, a requirement under the state grant. The hundreds of tiny mosques 
and shrines dedicated to holy Muslim men that sprang up across the inte-
rior of eastern Bengal were intended to create stable communities loyal to the 
Mughal state. These institutions facilitated the diffusion of uniquely Islamic 
conceptions of divine and human authority among peasant communities who 
had been ‘only lightly touched, if touched at all, by Hindu civilization’ (Eaton 
1994, p.309).

The other explanation comes from Khan (1996), who suggests that the con-
version to Islam was a more drawn-out process than suggested by Eaton.3 Sufi 
preachers had been active in Bengal some time before the Mughal conquest. 
There was intensive missionary activity from the 13th century, although a 
major surge occurred in the period discussed by Eaton. These preachers had 
been active in other parts of the subcontinent for some time before they began 
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their activities in Bengal. Yet nowhere had the conversion to Islam occurred 
on the scale it did in Bengal. Khan argues that it was unlikely that Sufi preach-
ers were somehow more powerful, more persuasive or more persistent in  
Bengal than elsewhere. Instead, he suggests that the challenges faced by the 
inhabitants of the delta who sought to make a living in an uncertain and  
hazardous environment had given rise to a social environment that proved 
particularly conducive to efforts at proselytisation. He uses the pattern of set-
tlements in the eastern delta to make his point.

British officials had noted that rural settlements in northern India were 
organised along corporate lines – a nucleus of households belonging to culti-
vators and labourers who worked on the land alongside households belong-
ing to various service providers such as the village watchman and money 
lenders, a common meeting place, a place of worship and some basic form of  
municipal government. This corporate pattern reflected the governance  
of rural communities along caste lines: powerful and intensely conserva-
tive Hindu communities such as Jats and Rajputs were governed by a strong 
Brahmin hierarchy independently of the state. These communities resisted 
all attempts at religious proselytisation by Muslim rulers, using the ultimate 
sanction of social ostracism to discourage anyone who might wish to convert.

Nor was it in the interests of the Muslim state to challenge the social struc-
ture of Brahmanism as long as its overriding goal of wealth extraction was 
not hindered. Instead, as Bose and Jalal (1998) note, the Mughals sought to 
preserve law and order by creating a parallel system of courts alongside specif-
ically Islamic ones. Muslim law officers were given some degree of flexibility 
in interpreting sharia law, while other religious communities were allowed to 
consult their own local customs and religious laws in personal matters such 
as marriage and inheritance. The strength of the caste hierarchy in the north-
ern plains of India where Muslim rule was at its most concentrated and caste 
oppression at its harshest was precisely the reason for the failure of Islamic 
missionary efforts in this region.

Patterns of settlement were far less corporate in the province of Bengal than 
elsewhere in India and the degree of corporateness of rural institutions within 
Bengal itself diminished gradually from west to east. Better communications 
meant that West Bengal were more securely integrated into the Hindu culture 
of the northern Gangetic plains. Its villages were more nucleated than those 
in the east, its settlements older and characterised by a more elaborate divi-
sion of labour and a more established caste system. The strength of its caste-
based organisation and the unchallenged authority of Brahmins in social life 
explained the resilience of traditional mechanisms of social control in the face 
of Muslim rulers.

This was less the case in the active eastern delta. The geography here had 
given rise to very diffuse patterns of settlement, dictated by the location of 
elevated land desirable for homestead construction in the face of regular 
seasonal flooding. Settlements had to be flexible and were often transient: 
the lay of the land changed frequently in the active delta and villagers were 
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frequently forced to relocate and rebuild their houses elsewhere. Few rural 
dwellings were built to last. The result was amorphous patterns of settlement 
throughout the East Bengal countryside, where houses were dispersed with 
little or no physical demarcation where one village ended or another began 
(Mandelbaum 1970, p.337).

Social organisation was consequently much weaker in the villages of the 
eastern delta. As one official noted, ‘the more east and north the country lay 
from the centre of Brahmanical orthodoxy the lesser was and even today is, 
its grip on the social organization’ (Roy 1945, p.44, cited in Khan 1996, p.114). 
While patrilineal descent groups existed in East Bengal, they did not have the 
social cohesiveness or cultural significance of the endogamous patrilineal kin-
ship groups of Muslims in northern India or of the endogamous jati groups of 
fully developed Hindu caste society.

Village organisation was also undermined by other particularities of geog-
raphy. The abundant availability of fertile cultivable land in the active delta 
meant that it continued to receive immigration from neighbouring provinces 
so that the settlement of new land continued. The threat of social ostracism 
had little power since families could always find land elsewhere to clear for 
cultivation and to build homes. In addition, given the unpredictability of the 
environment and constant changes in the boundaries between land and water, 
the people of the lower delta were accustomed to resorting to physical vio-
lence, to their skills with the lathi (cudgel), to establish their claims after a 
flood had changed the location of cultivable land.

These conditions did not lend themselves to tightly organised village com-
munities with centralised administrative power. Reports of the period noted 
that, while men of influential position commanded a certain account of 
respect, there appeared to be a near-total absence of the ‘germs of corporate 
life’ and very little semblance of civic unity (Martin 1923; Thompson 1921). 
Khan suggests that it was this weakness in social organisation, the absence of 
effective restrictions on the individual’s choice of belief and practices, which 
allowed ‘unbridled individualism’ in much of East Bengal, promoting a ‘con-
genial environment for heresy, heterodoxy and esoteric practices’ (p.114). In 
the face of a Brahminical hierarchy that reduced the ‘semi-amphibious abo-
rigines of Bengal’ into ‘hewers of wood and drawers of water’ for masters who 
regarded them as ‘unclean beasts and altogether abominable’ (Beverley 1872, 
p.95), the peasant cultivators, fishermen, woodcutters and boatmen of the 
Bengal delta responded with enthusiastic support for every major anti-Brah-
minical movement throughout its history – Buddhism, Vaishnavism and then 
finally Islam (Addi and Azad 1975).

Conversion to Islam did not happen overnight but as a slow and impercep-
tible process of mutual accommodation made possible by prolonged cultural 
contact between exogenous Islamic practices and the pre-existing Hindu- 
Buddhist and non-Sanskritic belief systems of pre-modern Bengal. The Sufi 
mystics who had been trickling into the region for centuries had made Islamic 
ideas and practices easy for its peasant cultivators and fishermen to understand 
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and accept. These ideas and practices gradually merged with locally existing 
religious ideas and worldviews and came to dominate them over time.

Examples of this fusion can be found in the rich tradition of folk bal-
lads that were passed orally by generations of professional bards and in the 
romances, epics, narratives and devotional poems that featured in Bengali 
literature. They showed not only the efforts of writers to translate Perso- 
Islamic romantic literature into the Bengali language but also to adapt the 
whole range of Perso-Islamic civilisation to the Bengali cultural universe. 
As Eaton writes,

Thus the Nile was identified with the Ganges and a story set in bib-
lical Egypt alludes to dark forests filled with tigers and elephants … 
The countryside in such stories abounds with banana and mango 
trees, peacocks and chirping parrots; people eat fish, curried rice, 
ghee and sweet yogurt, and chew betel; women adorn themselves 
with sandal paste and glitter in silk saris and glass and gold ban-
gles. Everywhere one smells the sweet aroma of fresh rice plants.  
(1994, p.277)

He comments also on the efforts of a Sufi poet from late 16th-century Chit-
tagong region who ‘spared no detail’ in endowing Eve with the unmistakeable 
attributes of a Bengali beauty. 

She uses sandal powder and wraps her hair in a bun adorned with 
a string of pearls and flowers. She wears black eye paste, and a pearl 
necklace is draped around her neck. Adam is struck by the beauty 
of the spot (sindur) on her forehead ‘because it reminded him of the 
sun in the sky’. (p.278)4

The eastern delta’s long history of isolation also meant that the social practices 
of classic patriarchy came later to the region than it did elsewhere and took 
a form that was mediated by local practices. Eaton points out that in Bengal, 
both before and during the rise of Islam, outsiders had commented on the 
visibility of women in the society. In 1415, the Chinese ambassador to Bengal 
noted the absence of a rigid division of labour in productive activities, with 
both men and women engaged in the fields and in weaving, depending on the 
season. In 1595, another observer commented that men and women for the 
most part went naked, wearing only a cloth (lungi) around the loins and that 
the main public transactions fell to women (Van Schendel 2009).

By 1700, the process of Islamisation had proceeded to the point that roman-
tic literature set in the Bengali countryside included Muslim peasants as cen-
tral characters, but the rigid gender division of labour and the practice of 
secluding women within the domestic domain had not yet made an appear-
ance. A ballad composed in 1700 described both men and women working 
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alongside each other in the fields, harvesting rice, spreading it for drying and 
transplanting it.

The gradual evolution of a Muslim culture in the delta could be seen in the 
changing status of women in rural society. The scriptural norms that gave 
men authority over women were gradually translated into social reality. At 
some stage in its history, women began to withdraw from field-based oper-
ations and confine themselves to post-harvest operations within the home: 
winnowing, soaking, parboiling, husking. The primary drive behind the 
domestication of female labour appeared to be the gradual dissemination of 
norms associating proper Islamic behaviour with the observance of purdah. 
There was, in other words, quite a time lag between the appearance of a nor-
mative vision of Islamic propriety in gender relations among the communities 
in the delta and its realisation in the practices that were seen as established 
norm in the studies of patriarchy in the post-independence period.

By the time the British conquered the delta, most of its rural masses thought 
of themselves as Muslims, but the line separating Islam and non-Islam was 
porous and shifting. This can be seen in the renaming practices observed 
among Muslim peasants in the early 20th century. The syncretic processes 
through which they converted to Islam meant that many had retained their 
Hindu caste names. The 1872 census recorded that, of the total of around 17 
million Muslims in Bengal, just 1.5% claimed foreign extraction as Shaikhs, 
Pathans, Saiyads and Mughals, the four highest-status social groups among 
Indian Muslims. By the 1901 census, around 90% of the 21.5 million Muslims 
in the delta had dropped their caste names and claimed to be Shaikhs.

Eaton interprets this adoption of Arabic surnames as evidence of a  
deepening attachment to Islam. Roy (1983) suggests a more pragmatic inter-
pretation, noting the social importance attached to foreign extraction and a 
tendency to claim fictitious foreign ancestry by those aspiring to social posi-
tion. ‘People began to discover for themselves as far as possible a foreign ances-
try’ (p.62). In the fluid ‘frontier’ context of the eastern delta, it was possible for 
Muslims other than those in the most menial occupations to call themselves 
Shaikhs (Sopher 1980). It was a strategy that spoke to the optimism of the 
low-born Muslim, escaping his fate as a low-caste Hindu, about the prospect 
of upward mobility, captured in a saying popular across the region: ‘Last year 
I was a Jolaha, this year I am a Shaikh, next year if prices rise I shall be a Syed’ 
(Ahmed 1981, p.21).5

2.3 British rule in India: from company to empire
The power of the Mughal empire had begun to decline by the mid-18th cen-
tury and Bengal came once again under local rule, this time Muslim nawabs 
of non-Bengali origin who had been governing in the name of the Mughal 
emperor. This was also a period of rising European influence in the subcon-
tinent, with Portuguese, Dutch and English companies competing for trade. 
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In the end, it was the British East India Company, which had been granted a 
trading monopoly in India by the British Parliament, which gained ascend-
ance and grew into a vast military and administrative organisation able to 
secure British colonial interests across the subcontinent.

There were some important advances under British rule – better transport, 
institutions of higher education, an administrative structure – but, as with 
other rulers, much of its energy was channelled into efforts to intensify sur-
plus extraction. Its success in this endeavour can be seen from estimates pro-
vided by the British economic historian Angus Maddison (2006), according 
to whom India’s share of the world economy was 27% in the last years of the 
Mughal empire – as large as all of Europe put together. By the time the British 
departed, it had dropped to 3%. British rule led to the steady impoverishment 
of much of the population and to the creation of lethal religious divisions, the 
effects of which endured beyond the end of empire.

Transforming the economy

The East India Company wrested political control from the ruling nawab in 
1757 and ruled it thereafter through a series of puppets. In 1765, it signed a 
contract with the last of the Mughal emperors, by now only a nominal power, 
to become the primary revenue collector in Bengal and hence its de facto 
ruler. The apparently inexhaustible wealth of Bengal encouraged the steady 
intensification of efforts by the company to increase tax revenue.6 Within a few 
years of its rule in Bengal, the company’s efforts at extraction and unchecked 
profiteering turned the drought and floods of 1769–70 into an epic famine in 
which a third of Bengal’s population was estimated to have died.

Efforts were subsequently made to regularise the taxation system through a 
new system of land ownership. The Permanent Settlement Act (1793) assigned 
de facto ownership of land to the zamindars of Bengal by giving them private 
property rights in revenue collection (Bose and Jalal 1998, p.69). It brought 
about momentous changes in the rural structure. The old system recognised the  
right of peasants to till the soil and the right of zamindars to collect taxes.  
The new system recognised only the rights of the new landlords: to sell, mort-
gage or gift their land; to set the rent at their discretion, while the amount they 
remitted as tax to the state was settled in perpetuity; and to exercise formi-
dable powers of extra-economic coercion over peasants. Cultivators became 
raiyats, tenants who had the right to work the land only if they paid their rent 
regularly and who could transfer this right only through inheritance, not sale.

The Act had assumed that zamindars would invest in agriculture to make it 
more productive since the fixed amount of tax they were required to pay meant 
any increased surplus would remain in their hands. But there were easier ways 
for them to make money. They became an absentee rentier class, extracting ever 
higher rents from the tenants who cultivated their land. They appointed their 
own intermediaries, leading to a multi-tiered system of leisured tenure-holders, 
all living off the wealth created by the tillers of the soil.
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Meanwhile, company rule remained a reign of terror for Bengal’s weavers  
as it used ‘every conceivable roguery’, including fines, imprisonments, 
floggings and forced bonds, to acquire their cloth at a fraction of its value  
(Hartmann and Boyce 1983, p.11). Its excesses sparked the rebellion of 1857 
and the British government stepped in to take over control and to extract 
economic advantage from its colonial possession in a more orderly way. Using 
Bengal as its base, the British undertook a steady expansion of their control 
across large swathes of land in the Ganges valley. The profits from its trade 
in Bengal’s textiles were used to finance colonial conquest of other parts of 
India, but also to finance its own industrial revolution, including the mech-
anised production of textiles (Bose and Jalal 1998). Britain used an elaborate 
system of protection to eliminate competition from Bengal’s textiles in British 
markets so that its own textile industry could grow while it used taxes within 
India to discriminate against the market in local textiles. The local industry 
was systematically destroyed, commercial centres declined and thousands of 
artisans were forced to turn to the land for a living.

Deindustrialisation meant that agriculture became the main source of sur-
plus. The colonial period saw the introduction of large-scale export-oriented 
cash cropping and Bengal emerged as a supplier of agricultural raw mate-
rials to the world. The earliest of these export crops was indigo, based on a 
contract labour system close to slavery till a major peasant revolt pushed the 
indigo planters to other states. Jute then became the major cash crop, grown 
by smallholders across the delta. By the end of the 19th century, East Bengal 
produced half of the world’s jute, although the manufacture of jute fibre and 
products took place in mills in Calcutta and Dundee.

By the end of the Raj, the delta had been transformed from a balanced 
agrarian economy into the classic colonial pattern, importing manufactured 
goods from the metropolis and exporting a variety of agricultural raw mate-
rials. With the age-old agrarian frontier closing, the expansion of cultiva-
tion was no longer possible while the zamindari system blocked investment 
in raising agricultural productivity: ‘rural living standards had been low at 
the beginning of British rule; they were lower still at its end’ (Van Schendel  
2009, p.74).

The politics of empire: dividing and ruling

As in other parts of its empire, the British adopted a conscious divide and 
rule policy in order to govern their subjects. These divisions were along a 
number of fault lines, but the religious divide had the most far-reaching con-
sequences. Censuses from 1872 onwards required the population to identify 
itself by religion and caste, a recurring exercise with profound implications. It 
was the first step in carving out an ideological space within which geograph-
ically scattered and culturally differentiated groups were now encouraged to 
reconstitute themselves as coherent supra-local social categories based on 
shared religious or caste identity.
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Divide and rule policies were advanced through efforts to codify what had 
been informal norms and practices of different religious groups. While the 
colonial rulers established a standardised legal system for their subjects in 
the domains of civil and criminal law, the 1857 uprising persuaded them to 
refrain from interfering in the personal laws that sustained the social order of 
traditional Indian society. They passed legislation on a number of practices 
they found particularly abhorrent (such as child marriage, female infanticide 
and widow immolation) but invoked the ‘inviolability of the home’ (Miller 
1981, p.52) to adopt an overall policy of non-interference with regard to per-
sonal law. This governed relationships within the private sphere of the family, 
including those relating to marriage, divorce, maintenance, guardianship of 
children, adoption, succession and inheritance, all of which had direct impli-
cations for the status of men, women and children within the family. Such 
matters would continue to be regulated by the religious laws of each commu-
nity but these would be codified after consultations with learned authorities 
within each religion, its priests, scholars and clerics.

The interpretations given by these authorities bore little relationship to the 
more fluid and syncretic practices that prevailed in local communities (Bose 
and Jalal 1998; Menon 1998). Codification effectively subsumed the diversity 
of religious customs and practices of different social groups, the ‘little’ tradi-
tions of ordinary people, within the rubric of the ‘great’ traditions, as defined 
by those with interpretive power within each religion. It reconstituted the 
meaning of community along primarily religious lines, in effect sharpening 
the hitherto fuzzy boundaries of overlapping community identities and rein-
forcing politically demarcated ones. The religious basis of personal law, and its 
treatment of women as unequal citizens, remains in operation to the present 
day across much of the subcontinent.

Divide and rule also worked along political lines. The British had originally 
favoured their Hindu subjects, distrusting the Muslim elites from whom they 
had seized power. Their own policies had served to create a new Hindu elite 
in West Bengal. One of the effects of the Permanent Settlement Act was the 
changing religious composition of the zamindari gentry in the eastern delta. 
Whereas Muslims had dominated in the reclamation of the eastern delta dur-
ing the Mughal period, the British colonial period saw the advance of Hindu 
landlords, high-caste Hindus who worked for the company and understood 
the system (Bose and Jalal 1998). By the 1920s, the zamindar class in Bengal 
was predominantly Hindu. In the western regions of Bengal, where the major-
ity of cultivators were also Hindu, class tensions between landlord and tenant 
did not take on a religious slant. But, in East Bengal, religious and class divi-
sions began to overlap, with high-caste Hindus at the upper end of the tenure 
chain and mainly Muslim cultivators at the lowest end.

The new Hindu rentier class lived as urban-based absentee landlords. Their 
ability to take advantage of Western education and administrative jobs led to 
urban professionals, Westernised intelligentsia, clerics and others emerging 
from the ranks of the zamindars and taluqdars. They styled themselves as the 
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bhadrolok (the ‘respectable’ folk), in antithesis to the chotolok (the ‘small’ peo-
ple) who laboured in the fields. They also began to draw on various strands 
of Hindu tradition and mythology, harking back to the greatness of Hindu 
rulers in the pre-Mughal era, to argue for a greater role for Indians in their 
own government. The Indian National Congress had been founded in 1885 
to promote the principle that the privileges of British subjects be extended to 
obedient Indians. It now began to coalesce around a nationalist politics that 
claimed the right to self-rule.

Their alarmed rulers began extending patronage to sections of the Muslim 
community to serve as a counterweight to this Hindu nationalism. In 1905, the 
government decided to partition Bengal, ostensibly for reasons of administra-
tive efficiency but with a clear political agenda, spelt out by Herbert Risley, sec-
retary to the viceroy: ‘Bengal united is a power … Bengal divided would pull in 
different directions’ (Bose and Jalal 1998, p.117). Educated Muslims supported 
the partition because it offered opportunities in the colonial administrative 
structure they did not enjoy in united Bengal. In addition, the cultural poli-
tics espoused by the Hindu upper castes, its appeal to Hindu revivalism, alien-
ated many Muslims. The All-India Muslim League was formed in Dhaka by a 
group of ashraf politicians in 1906 with the objective of protecting the interests 
of Muslims in British India. But there was vocal opposition to partition from 
Hindu middle and upper classes in Bengal, who feared loss of economic power 
and administrative privilege. Their opposition was picked up at the national 
level and became an all-India cause, sparking anti-colonial organising across 
India. The British gave in to the opposition and annulled the partition in 1911.

Within Bengal itself, partition exposed the division between religious com-
munities. Opposing views on the partition of Bengal gave rise to mob violence 
between religious groups and strengthened religious solidarities. It heralded 
the ‘communalization’ of politics in that ‘Muslims’ and ‘Hindus’ became clear-
cut political categories (Van Schendel 2009, p.80). In 1909, in response to the 
request of the Muslim League, separate electorates were created for Muslims 
so that they voted separately for reserved seats.7

Political unrest in the countryside

The process by which Muslims began to define themselves self-consciously 
as a community was not an easy one. They continued to be characterised by 
traditional hierarchies of birth and status. The small but powerful urban-
based ashraf elite, aristocratic by birth, considered themselves the guardians 
of ‘authentic’ Islamic culture and resisted assimilation into indigenous Bengali 
culture, speaking only Persian, Arabic and, later, Urdu. The vast majority of 
Bengali Muslims, on the other hand, the ajlaf, saw themselves as part of the 
larger Bengali community comprising Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists and ani-
mists with deep roots in the region’s rural culture.

But, as agriculture became increasingly commercialised by the introduc-
tion of railways, a mainly Muslim class of rich tenant farmers, the jotedars, 
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producing jute and other cash crops, began to emerge in the countryside by 
the second half of the 19th century. The spread of education among these 
families led to the formation of a new ‘vernacular’ elite among the Muslims, 
one that originated in the small towns and rural areas of East Bengal and had 
agriculture as its main source of income.

There were tensions within this expanding middle class. The ashraf elite sup-
ported the status quo and an extra-territorial vision of Islam and north Indian 
culture. The vernacular elite favoured agrarian reform to curb exploitation of 
peasant cultivators from whose ranks they had emerged, and they were attached 
to their indigenous cultural heritage and its understanding of Islam. But Brit-
ish rule had deprived the Muslim aristocracy of its political and economic 
privileges, narrowing their distance from their vernacular co-religionists.  
As conditions of Muslim Bengali peasantry worsened under British rule, 
various movements materialised in the countryside, pitting cultivators and 
the rising Muslim middle class against Hindu zamindars, European entrepre-
neurs and the colonial state.

Religion played a role in these movements. Developments in the transpor-
tation system, the rising incidence of pilgrimage to Arabia and the spread 
of literacy brought ordinary Muslims in Bengal closer to the wider world 
of Islam, making them more aware of the difference in beliefs and prac-
tices current in the Arab heartland. The 19th and early 20th centuries saw  
waves of Islamic reform movements such as the Faraizi and the Tariqah-i- 
Muhammadiyah emerge in the Bengal countryside. They were led by Bengali 
preachers who had spent years in Mecca and returned home with ideas derived 
from its austere Wahhabi Islamic movement,8 determined to strip Bengali 
Islam of the indigenous beliefs and practices of its folk culture. By propagating 
strict Islamic observances, these movements had the potential to rend the syn-
cretic cultural fabric that tied Hindu and Muslim cultivators together in a com-
mon social life. But in reality they were hardly ever frontal assaults on popular 
religion; over time they evolved into peasant struggles, broadening along class 
lines, and ending up in violent confrontation with their Hindu zamindars and 
the colonial state. As a result, it was not always simple to distinguish between 
movements that were ostensibly communitarian, class or communal in char-
acter (Addy and Azad 1975; Bose and Jalal 1998).

The road to partition: ‘Two peoples fanatically at odds’9

The last decades of colonial rule were marked by nationalist civil disobedience 
campaigns to demand that the British quit India. But resistance to British rule 
was fractured along communal lines, which sharpened over time, leading to 
the widespread violence and killing that led up to and accompanied the par-
tition of India. Communist-inspired strikes and peasant movements against 
agrarian oppression in Bengal presented a strong challenge to the privileges 
of upper-caste Hindu landlord and professional classes. Their response was to 
interpret nationalism through an increasingly communal lens and the Bengal 
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Congress Party renewed its attempts to build its base among Hindus, seeking 
support from the lower castes.

At the same time, the two-nation theory, the idea that Muslims were not 
merely a separate community within the Indian nation but a separate nation 
with the right to self-determination, was beginning to take shape. In 1940, 
the Muslim League adopted a resolution that geographically contiguous units 
be demarcated into regions in which Muslims were in the majority, namely 
the north-western and eastern zones of India, and grouped together to form 
independent states within a Muslim Free National Homeland.

The disruptions associated with the Second World War hit the rural poor 
badly. The devastating Bengal famine of 1943–44, which resulted in the loss 
of around 3 million lives, mostly in the eastern delta, provided a dramatic 
illustration of colonial priorities to ensure food supplies for its own troops 
and for the urban industrial classes who were deemed essential for war pro-
duction. Any legitimacy that the Raj may have enjoyed in Bengal faded after 
the famine.

Rising nationalist demands, the financial debts incurred by the British as a 
result of the war, and the installation of a new Labour government all brought 
the question of British withdrawal from India to the forefront of the political 
agenda. The increasingly unmanageable state of affairs in the country added 
to the haste with which they did so. The decision was taken to partition India 
and, just six weeks before their departure, two boundary commissions, both 
headed by Sir Cyril Radcliffe, were appointed to decide how Bengal and Pun-
jab would be divided. The violence that accompanied partition is estimated 
to have killed one million people and displaced 12 million. There was a swift, 
bloody and almost complete exchange of Muslim and non-Muslim inhabitants 
across the Punjab border. According to the 1951 census, religious minorities, 
mainly Christian, made up less than 2% of the population in West Pakistan.  
The bloodshed in Bengal was also massive but the exchange was a more long-
drawn-out one. The Hindu minority made up 22% of the population in East 
Pakistan at the time of partition.

2.4 The Pakistan interlude
The new state of Pakistan was a geographical anomaly, consisting of two wings 
on the eastern and north-western borders of the subcontinent, separated by 
over 1,000 miles of hostile Indian territory. Aside from religion, the two wings 
had very little in common. West Pakistan was made up of four geograph-
ically contiguous provinces with distinct cultural and ethnic identities but 
with a shared interpretation of Islam. Carved out of the eastern delta of the 
province of Bengal, East Pakistan was more homogenous. The vast majority 
of the population shared a common language and ethnic identity, diet, dress 
and religious tradition. It also contained 55% of the country’s population. The 
country’s first constitution, put in place in 1956, declared it to be an Islamic 
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Republic, making it the first theocratic state of the modern world (Israel fol-
lowed two years later). It also allowed selected political parties to function 
within restricted parameters and a number of provincial elections were held.

The country was characterised from the outset by a high level of adminis-
trative and political centralisation. Political power was concentrated in the 
hands of a national elite drawn mainly from the landed aristocracy of West 
Pakistan, wealthy muhajirs (migrant trading communities) from India, most 
of whom had settled in the West, and some ashraf politicians from the eastern 
wing. They were supported by a highly centralised civil service based in the 
country’s capital in West Pakistan. They also monopolised key positions in 
banking, administration, business and the armed forces.

The eastern wing was marginalised within this political set up. At the time 
of partition, only one of the 133 Muslims from the Indian Civil Service who 
opted for Pakistan was a Bengali Muslim. Most trained civil servants who had 
worked for the British administration in Bengal had been Hindus and opted 
for India. There was very little Bengali participation in the military services 
or in higher ranks of the civil service. Few Bengalis made it to the top of the 
service and those who did were from the Urdu-speaking ashraf elite.

In the face of their marginalisation, the vernacular elite that had begun to 
emerge from the Bengali-speaking lower middle classes founded their own 
political party, the Awami Muslim League, in 1949, based on a distinct linguistic 
nationalism (Jahan 1972). Worth noting here is that Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, 
who later became the first prime minister of independent Bangladesh, was the 
assistant secretary general of the party. The party’s support came from the fac-
tion within the Muslim League that had been anti-landlord in its politics. It 
also drew support from other groups opposed to the policies of the ruling elite, 
including the Communist Party and various student organisations.

Pakistan’s political class was swept aside by a military coup in 1958 led 
by Ayub Khan. The new regime introduced a system of local government 
designed to both restrict democratic participation and neutralise East Paki-
stan’s majority in the electoral system. Around seven to 15 individuals were 
elected by direct franchise to union parishads (local councils), the lowest 
administrative unit, and given limited local powers for revenue collection 
and management of rural development projects. The state thus appeared at 
local level as a dispenser of valued resources. These ‘basic democrats’ were 
responsible for electing the provincial and national assemblies, with equal 
numbers selected by each wing. This system deprived the population of direct 
voting rights, instead allowing selected local groups from their ranks to enjoy 
patronage of the regime in exchange for their loyalty. It did, however, put in 
place some of the infrastructure of local government that still exists in Bang-
ladesh today (Lewis 2011).

Women made some limited progress during the Pakistan years. While  
there were a number of local voluntary organisations, the first and most prom-
inent was the All-Pakistan Women’s Association (APWA), set up in 1947 by 
the wife of its first prime minister (Khan 2018). Though composed of elite 
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women, and largely active in the urban centres, the association lobbied on a 
number of issues that had cross-class relevance. It struggled, but without suc-
cess, to include a Charter of Women’s Rights in the 1956 constitution. While 
10 seats were reserved for women, this fell far short of their demands.

Their efforts to promote family planning met with some success under the 
Ayub Khan regime as part of its efforts to project a modern style of leader-
ship. A government family planning programme was established under the 
Third Five Year Plan (1965–70). The programme operated independently  
of the Health Ministry under the National Family Planning Council. It was 
target-driven, largely supply-oriented, with the main focus on IUDs and 
vasectomies, and implemented through hospitals, dispensaries, health centres 
and individual doctors. It spread information about modern contraceptives 
but did little to change practice. Contraceptive prevalence was only 3.8% in in 
1968–69 (Larson and Mitra 1992).

The APWA also organised around the reform of Muslim personal law  
to protect the rights of women in relation to marriage, polygamy, divorce, 
maintenance, inheritance and child custody. The Muslim Family Laws Ordi-
nance (1961), passed under the Ayub regime, was a product of their activ-
ism. The ordinance is considered a landmark for women’s progress because, 
despite embodying a narrow interpretation of Islamic law, it modified some 
key discriminatory practices (Khan 2018).

Economic exploitation

The bulk of resources and industry had gone to India after partition.  
Pakistan inherited raw material producing regions, mainly in the eastern 
wing. The administrative integration of the two discrete territories allowed the  
central government to frame policies to promote the interests and priorities of 
the ruling classes of the western wing. Pakistan benefited considerably from 
external funding, particularly from the US as part of its Cold War strategy. 
Between 1959 and 1969, when the flow of external aid grew sixfold, West 
Pakistan was allocated five times more aid than the east. Between 1949–50 
and 1969–70, economic disparity in per capita income between East and West 
Pakistan increased from 21.9% to 61%.

More than half of the country’s central expenditure was invested in the mil-
itary. A third of the remaining budget went on a rapid industrialisation drive 
through support to private enterprise, based primarily in the western wing. 
Industrial development in the eastern wing was led by state-sponsored entre-
preneurs from the western wing, mainly in the processing of raw materials –
sugar, tea, paper mills. A mere tenth of the budget went on agriculture, which 
was the main source of income and livelihoods in East Pakistan and whose 
jute provided two-thirds of country’s foreign exchange.

There had been an opportunity to bring about a more equal distribution of 
land at the time of partition when a large number of Hindu landlords, who 
had owned nearly 75% of the land, migrated to India. The East Bengal State 
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Acquisition and Tenancy Act 1950 eliminated the rights of zamindars and 
their intermediaries, made peasant cultivators the direct tenants of the state 
and imposed a ceiling on landholdings of 32 acres per family. However, pow-
erful jotedar families were able to grab the property of Hindu landlords who 
had left, using various means to circumvent the land ceiling. The reform erad-
icated the old tax-harvesting elite but reinforced unequal ownership of land 
and left sharecroppers without rights.

There was a great deal of investment around this time in the new high- 
yielding seed technology of the Green Revolution, which promised to increase 
agricultural productivity, but it mainly made headway in West Pakistan, where 
the large size of land holdings and the well-developed irrigation system inher-
ited from the British provided favourable conditions. One initiative in the 
eastern wing that does stand out from that period was the experiment with 
rural co-operatives. Community development through the US-funded Village 
Agricultural and Industrial Development (V-AID) programme had been intro-
duced in 1953. In 1958, the Academy for Rural Development was established 
in the Comilla district of East Pakistan to train V-AID officials. The top-down 
character of the V-AID approach led to its abandonment in 1961. Instead the 
academy began to experiment with the co-operative approach. Villagers were 
formed into co-operative societies through which training, research and exten-
sion activities were provided in order to modernise agriculture.

When the military came into power, the co-operatives became the lynch-
pin of its efforts to win local-level legitimacy. It added family planning 
programmes, irrigation and electrification schemes, credit facilities, wom-
en’s training, and the storage and marketing of agricultural produce. The  
co-operatives, linked by a thana-level federation,10 served as channels for  
the infusion of subsidised resources: credit, irrigation pumps, fertiliser, 
improved seeds, pesticides and extension services. The Comilla experiment 
was held up for a while as a model for developing countries, an alternative 
to the compulsory communes of China. Problems became evident by the 
late 1960s. Large farmers were initially slow to join because they got quicker 
returns from moneylending but began to monopolise the co-operatives as 
their advantages became apparent (Blair 1978). In 1970, the government 
decided to use the Comilla model as the basis of a new nationwide Integrated 
Rural Development Program (IRDP) but did not get very far in East Pakistan 
because of its deteriorating political situation.

Cultural antagonisms

The imbalances in the political and economic systems that became evident 
soon after the inception of the new state were mirrored very visibly in the cul-
tural arena. In fact, the first cracks took a cultural form and reflected divisions 
over the question of a national language. Jinnah, who led the movement for 
Pakistan and was the country’s first governor-general, declared in a visit to 
East Pakistan in 1948:
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Make no mistake about it. There can be only one state language if 
the component parts of this state are to march forward in unison 
and that language, in my opinion can only be Urdu.11

It was, he said, the language that had been nurtured by a hundred million 
Muslims on the subcontinent, a language that more than any other embodied 
all that was best in Islamic culture and Muslim tradition and was nearest to 
the languages used in other Islamic countries (Jinnah 2004, p.150). In fact, 
in Pakistan itself, Urdu was spoken by just 3% of the population, mainly the 
wealthy migrants from India.

The language issue stood for a more general cultural and political divide 
within the new nation. The new rulers used their version of Islam as a politi-
cal idiom to legitimate their actions, portraying all opposition as un-Islamic. 
Their ability to do so reflected the long-standing view among Muslims of  
the north Indian heartlands that Bengali Muslims were lesser Muslims. The 
decision to adopt Urdu as the national language was part of the mission of 
Islamising Bengal.

But they had underestimated the political, cultural and emotional signifi-
cance that the Bengali language held for the people of East Pakistan. In 1952, 
student-led protests at attempts to impose Urdu as the national language 
were suppressed by the army and led to the death of six students. The Mus-
lim League suffered an overwhelming defeat in the 1954 provincial elections 
to the United Front led by the Awami Muslim League. The latter renamed 
itself the Awami League (AL) to emphasise its non-communal character and 
henceforth became the voice of the disenfranchised middle classes of East 
Pakistan. The 1956 constitution, which declared Pakistan an Islamic Republic, 
gave Bengali equal status with Urdu as state language.

Cultural issues came to the forefront again under the military regime. A 
Bureau for National Reconstruction was set up to purge the Bengali language 
of Sanskrit/Hindu elements and to introduce the Arabic script. The songs of  
Tagore, the Hindu Nobel-prize winning laureate from West Bengal, were 
banned from the state-controlled radio and television. The regime’s attempts 
to appropriate the mantle of Islamic authenticity for its cultural traditions 
were met by counterefforts on the part of Bengalis that crystallised what 
was particular to their community: its common history and distinct way of 
life, reaffirmed continuously through shared cultural references, rituals and 
modes of communication. The dress and deportment of Bengali women took 
on increasing symbolic value in this struggle over cultural identity (Kabeer 
1991a). It led to the politicisation of normally uncontroversial aspects of 
everyday middle-class life. The right to sing the songs of Tagore and to wear 
the teep, the practice of the Bengali middle classes of training their daughters 
in the arts – singing, dancing and drama – and allowing them to perform in 
public: ‘all these activities which seemed so commonplace, now in the 50s and 
60s became acts of dissent given the Pakistan government’s branding of them 
as Hindu aberrations’ (Ahmed 1985, p.47).
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These cultural assertions were extended to the countryside through the 
close relationships that most urban-based people still had with their villages 
and through the broadcasting of folk music, poetry and stories on the radio. It 
was through its appeal to shared cultural symbols that the vernacular elite was 
able to stay connected with the rural population as they became more urban 
and more prosperous. It was also through these connections that it was able 
to mobilise the rural population. Although initially the province of the middle 
classes, Bengali nationalism had, by 1971, become a mass movement under 
the leadership of the AL.

The end of the interlude

The period of military rule saw political movements in East Pakistan shift 
from movements for equal participation in the national system to an increas-
ingly radical movement for provincial autonomy. It came at a delicate time  
in Pakistan’s foreign relations. It was acting as intermediary in US efforts to 
build a rapprochement with China. This had led to a schism between the 
pro-Moscow and pro-Peking factions of Pakistan’s left-wing National Awami 
Party. It also meant that there was very little sympathy from the US for East 
Pakistan’s demands for autonomy.

A brief war with India in 1965 made it clear to the politicians and people in 
East Pakistan that the priorities of the military establishment were the defence 
of its western wing. The east was left isolated. In 1966 the AL put forward a 
six-point programme, demanding a greater degree of autonomy by restruc-
turing Pakistan as a confederation of two separate units. The programme’s 
launch was supported by street-level demonstrations that went beyond stu-
dents and intellectuals, its main supporters in the past, to include organised 
workers as well as a more unorganised constituency of small shopkeepers, 
rickshaw pullers, day labourers, and bus and taxi drivers (Jahan 1972). The 
regime responded with heavy-handed repression, arresting the movement’s 
political leaders and closing down its main newspaper.

But Ayub Khan’s days in power were numbered. A popular movement 
against the regime swept across Pakistan in 1968–69, bringing together  
parties in both wings. In the face of this united opposition, he resigned. The 
movement subsided in West Pakistan but maintained its momentum in  
the East as a movement for regional autonomy. There was reimposition of 
martial law in 1969 under General Yahya Khan but he opened up a dialogue 
with Bengali politicians and agreed to national elections in December 1970. 
In November of that year, one of the deadliest tropical cyclones ever recorded 
hit the delta region, killing around 500,000 people, destroying homes, crops 
and livestock. The callous response of the central government angered Benga-
lis: accounts circulated that Yahya Khan, who was returning from a successful 
trip to China that he had not cut short following news of the cyclone, sur-
veyed the damage from the air while nursing a hangover with a few beers, and 
pronounced that ‘it did not look so bad’ (Hossain 2017, p.29).



FRONTIERs ANd CROssROAds 51

The elections were held a few weeks later and saw the AL win an  
overwhelming victory, gaining 160 of the 162 seats allotted to East Pakistan 
and an absolute majority in the whole country. Bhutto’s People’s Party came 
second but won only 81 seats, confined to West Pakistan. The AL, under  
the leadership of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman (‘Mujib’), assumed that it would 
take control of national government. But this was not a prospect that either the  
military or the People’s Party was prepared to countenance. There followed 
a period of negotiations, apparently to find some sort of compromise. They 
were accompanied by mass demonstrations in East Pakistan, with activists 
demanding independence and carrying the flag of Bangladesh.

Faced with this mass protest, the military intervened. Its troops were 
secretly flown into the east wing and, on the night of 25 March 1971, began a 
brutal crackdown, killing all those considered in any way associated with the 
independence movement. The occupation of East Pakistan lasted longer than 
the military had anticipated. Volunteers from all over the country joined the 
Mukti Bahini, the country’s freedom fighters, led by Bengalis who had served 
in the Pakistan army. They were able to maintain a guerrilla resistance, with 
training from the Indian army and support from the civilian population. They 
were eventually joined by the Indian army and the struggle moved into more 
conventional warfare. On 16 December 1971, the Pakistan army formally sur-
rendered to the chief of the Indian army.

The war dealt a severe blow to the country’s economy, destroying physi-
cal infrastructure and assets and leading to substantial declines in agricul-
tural output and food stocks. Estimates of the human costs of the war were 
also enormous. Between 500,000 and 1 million were believed to have been 
killed. Around 10 million people crossed the borders to refugee camps in 
India. In addition, between 200,000 and 400,000 women were raped by 
Pakistani soldiers, purportedly in their mission to ‘improve the genes of 
the Bengali people’ and thus populate Bangladesh with ‘pure’ Muslims (Ali 
1983, p.91).12

2.5 The legacies of the past
This chapter set out to provide the history and context that gave rise to the 
conditions that characterised Bangladesh at the time of its independence,  
the ‘initial conditions’ of the Bangladesh paradox. As the chapter has made 
clear, while its abysmal poverty at its independence partly reflected its years 
as quasi-colony of Pakistan, the causes went further back in its history – as 
did the causes of its overpopulation. The delta had been subjected to several 
centuries of rule by mainly foreign powers whose primary objective was to 
transfer wealth out of the region in order to finance the administration and 
expansion of their empires. The diet of the ordinary man had been poor at 
the end of the Mughal era; it had become poorer by the time that the Brit-
ish colonial rulers left (Maddison 1970). And over the Pakistan period it fell 



52 RENEGOTIATING PATRIARCHY

from already-low levels in the early 1960s to even lower levels by the time of  
Bangladesh’s independence (Arthur and McNicoll 1978).

The fertility of the delta and the expansion of settled rice cultivation in the 
region explain the pattern of population growth. While fertility rates were 
extremely high, high rates of mortality had kept population growth in check 
at moderate rates of 1% a year at the start of the 20th century. Much of the 
expansion in the population during these years took the form of migration 
from other parts of the region as people came to settle new land.

Certain trends came together to make the high levels of fertility increas-
ingly problematic. Improvements in transport, communications and public 
health measures during British rule led to a decline in mortality, gradually in 
the first half of the century and more rapidly after that (Cleland et al. 1994): 
average life expectancy rose from just 20 years at the start of the 20th century 
to around 40 years by the 1950s.13 However, fertility did not adjust downward 
and migrants once settled tended to stay. As a result, population growth rates 
began to rise. The early period of population growth was accommodated by  
the extension of the agrarian frontier, but its natural limits were reached  
by the middle of the 20th century. New settlers increasingly pushed to the 
ecological margins, reclaiming remaining forests, coastal and river islands 
and much of the mangrove swamplands in the south of the delta. As the 
agrarian frontier closed, rural crowding in the absence of rising agricultural 
productivity meant that per capita output began to decline, poverty increased 
noticeably and life became increasingly fragile.

The chapter has also sought to explain the puzzle posed by the mass con-
version to Islam in a part of the subcontinent very distant from the Muslim 
heartland. It has suggested that the processes by which Islam was absorbed 
into the pre-existing culture of the delta, and the kind of Islam that resulted, 
played a significant role in its subsequent history. It has explained, for 
instance, why the population of East Bengal joined the demand for a sepa-
rate homeland for the Muslims of India at the end of British rule and why it 
then broke away just 24 years later to set up an independent state based on 
its ethno-linguistic identity.14

Bengali Islam has been characterised in the historical literature as ‘syn-
cretic’, the willingness to accommodate as well as to co-exist with local non- 
Islamic folk practices. Its ballads and literature suggest communities of people 
who were remarkably open to accepting any sort of agency, human or super-
human, that might assist them in coping with life’s everyday problems. The 
incorporation of the practices associated with Islam into their belief systems 
was not seen as challenging their existing beliefs and practices or requiring 
their abandonment, merely as new ways to deal with existing problems (Eaton 
1994). This pragmatism went hand in hand with the belief that individuals 
were not fated to the position they had been born into, that it was possible 
to improve their situation through their own efforts, to become Shaikhs and 
even Syeds.
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So, while the chapter has provided a broad-brush account of the history of 
the delta and the processes that led to the abject state of the country at the 
time of its independence, it has also offered glimpses into the potentiality for 
change contained within its apparently durable structures. It has suggested 
some of the reasons why, while the Bengal delta may have shared many fea-
tures in common with the classic form of patriarchy that characterised the 
northern plains of the Indian subcontinent, attempts to classify it as such were 
indeed, as Dyson and Moore put it, ‘complicated’. Its history, as Van Schendel 
points out, gave rise to traditions that ran counter to later efforts to enforce 
more rigid versions of gender roles in the delta region. Powerful goddesses 
featured in its religions from early times and some remain as part of folk-
lore. Its literature produced female characters, such as Behula and Lalmon, 
not known for their docility: they donned armour to fight off bandits, slayed 
raging rhinos, harnessed flying horses to rescue lovers, transformed igno-
rant men into billy goats to serve as breeding stock and instructed kings and 
princes of the world in the art of statecraft.

And, while there is widespread recognition in the contemporary literature 
of the importance of Islamic spiritual guides, pirs who were often connected 
with Sufism, they are almost always male. Indeed, recent scholarship in Bang-
ladesh states very clearly that the pir role is explicitly masculine:

in many ways pir serves as masculine emblems of a spiritual order 
which is reproduced by transmission between men. The power 
granted by initiation passes through perfected souls in male bodies 
… Women do not have the capacity to become Pir. (Landell-Mills 
1992, p.315)

Yet piranis, women recognised to have spiritual powers, have also existed. 
Callan (2008) writes about saintly female healers who used their recognised 
spiritual powers to heal the men and women from the communities they lived 
in. In her ongoing research into the cultural and political economies of cotton in 
18th-century East Bengal, the historian Samia Khatun came across a remarkable 
number of shrines devoted to piranis.15 They were invisible in the official histo-
ries of the areas she visited but very alive in the memories of local communities, 
as present in their ballads as female goddesses. She also found evidence of hid-
den economies that centred on elite landed women in these areas who extended 
patronage to communities who looked after the shrines of piranis, along with 
small land grants to the retinue of service providers who revolved around their 
families, wet-nurses, dancers, musicians and midwives. These unofficial tra-
ditions and hidden histories all suggest the existence of barely acknowledged 
counter-currents to the dominant culture of classic patriarchy and of a collec-
tive habitus that was not as seamlessly reflective of it as was generally assumed. 
They may explain why classic patriarchy proved easier to negotiate in the face 
of the challenging conditions of later years than had been generally assumed.
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Notes
 1 The concepts of ‘great’ and ‘little’ traditions distinguished between formal 

customs and rituals observed in peasant societies that emanated from 
their dominant social categories, their priests and rulers, and the infor-
mal and localised practices of ‘folk religion’ (Redfield 1955). In reality, 
the two generally merged to form the lived reality of peasant life. 

 2 Reich (2019) has synthesised a vast array of studies that use genetic 
tools to provide new insights into the human past. Some of these have 
examined the ancestry of the ancient inhabitants of the Indian subconti-
nent. They suggest that there were two separate groups in ancient India: 
‘Ancestral North Indians’ and ‘Ancestral South Indians’ ‘as different from 
each other as Europeans and East Asians are today’ (p.135). It was among 
the Ancestral North Indians that they found the emergence of a priestly 
caste and culture. While there has been considerable mixture of people  
in terms of their ancestry so that no group in India can claim genetic 
purity, there are different proportions of mix, with some having  
a stronger proportion of ancestry related to West Eurasians and some 
more closely related to diverse East Asian and South Asian populations. 
Out of curiosity after reading this literature, I took a Living DNA test 
and found that 48% my DNA is unspecified ‘South Asian’, some of it 
presumably my indigenous heritage, 16.8% Pashtun, 14.3% Sindhi, 4.1% 
Burusho, 10.6% South East Asian, 4.1% South West China and 1.8% East 
Asian (Japan/Korea). 

 3 His interpretation echoes of that Bose and Jalal (1998), who pointed out 
that early conversions to Islam were gradual rather than sudden and went 
furthest in regions where a weak Brahmanical superstructure overlaid 
a much stronger Buddhistic substratum, as was case in Sindh in the 8th 
century and Bengal after the 11th. While few religions can be regarded as 
completely ‘pure’, references to religious syncretism in the subcontinent 
occur particularly frequently in relation to Bengal and Sindh. 

 4 Eaton is relying on translation by Mannan (1966).
 5 The Sayyids claimed descent from the Prophet, the Sheiks from the 

Prophet’s Arab followers, while the Mughals and Pathans were reputed 
to be descended from Turkic and Afghan conquerors. The rest were low-
born ajlaf who were identified by Hindu caste names. 

 6 It was, according to sources cited in Tharoor (2018), set at a minimum of 
50% of their income. 

 7 These were extended in 1932 to other religious minorities and the 
‘depressed’ castes. 

 8 Wahhabism, a movement that rose in Saudi Arabia in the 18th century as 
a movement within its dominant Sunni tradition, claimed that anything 
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not mentioned in the Qur’an or the authentic Hadith was a bid’ah  
(innovation) and that the adoption of any innovation was a departure 
from Islam (Bayram 2014).

 9 These lines come from W.H. Auden’s caustic 1966 poem ‘Partition’,  
which dealt with the haste with which the British drew up the bounda-
ries that separated independent India from the newly created Pakistan 
(https://www.poeticous.com/w-h-auden/partition). 

 10 For administrative purposes, East Pakistan/Bangladesh was divided into 
divisions, districts, subdivisions, thanas/upazilas, which were the most 
important unit for extending government services, and unions, the low-
est administrative unit. 

 11 Hindi and Urdu have their origins in the same medieval language but the 
two draw their formal vocabulary from different sources, Sanskrit and 
Persian, respectively, and Urdu is written in the Persian script. The iden-
tification of Urdu with Islam is, according to Rahman (2011), a product 
of the British creation of monolithic religious communities and the 
emergence of claims about distinctive languages to distinguish Hindus 
from Muslims. 

 12 There is, of course, considerable debate about these numbers but, as 
Hossain (2017) points out, there is agreement that sexual violence during 
the war was ‘unusually extreme’ (p.80). 

 13 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demographics_of_Bangladesh#Life 
_expectancy_at_birth

 14 Chatterji (2023) describes it as ‘an astonishing occasion in modern  
history in which the majority seceded from a nation’ (p.83). 

 15 Personal communication with Dr Khatun.

https://www.poeticous.com/w-h-auden/partition
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demographics_of_Bangladesh#Life_expectancy_at_birth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demographics_of_Bangladesh#Life_expectancy_at_birth




3. ‘The test case for development’: policy 
debates in the aftermath of independence

For many people Bangladesh is a catalogue of woes: constant food 
shortage and recurrent famine, devastating floods and cyclones, disor-
der, violence and corruption, an uncontrollable population explosion, 
failure of government and administration, a malfunctioning economy 
beset with financial crisis and bankruptcy – a begging bowl to the rest 
of the world. (Faaland and Parkinson 1976, p.192)

The population is poor (per capita income of $50-$70, a figure which 
has not risen over the past 20 years), overcrowded (population density 
is nearly 1400 per square mile) and becoming more so (population  
is growing at 3 percent per annum), short-lived (life expectancy at 
birth was well under 50 years), in many cases unemployed (perhaps 
25–30 percent), and largely illiterate (under 20 percent literacy rate). 
(World Bank 1972, p.i)

This chapter lays out the policy challenges that the country faced in the diffi-
cult years after its independence. The policy debates of this period provide an 
interesting reminder that, difficult as it is to imagine today, there was a period 
in Bangladesh’s history when its leaders were seriously discussing how to go 
about implementing a socialist vision for the country’s future. The chapter 
examines the practical steps they sought to take, but also failed to take, in that 
direction and the grim challenges they faced as an abjectly poor, overpop-
ulated and highly patriarchal country emerging from a catastrophic war. In 
terms of its contribution to the aims of this book, the chapter provides a policy 
perspective on the dire ‘initial conditions’ that characterised the Bangladesh 
paradox and that made later progress all the more astonishing.

A memorable, and much-cited, description of the challenge facing the new 
nation of Bangladesh came out of a conversation between Henry Kissinger, 
then the US President’s National Security Advisor, and officials in US Depart-
ment of State on 6 December 1971.1 For Kissinger, Bangladesh’s war for  
independence was hampering efforts to build US relations with China with 
Pakistan as useful intermediary. He was now being warned that there was 
likely to be a famine in Bangladesh the following March and the country 
would need all kinds of help: ‘They’ll be an international basket case.’ To 
which Kissinger responded, ‘But not necessarily our basket case.’
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It was a contemptuous exchange, indicative of the US’s hostility to Bangladesh  
throughout its efforts to secede from Pakistan, but the epithet of ‘basket case’ 
haunted the literature of the period and continues to surface in contemporary 
discussions of those years. Its use in this exchange implied that Bangladesh 
would not be able to survive on its own, that it would remain permanently 
dependent on international aid. And indeed, as the quote from Faaland and 
Parkinson opening this chapter illustrates, as far as the international commu-
nity was concerned, the country had all the makings of a ‘basket case’. Various 
‘litanies of grim statistics’2 such as that of the World Bank cited above, were 
compiled to summarise the enormity of the challenge.

But, for the people of the country, liberation marked the beginning of a 
new phase in their history. The independent People’s Republic of Bangla-
desh would be ruled for the first time by a prime minister, Sheikh Mujibur  
Rahman, and a party, the Awami League, who shared the majority culture. 
The optimism of the time and the vision that inspired the national imaginary 
of those who had led the struggle were encapsulated in the four basic prin-
ciples enshrined in its new constitution: nationalism, democracy, secularism 
and socialism.

The rationale for nationalism was self-evident. It represented the sense of 
national pride and belonging that had fuelled the struggle for self-governance 
and provided the foundations of the newly imagined national community. 
The principle of democracy, while a standard one for most newly independent 
nations, also provided a sharp contrast to the military rule that dominated the 
Pakistan era.

The commitment to secularism was an explicit response to the country’s 
recent history. It signified a spirit of religious tolerance, born out of the bitter 
experience of the use of religion as a political weapon to devalue the country’s 
culture and divide its citizens. It was defined as opposition to communalism 
in all forms, to state promotion of any religion at the expense of others and to 
all forms of religious discrimination. It was not intended to signal the rejec-
tion of religion by the state but the equality of all religions in the eyes of the 
state. One of its effects was a ban on religious political parties, which had 
actively supported Pakistan during the liberation war.

The adoption of socialist principles was less predictable. It was not clear 
whether Mujib was himself a socialist3 but the struggle for independence had 
received much support from leftist groups in the country, particularly the left 
associated with the India–Soviet axis. Moreover, this was still the era of the 
dirigiste state, and socialism still held out the promise of planned develop-
ment as the road to a more just society.

3.1 A turbulent beginning
In the early years of independence, the country was not in any position 
to embark on the aspirational agenda adopted by its leaders. The fact that 
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different branches of the central government had been dominated by officials 
drawn from West Pakistan meant that there was a serious dearth of admin-
istrative expertise to manage the economy. A small group of economists  
with little practical experience of government was charged with crafting its 
development trajectory while simultaneously required to manage the daily 
problems confronting a country emerging from a devastating war: a serious 
shortage of food grains, a badly damaged transport system, inadequate finan-
cial reserves, and a breakdown in foreign trade arrangements.

The government found itself politically isolated. Its socialist rhetoric did not 
find favour with Western donors. At the same time, its commitment to secular-
ism alienated the Middle Eastern bloc who had not in any case been supportive 
of its efforts to break away from the world’s first Islamic state. But Bangladesh 
was a Muslim-majority country and needed to be recognised as such – at the 
very least to ensure its pious citizens could go on pilgrimage to Mecca. After 
several diplomatic overtures and efforts to establish its Islamic credentials, it 
gained admission into the Organisation of the Islamic Conference in 1974.

The commitment to democracy proved difficult to uphold in the face of the 
challenges the country faced. In addition to dealing with post-war destruc-
tion, the government faced a deterioration in the world economic situation 
linked to the rise in oil prices in 1973.

Bangladesh had attracted a great deal of humanitarian aid in its first three 
years, a product of international sympathy for ‘the underdog’. This aid was 
ending and donors were reluctant to renew it in the face of the government’s 
failure to take control of the economic situation. With growing evidence 
of corruption and nepotism in the ruling party, disillusionment set in as it 
became clear that the party was elevating its own interests and those of its 
clientele above those of the nation.

But the government had yet to face its biggest challenge. Bad harvests in 
1972–73 were followed by unusually destructive floods in the summer of 
1974. Later that year, the country suffered a famine of catastrophic propor-
tions (Sobhan 1979). The situation was worsened because that year the US 
government decided to cancel its food aid to Bangladesh on the grounds that 
it was exporting jute sacks to Cuba in violation of US rules that banned food 
aid recipients from trade with communist countries. The deaths from the fam-
ine were estimated at 1.5 million. The suffering was widespread and visible:

Streams of hungry people (men, women and children), who were 
nothing but skeletons, trekked into towns in search of food. Most of 
them were half-naked. Abandonment of family dependents, parents 
trying to sell children, mothers killing babies, man and dog fighting 
for a piece of bone, women and young girls turning to prostitution 
became very commonplace. (Alamgir 1980, pp.128–29)

Blame for the devastating effects of the famine were laid squarely at the door 
of the government. Mainstream and radical left groups had already begun 
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challenging the AL’s leadership. Their efforts coalesced as the human tragedy 
of the famine unfolded. In response to the growing unrest, Mujib declared a 
national emergency in early 1975 and amended the constitution to allow him 
to declare himself president and the Bangladesh Peasant and Workers’ League 
(a merger of the AL and a number of left-wing parties) the sole political party. 
The country was now under one-party rule and a period of repression of 
opposition followed.

In August 1975, Mujib – and all members of his family who were in his 
residence at the time – were assassinated by a group of junior military 
officers. There followed a short period of intense political turbulence, during 
which many of the leading members of the AL were murdered. The military 
assumed power under General Ziaur Rahman, first as chief martial adminis-
trator in late 1975 and then as president in 1977. He was in turn assassinated 
in an army coup in 1981. Once again, martial law was declared, constitutional 
rights suspended and, in 1982, General Ershad declared himself president. In 
1990, a popular movement saw the overthrow of Ershad and the establish-
ment of a multi-party democracy.

3.2 Policy aspirations for a newly imagined nation
The policy discussions that took place in the years following independence 
provide us with a valuable record of how policymakers in a highly aid- 
dependent new nation that declared its commitment to socialism engaged 
with an international development community that was largely hostile to its 
aspirations. Some of these discussions were captured in the proceedings of a 
high-level conference convened by the International Economic Association 
(IEA) in Dhaka in 1973 and published under the title The Economic Develop-
ment of Bangladesh within a Socialist Framework (Robinson and Griffin 1974).

The conference brought together eminent economists from the interna-
tional community and Bangladeshi planners responsible for drafting the First 
Five Year Plan due later in the year. The Bangladesh members of the IEA 
imposed one condition on conference deliberations: they had to respect the 
fact that the country had chosen a socialist framework as its pathway to devel-
opment. This was in order to avoid endless arguments as to whether Bangla-
desh would be better off with socialist or capitalist policies.

This precondition explained the composition of conference participants. 
The Bangladeshi participants were drawn from the Planning Commission 
and the Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies, which conducted pol-
icy research for the government. The international participants were made up 
of economists from both capitalist (mainly US and UK) and socialist (mainly 
East European) countries, all selected on the basis of their sympathy for the 
country’s aspirations. According to Anisur Rahman, one of the Bangladeshi 
participants, there were two groups of people at the conference: those who 
were ignorant of Bangladesh (presumably the Eastern European economists) 
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and those who were ignorant of socialism (presumably those from the World 
Bank). While participants agreed to locate their contributions within a 
broadly socialist framework, the discussions during the conference revealed 
tensions between those who described themselves as favouring pragmatism 
and those who espoused idealism.

Rahman (1974a) put himself squarely in the idealist camp, stating that the 
purpose of his contribution to the conference was ‘to dream and try out ideas’ 
(p.66). He expressed his impatience with the preoccupations of mainstream 
economists with mundane matters like material balances and GDP projec-
tions (Rahman 1974b). He drew instead on Marxist–Leninist theory to call 
for the redistribution of land, property and wealth, for shared austerity to put 
the country on the path to long-run self-sufficiency, for fast yielding emer-
gency programmes that would increase output in agriculture and for the full 
utilisation of labour resources.4 However, he acknowledged that ‘socialism 
was in the air but had yet to land on the ground’ (Rahman 1974a, p.66). The 
average elected representative was unlikely to have a clear understanding of 
what it meant. The first step therefore would have to be to educate and create 
the socialist cadres needed to carry out the necessary reforms.5

His analysis was strongly supported by Vanek (1974), an East European 
economist, who confessed he had never been to Bangladesh before but  
pronounced himself convinced that Rahman’s prognosis demonstrated a  
‘considerable – and in my view entirely correct – understanding of the real 
situation in Bangladesh’ (p.59). He commended the fact that Rahman’s agenda 
went beyond planning to the demand for ‘fundamental change of attitude – 
perhaps change of heart is a better term’ on the part of the authorities and the 
people of Bangladesh.

Horvat, another East European economist, also confessed to never having 
visited Bangladesh and admitted his ignorance of the country was considera-
ble: ‘I ought to keep quiet and listen’ (1974, p.62). He nevertheless expressed 
his belief that the war had opened the possibility for institutional change; 
society was in flux, and there was an opportunity to build a socialist society 
for peasants before institutions had time to harden.

Dumont (1974a), who had written extensively about socialist countries, 
drew on the experiences of China, North Korea and North Vietnam to suggest 
that the new Bangladesh recognise the dignity of manual labour and embrace 
a life of austerity: ‘the private automobile should be banned; only bicycles 
should be permitted’ (p.65). Thorner (1974) cautioned that too much dooms-
day Malthusian thinking about population growth ruled out the possibility 
of thinking about food production creatively, and there was nutritional value 
in plants that grew wild in Bangladesh – water lettuce, water lilies, hyacinths, 
banana leaves and ordinary weeds.

Austin Robinson, the Cambridge economist who helped organise the con-
ference, spoke for the pragmatists. He expressed his exasperation at the failure 
of certain participants to engage with the urgency of the practical problems 
that Bangladesh was facing: ‘there is danger of being too brave, too inspiring 
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and too ambitious’ (Robinson 1974a, p.65). He was concerned that those who 
were visiting Bangladesh for the first time had been deceived by the ‘lovely, 
green, apparently fertile’ appearance of the country in January into forgetting 
that it was ‘unquestionably … low in the lowest decile of world incomes per 
head’ (Robinson 1974b, p.xv). He pointed out that it was supporting some 
1,400 persons per square mile, which was 25 times the average of the United 
States, nearly twice as many as Belgium or the Netherlands, two and a half 
times as many as the United Kingdom and more than three times the average 
of India:

It is too easy to forget it is an almost wholly agricultural country 
which, through population growth, has slipped into the position of 
importing year by year one-eight of its food needs. (p.xv)

He regretted that the conference did not have before it a paper that ‘rubbed its 
nose in these problems and constraints’ (1974a, p.xv) and forced it to address 
the key challenges that lay ahead:

How to escape from poverty, how to maximize the growth rate  
of the economy consistently with doing what is possible to mitigate 
the effects of inequitable distribution of income, inadequate social 
services, maldistribution of land and institutions which tend to per-
petuate these things. (p.xv)

Ranis (1974a) from Yale University also spoke in favour of a ‘pragmatic social-
ism’ for the country: ‘Can one really do away with automobiles in Bangladesh? 
The effort put into development will respond to the discipline of ideology  
but the quality of the effort also matters’ (p.65). Ghosh (Jadavpur University) 
said that Thorner might be right, ‘there is no end to the things that people could 
eat – slugs, rats etc.’ (Ghosh 1974, p.286), but added that the goal of develop-
ment was not merely to enable people to survive but to improve their diets.

3.3 Beyond aspirations: policy challenges in the ‘real’ world
Challenges in the economic domain

Beyond these debates about the country’s aspirations to socialism, there were 
also concrete discussions about the policy agenda, both at the conference 
and in wider policy circles. These crystallised around an agreed set of pri-
orities. There was widespread consensus that agriculture was the country’s 
most urgent priority. Ninety per cent of the population of the country lived in 
rural areas, 80% of employment was in agriculture, 90% of exports were either 
agricultural products or manufactures of them and finally services were either 
based on agriculture or directed towards it (Faaland and Parkinson 1976).
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For a number of policymakers, national planners and World Bank  
economists, the key to raising agricultural productivity lay in the Green Revo-
lution package of improved seeds, fertiliser and pesticide combined with irriga-
tion technology. World Bank economists believed that the private sector could 
be relied on for the immediate distribution of most inputs, while large-scale 
irrigation and flood protection arrangements could be left to longer run and 
undertaken by some combination of private initiative and state intervention.

But there were fears on the part of others that the adoption of the new 
technology would be concentrated in the larger farms because of the ‘lumpy’ 
nature of the investments required. Irrigation, in particular, was crucial for 
increasing agricultural productivity but even small-scale irrigation, such 
as low-lift pumps and tubewells, required large outlays and could only be 
adopted by farmers owning at least seven acres of land, whereas the average 
farm size in 1960 was just 3.5 acres (Bose 1974).

Various solutions were considered: the collectivisation of agriculture, land 
redistribution, the imposition of a land ceiling or the co-operative route, 
which could allow smaller farmers to achieve economies of scale. The argu-
ment for land redistribution chimed with the country’s socialist aspirations 
but there were pragmatic arguments as well: widespread evidence, from Bang-
ladesh and elsewhere, suggested that small farms were more productive than 
larger ones (Lipton 1974). But it encountered strong political resistance. While 
the post-partition departure of large numbers of Hindus had meant that the 
region’s traditional landlords and money lenders had gone, powerful jotedar 
farmers had stepped into the gap, taking on the role of landlords, traders and 
moneylenders. They strongly resisted efforts to either redistribute or tax land.

In the end, the government reactivated the IRDP, the nationwide adaptation 
of the Comilla co-operative model, as the most practical option and one in 
keeping with the country’s socialist ideology (Bose 1974). Because the Plan-
ning Commission had found that the co-operatives during the Pakistan era 
had turned into ‘closed clubs of kulaks’,6 it was decided that the benefits of the 
programme would be more broadly distributed if small farmers and landless 
labourers who had not previously participated were now also included within 
the co-operatives (Bose 1974).

The other priorities were industry and trade. There was general agree-
ment that, in view of the country’s endowments, it needed a labour-intensive  
industrialisation strategy to absorb its vast reservoir of potential workers. 
There was also convergence of opinion about the importance of diversifying 
the country’s export capacity. The world market for jute had been shrinking 
steadily in the 1970s in the face of competition from synthetic fibres leading to  
a decline in the country’s foreign exchange earnings. Various possibilities were 
considered for diversifying export production including textile goods, light 
engineering, fish, tea and natural gas but none seemed promising. But, in the 
light of Bangladesh’s later success in the export-oriented manufacture of gar-
ments (see Chapter 5), a prescient suggestion came from Ranis (1974b). He 
noted that the 1960s had seen the rapid growth of the East Asian economies 
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through their adoption of export-oriented, labour-intensive industries such 
as textiles and garments but that this growth was slowing down with the tight-
ening of their labour markets:

It is by no means unrealistic to expect Bangladesh to ultimately 
become an important competitor in this area, a field vacated by Tai-
wan, Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong etc. whose wages are rising as 
a consequence of the exhaustion of their labour surpluses. (p.855)

This was greeted with scepticism by Arthur and McNicoll (1978): ‘Gustav 
Ranis is more hopeful than we on the prospects for export-processing zones, 
leading in turn to decentralized, labour-intensive industrial production for 
export.’ Even if assembly plants for re-exports on the South Korea–Taiwan 
model were developed, they believed it was unlikely to occur on a scale large 
enough to have ‘more than a minor impact’ (p.34).

Meanwhile, while debates about Bangladesh’s transition to a modern social-
ist economy continued within policy circles, the realities on the ground were 
very different. This period has been described as one of ‘primitive accumu-
lation on an unprecedented scale’ (Khan 2013, p.101), the grabbing of assets 
using political affiliations and organisational power. A committee set up by 
the Planning Commission in 1972 had recommended a reduction of the max-
imum landholding from 33 acres to 10 acres. The report was endorsed by 
the commission and sent to the cabinet for approval in 1973 but was never 
discussed (Sobhan and Ahmed 1980). The AL was a middle-class party draw-
ing its support from ‘surplus’ farmers, those owning more than 10 acres of 
land, traders and small industrialists. ‘Surplus’ farmers made up the absolute 
majority in Parliament in 1970 and 1973 (Hasnath 1987). The party could not 
afford to alienate them. Aside from some modest changes, land was not redis-
tributed. ‘Surplus’ farmer MPs built their private fortunes on state subsidies, 
grants and loans, all augmented by inflows of foreign aid. They also controlled 
the rural co-operatives, using them as a means of distributing patronage 
towards their personal and political ends.

While large industrial establishments along with banks, insurance, ship-
ping companies, trade in imports and the export of jute had been nationalised 
after independence, most had been abandoned by former Pakistani owners 
and fallen into public hands by default. Ceilings were imposed on private 
investments, both domestic and foreign. Trade was heavily protectionist, 
with rigid controls on exports and imports along with high tariffs. These all 
played into the hands of powerful groups linked to the party in power. They 
took control of the nationalised industries, surpluses accumulated in private 
hands through profitable import and trading activities, including illegal trade 
in contraband goods and smuggled jute and other goods across the border 
(Nurul Islam 1979). The result was a new moneyed class who began to press 
the government to commit itself to a more substantial and permanent role for 
private enterprise in the economy of Bangladesh.
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Challenges in the social domain

Attention in both national and donor policy circles was concentrated  
on the economic sectors. As Husain (1974) pointed out in his presentation 
to the IEA conference (tellingly the last paper at the conference), the impor-
tance attached to social objectives in the country’s new constitution was not 
reflected in its policies. He argued that there was a strong case for greater 
investment in education, health, family planning, social welfare and expanded 
public works programmes, both as a matter of human rights and to provide 
long-term social protection against hunger, disease and unemployment. By 
way of response, Robinson (1974c) put forward a version of the received wis-
dom at the time (and touched on in the introduction). Poor countries like 
Bangladesh faced a harsh trade-off between economic growth and social 
development; they had to prioritise economic growth through investments in  
agriculture, industry and infrastructure before they could afford to invest  
in their human capital.

However, there were certain areas of social policy on which the government 
did take action. Education had been recognised by the 1972 constitution as 
one of the fundamental principles of state policy. That year the government 
set up the Qudrat-e-Khuda Education Commission to help it develop an edu-
cation system in keeping with its goal of building a socialist society. It also set 
up the Madrassah Education Commission to advise it on how to proceed in 
relation to religious education and the Islamic Foundation to promote Islamic 
studies more generally.

The Khuda Commission recommended a mass-oriented, universal, mod-
ern and secular education, with the emphasis on Bengali as the primary lan-
guage for instruction along with provision for second languages which could 
include English or Arabic. As a first step towards this, the government nation-
alised the country’s 26,000 community-run primary schools.

Community schooling at the time included secular schools as well as two 
streams of religious education.7 The aleya madrassas, which taught other sub-
jects along with religion, were nationalised, along with non-religious commu-
nity schools, and targeted for reform. The qawami madrassas, which followed 
a purely religious curriculum, remained outside government control. They 
were seen as the madrassas of the poor: they provided their students with free 
room and board and prepared them for religious forms of employment, such 
as imams, kazis, religious tutors and so on (Bhuiyan 2010). It was not consid-
ered advisable to interfere with them.

Education at the time was focused on boys, but the Qudrat-e-Khuda Com-
mission strongly recommended that more girls be sent to school and more 
female teachers appointed to make this possible. Its main emphasis was on 
preparing girls for their future role in domestic life, but it also urged that 
female students be given vocational education to equip them for employment 
considered suitable for them8 so that they would be able to ‘lead an independ-
ent economic life and raise national income’.
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A second social policy area in which the government was active was its 
response to the 1974 famine. With donor assistance, the government set 
up Food for Work projects across the country to provide a certain number 
of days of work to those in need in exchange for food rations. It also set up 
the Vulnerable Group Feeding (VGF) Programme, which provided rations 
of wheat to participants selected by local government representatives. This 
included a quota for poor women.

But, in terms of gender equality per se, the government’s preoccupation 
with the consequences of war and famine meant that the issue was very low 
down on its agenda. The 1972 constitution did guarantee formal political 
equality and encouraged the participation of women in all spheres of national 
life. Mujib introduced the reservation of 15 seats for women in the parliament 
in 1972. They were to be nominated by the ruling party and added to the exist-
ing 300 general seats. He also introduced a 10% quota for women in public 
sector employment.

It is likely that Mujib will best be remembered on the issue of women  
for his attempt to honour the suffering of women who had been raped during 
the 1971 war by officially labelling them birangona (war heroines). The term 
was an attempt to disguise the sexual violence of the crime so as to make 
social ostracism of its victims less severe. However, it did little to counter 
the social hypocrisy and unease surrounding the issue of female sexuality in 
Bangladesh and many of the women were rejected by their families. A 5% 
quota of government employment reserved for rape victims was, needless to 
say, never filled, since it merely served to mark them out.

Parallel to the efforts of the government to address the country’s social 
problems were the efforts of an emerging development NGO sector. Founded 
by idealistic individuals who responded to the challenges facing the new 
nation, it can be seen as part of Bangladesh’s ‘liberation dividend’.9 Some of 
these founders went on to become household names. Gonoshastya Kendra 
(GK), or the People’s Health Centre, was set up during the war by a medical 
doctor, Zafrullah Chowdhury, who joined the freedom fighters and set up a 
mobile unit just across the border in India to treat wounded freedom fighters. 
It grew into its name over the years, becoming an organisation that advo-
cated and acted on the principle of basic healthcare for all. The Bangladesh 
Rehabilitation Action Committee (BRAC) was set up in 1971 by Fazle Hasan 
Abed, who resigned from his job with Shell Pakistan to raise funds for the war 
effort. Its initial mission, spelt out in its name, was relief and rehabilitation of 
the war-affected, but over time, as it took on broader development activities, 
it was renamed the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee. It grew into 
one of the largest NGOs in the world. Professor Yunus began experimenting 
with lending small amounts of money to the poor, an experiment that later 
formed the basis of Grameen Bank, a model of banking that was adopted 
around the world.

Organisations such as these were regarded as indigenous in the sense they 
were founded by citizens of the new nation who responded to Bangladesh’s 
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problems in ways they considered most appropriate to local conditions rather 
than to the demands of external funders. They defined their mission in radical 
terms, to address the structural causes of poverty rather than seeking to alleviate 
its symptoms. Where external funding was taken, it was taken on a solidarity 
basis from international NGOs with similar missions, such as Oxfam and War 
on Want, rather than on the conditions imposed by donors. The Canadian Uni-
versity Students’ Organisation (CUSO), which had been active after the war, 
withdrew in 1976 after the youth groups associated with it founded a new local 
NGO, Proshika, committed to a radical development agenda.

The population question: donor priorities

As far as the donor community was concerned, one issue dominated all oth-
ers, both economic and social: the country’s high rate of population growth. 
No progress was considered possible without bringing it under control. 
Family planning had become a central plank of aid policies more generally, 
a response to Malthusian predictions about the disastrous consequences of 
population growth outstripping the world’s capacity to feed itself and the 
social unrest triggered by the resulting worldwide famine.

There were many in developing countries who asserted that donor preoccu-
pation with overpopulation sidestepped the real problems of structural ine-
quality between wealthy industrialised countries and the developing world. It 
was the Indian representative to the UN Population Conference in 1974 who 
coined the phrase ‘development is the best contraceptive’, the view that a more 
balanced developmental approach would, on its own, lead to fertility decline.

For the population establishment, such views were beside the point, par-
ticularly in the context of Bangladesh. The urgency of the problem was spelt 
out in stark terms. Crude deaths had fallen from around 50 per thousand in 
the early 20th century to less than 20 by 1968. This fall, combined with the 
absence of any appreciable change in birth rates, had led to the doubling of the 
population, from 36 million in 1931 to 77 million in 1974. As Robinson put it,

A country as poor as Bangladesh, with population growth some-
where between 2.8 and 3.0 per cent a year, comes nearer to one’s 
nightmares of Malthusia than almost any other country in the world –  
an agricultural country that cannot feed itself. (1974b, p.vxiii)

The alarm over the rate of population growth was coupled with despair that it 
would decline in the foreseeable future (Faaland and Parkinson 1976). There 
was no evidence of any interest in birth control on the part of the population. 
Religion encouraged widespread fatalism, the belief that human beings had 
no control over their destiny, that it lay in the hands of God. There was the 
additional problem of culture: ‘History has given Bangladesh a very marked 
system of social norms which have changed little over time in response to the 
accumulation of knowledge’ (p.103). They noted the customs and rituals that 
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governed almost every aspect of daily life, prescribing when farmers could 
sow their seeds, plant their saplings or cut their trees, and what time of day it 
was auspicious to cut nails and hair. ‘It is a pity,’ they observed dryly, ‘that such 
inhibitions cannot be extended to abstention from intercourse outside of the 
safe period!’ (p.105).

There was also the low status assigned to women. They did not go to school, 
they were married off at a young age, they began childbearing early and they 
lived most of their lives in seclusion within the home, with no access to mass 
media of any kind. Not surprisingly, they subscribed to the pro-natalism of the 
country’s culture: a study from Comilla district had reported that women with 
no living children desired four children and those with four wanted seven, 
while those with more than four children desired eight or nine (Stoeckel and 
Choudhury 1973).

Donors believed that the situation called for drastic measures on the part of 
the state, regardless of the rights of the individual:

Intervention in the affairs of individuals is a thing to be avoided 
whenever possible, but it simply cannot be avoided as far as popula-
tion is concerned, if Bangladesh is to survive. (pp.113–14)

What they saw instead was a state that fell far short of the effort required. 
There was a significant omission of population concerns in the First Five Year 
Plan. Planned expenditures amounted to just 1.5% of the total budget and 
focused primarily on the delivery of family planning. There was little evidence 
of policy efforts to bring about the massive behavioural change necessary to 
create a demand for these services.

The overall message from the donor community was simple and brutal. 
If population growth were allowed to continue unchecked in Bangladesh, 
it would reduce the economy to a Malthusian state. That this had not hap-
pened so far was because of the availability of international aid to pay for 
food imports. The country’s manifest vulnerability in the face of rising prices, 
floods and famine made it clear that a massive and continuing injection of aid 
would be necessary if the government was going to meet the basic needs of its 
people and achieve a self-sustaining pathway to growth. It was not easy to see 
how the donor community could be persuaded to provide aid on this scale to 
a country whose socialist aspirations it did not approve of and who had little 
strategic importance, except to its neighbours.

However, Faaland and Parkinson suggested that there was an alternative 
path that Bangladesh could follow that might have appeal. For all its rhetoric 
about socialism, Bangladesh was in reality a mixed economy – but it needed 
to get the mix right. It needed to rein in government intervention in economic 
affairs which were best left to the private sector. And it needed to increase 
its role where it was most needed. Not surprisingly, population control was 
singled out as the obvious case for government intervention. The social engi-
neering efforts of the Chinese state to enforce population control was held up 
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as a model but only a state was capable of mounting the scale of effort that 
was required. They suggested that aid to Bangladesh could be treated as an 
experiment to see how a mixed economy tackled one of the most intractable 
development challenges in the world:

If development can be made to succeed in Bangladesh, there can 
be little doubt that it can be made to succeed anywhere else. It is in 
this sense that Bangladesh is the test case for development. (p.197)

3.4 Gender: the other significant omission
I have dwelt on the policy debates of this period in some detail because it 
allows us to see the world as it was seen by policymakers who were looking 
for solutions to the enormous challenges that faced Bangladesh at the time. 
It reminds us that there was a short period in Bangladesh’s history when its 
leaders were seriously thinking about the possibility of building a socialist 
future for the country. That this was considered as a serious possibility at the 
time reflected the substantial left-wing presence in politics, both in the form 
of parties but also as part of larger movements. But the chapter also draws 
attention to the power of donors to make or break the policy agenda of a 
country as desperately in need of external assistance as Bangladesh was at 
the time. The country had been treated with ‘unparalleled generosity’ in the 
immediate aftermath of liberation but aid dried up in the light of Bangladesh’s 
socialist aspirations. It was only restored after the assassination of Mujib when 
the country shifted its course in the direction recommended by the donor 
community (see Chapter 5).

As donors repeatedly pointed out, attention to the issue of population con-
trol was a significant omission in the country’s policy discourse. But there was 
another significant omission in both government and donor discourse that 
went largely unremarked. This was an era when much of policy discourse was 
formulated in abstract categories or categories that took male actors as the 
norm. If women entered the discussion at all, it was in relation to population 
issues and their role in producing babies – and not always then. Thorner’s 
comment on the paper on population policy at the IEA conference is telling:

To my knowledge, the words ‘woman’ or ‘women’ do not appear 
once in the paper. Nothing is said at all about women’s liberation. 
It is a pity that the paper was not co-authored by a woman. (p.285)

While this is true, Thorner could have added the fact that the words ‘woman’ 
or ‘women’ did not appear in any other paper, with the exception of Husain’s 
paper to the conference on the social sector. Here women featured either in 
their role as midwives and family planning workers or as recipients of social 
services to rehabilitate those who had been left ‘dishonoured and destitute’ 
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by the war and various other misfortunes (p.321). Women made a fleeting 
appearance in the later publication by Faaland and Robinson on the policy 
challenge for Bangladesh but were confined to the discussion about popu-
lation where their illiteracy and isolation were identified as key factors in  
maintaining high fertility rates. And, predictably, the only reference to women 
in the country’s First Five Year Plan was in relation to family planning objec-
tives. The broader issue of gender inequality was beginning to make its way 
into the academic research of the period – I discuss this in the next chapter –  
but had yet to make its way into the policy debates.

Notes
 1 US Department of State (1971) cited in Hossain (2017, p.34). 
 2 The phrase comes from Arthur and McNicoll (1978). 
 3 Robinson (1974b) reports that, when asked at a conference of the Inter-

national Economic Association held in Dhaka in 1972 (discussed later in 
the chapter) what was meant by ‘Bangladeshi socialism’, Mujib’s response 
was ‘socialism as we shall practice it in Bangladesh’ (p.xiii). According 
to Robinson, this was not ‘a quick and clever repartee to a troublesome 
question’ but a ‘perfectly accurate reflection of the practical and prag-
matic attitude of the Bangladesh government to its problems’ (p.xiii).

 4 While these ideas were dismissed impatiently by the ‘pragmatists’ at  
the conference, they can in fact be seen as a reasonable agenda for a 
desperately poor country seeking to develop in a way that expressed its 
aspirations for a just society.

 5 In fact, the First Five Year Plan did indeed contain the suggestion that 
the ruling party should set about organising ‘cadres’ of young, dedicated 
workers who believed in an evolutionary transition of socialism, who 
would mobilise the rural masses and suppress the dominant interest 
group (Hasnath 1987, p.67). 

 6 Cited in Hartmann and Boyce (1983, p.205). 
 7 The aleya madrassas had been established in Bengal under British rule to 

provide a broad-based religious education. The qawami madrassas fol-
lowed the purely religious curriculum of the Deoband school established 
in Uttar Pradesh in 1857. 

 8 Examples offered were primary school teaching, nursing and para  
medical work, office, and bank assistance, typing and stenography,  
telephone operators and receptionist. 

 9 I owe the idea of a ‘liberation dividend’ to David Lewis.



4. Behind the grim litany: researching  
a development impasse

What is interesting about this litany of grim statistics is not that life in 
Bangladesh is at a bare subsistence level but that economic and demo-
graphic behaviour worsening these conditions can persist in the face of  
such circumstances and may indeed be fostered by them … Growth  
of population numbers must be expected to show the usual demo-
graphic inertia. (Arthur and McNicoll 1978, p.59)

The systematic nature of patriarchy suggests that the solutions to the 
problem of women’s vulnerability and lack of income-earning oppor-
tunity will not be easily reached … resistance can be expected from 
women as well as men if policy initiatives imply violating the norms of 
purdah and thus threaten an important component of women’s social 
status. (Cain, Khanam and Nahar 1979, p.434)

This chapter moves from the generalised policy analysis of the previous  
chapter to the research that was carried out during this period and the insights 
it offered into the country’s problems. Given the dominance of agriculture in 
the economy of the country and in the livelihoods of its people, it is not sur-
prising that much of this research centred on rural production systems and 
the low productivity of agriculture. But, as the country’s population growth 
rates began to occupy centre stage in the policy domain, there were grow-
ing efforts to understand the micro-level determinants of the fertility behav-
iour that gave rise to these rates. And, with the rising interest in women and 
development at the international level, we also see the beginnings of academic 
interest in women’s roles and status.

These studies sought to shed light on how structures operated in everyday 
life to block the country’s ability to progress and people’s ability to escape 
poverty. They suggested that class inequalities embedded in the rural power 
structure constituted the fundamental cause for the low productivity of 
agriculture. They analysed the ‘patriarchal bargain’ as it was constructed in 
 Bangladesh, the gender asymmetries it embodied and why women failed to 
protest, or even perceive, the injustice of its terms. And, finally, they traced 
the country’s high fertility rates to these overarching structures of class and 
patriarchy, to the cultural beliefs underpinning them, and to the powerful 
incentives these generated for individual families to continue to value large 
numbers of children, despite adverse effects at the collective level.
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While a great deal of the research discussed in this chapter was based on 
fieldwork carried out by the authors, it tended to adopt an ‘etic’ perspec-
tive, seeking to understand social behaviour from an outsider’s analysis of 
structural constraints. It was generally conducted within a political economy 
framework, very different from the instrumentalism that characterised pol-
icy analysis, but it shared the same pessimism. As the opening quotes to this 
chapter suggest, it painted a picture of a country trapped in a development 
impasse: the forces that contributed to Bangladesh’s abject state in the post- 
independence period gave rise to a structural dynamic that blocked the pos-
sibility of progressive change in the foreseeable future.

4.1 The agrarian structure: land, kinship and community
The intertwined relations of class and status appear in this literature as central 
principles of the agrarian power structure. Land had always been at the heart 
of power relations in the countryside, the material capital most likely to gen-
erate other forms of valued capital, but it took on ever greater importance as 
the land frontier was reached and the delta went from a region of land abun-
dance to one of extreme land scarcity.

The amount of land owned, the surplus or deficit returns it yielded and the  
activities associated with it defined class relations. While the departure of  
the large Hindu landowners after partition had left behind a rural economy 
made up of small landholdings, it did not rule out the existence of some large 
landowners, particularly among families who appropriated or purchased at low 
prices the land left behind by the departing Hindus. According to figures from 
the late 1970s, 10% of farm households owned 50% of cultivable land, while 
33% had no cultivable land at all. The average farm size had fallen from 3.5 
acres in the late 1960s to 2.3 acres by the late 1970s (Januzzi and Peach 1980).

Dominating the rural class structure were those who had enough land to 
generate a sizeable investible surplus. They did not cultivate their own land 
but relied on sharecroppers and wage labourers. Below them were middle 
peasants, who had enough land to enjoy some surplus in good years but faced 
the likelihood of deficits in bad years. At the bottom of the rural order were 
those with little or no cultivable land, who relied mainly on hiring out their 
labour as sharecroppers, tenant farmers or wage labourers. They often suf-
fered extended periods of hunger during the year.

Caste, as we saw, had not taken deep roots in the social hierarchy of the east-
ern delta, while the old distinction between ashraf and ajlaf had faded over 
time. Instead, families were ranked by the perceived status of their lineages, 
the symbolic capital they had either inherited or accumulated through their 
achievements (Aziz 1979). Lineage titles acted as indicators of status (Bertocci 
1972). High-status lineage titles, which could be religious (Khondokar, Haji, 
Maulana) or secular (Bhuiya, Kaji, Choudhuri), frequently functioned as pat-
ronymics. Most villagers were alert to the status of different lineages in their 
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community, based on their titles or lack of it. While those with high-status 
titles were not necessarily wealthy, partly because considerable differences in 
landholdings could co-exist within the same patrilineage, there was an overall 
association: in the long run, property and status coincided with ‘extraordinary 
regularity’ (Bertocci 1972, p.41).

Family, kinship and community

Social relations in the countryside were characterised as concentric circles 
of affiliation, claims, and obligations: ‘A man’s duties are, in order, to his own 
family … then towards his paribar [natal family], then to his gushti [patrilin-
eage] and then to his village’ (A.K.M. Aminul Islam 1974, p.75). The greatest 
density of ties was found within the individual household (ghar), made up of 
immediate family members who cooked and ate together and constituted the 
centre of the circle. Households from the extended patrilineal family gener-
ally lived in the same homestead (bari), grouped around a shared courtyard. 
Membership of the bari constituted a key source of identity through a person’s 
life course, although it was more central to male identity since women were 
absorbed into their husbands’ patrilineage after marriage.

Clusters of homesteads belonging to the same patrilineage group made up 
different hamlets (para) within the village. Kinship ties and proximity of res-
idence bound members together in a range of mutual claims and obligations, 
operating as a form of ‘moral economy’. Wealthier families gave preference 
to poorer kin to work on their fields or in their homes and provided support 
in times of crisis. Poorer families placed themselves at the beck and call of 
wealthy relatives and deferred to them for advice and guidance.

Kinship ties merged with the more diffuse relations of samaj (community), 
which co-ordinated relationships between households who were not neces-
sarily related to each other, although the language of ‘fictive kinship’ was often 
used to bind them together in loose relationships of reciprocal obligations, 
particularly during the critical lifecycle rituals of birth, marriage and death 
(Aziz 1979). Patrilineage groups higher up in the class and status hierarchy 
occupied positions of authority, setting standards of proper behaviour for the 
rest of the community. Their senior male members were regarded as samaj 
leaders or matabors and played a prominent role in community activities, 
such as the Friday prayers and the distribution of zakat. They also made up 
the shalish, an informal village council whose function was to mediate dis-
putes, uphold approved codes of behaviour and sanction those who violated 
them by denying them employment, ostracising or expelling them from the 
village. The fact that men from dominant lineages sat in the shalish meant that 
economic, social and juridical positions of power were concentrated in more 
or less the same set of individuals (Adnan 1990).

But, despite this concentration of power within a small number of families, 
the social structure was not a stable one. The geography of the delta repro-
duced many of the instabilities that had defined rural settlements throughout 
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its history. The constant movement of rivers meant that old village boundaries 
were frequently wiped out, families lost their land and were often forced to 
migrate, while the emergence of new land elsewhere triggered fresh disputes 
between rival claimants. One further consequence of the steady but uneven 
growth of population pressure was that it frequently forced families to move 
out of the more densely populated villages and settle in areas where land was 
available. These constant movements meant that the boundaries of rural set-
tlements remained in flux, making them ‘elusive entities’,1 as did the relation-
ships between those who lived in them (Arthur and McNicoll 1978). A man 
could reside in one village, attend the mosque in another, patronise a market 
in a third and cultivate plots of land in any or all of them. For adjudication 
of minor disputes, he might call on the head of his gushti or the leader of 
the samaj to which he belonged. For assistance in ploughing or harvesting he 
might turn to other members of his paribar or to local wage labour.2

Prevailing inheritance practices exacerbated the effects of population 
growth in undermining the stability of the social order. The growing pressure 
of population pushed increasing numbers of farms below the size necessary to 
support family subsistence. Partible inheritance stressed the equal division of 
land between male (and to a lesser extent female) heirs and entitled the heirs 
to both higher- and lower-lying land. As a result, the land held by individual 
cultivators were fragmented into scattered plots of increasingly small sizes, 
the main reason why families that belonged to the same high-status patriline-
age group might own very different-sized landholdings.

New sources of instability in the social order had also emerged, particularly 
since the Pakistan era, as national politics became an increasingly impor-
tant factor in village life. Political affiliations gradually displaced the samaj 
from its pre-eminence in regulating village life because they promised access 
to state munificence and possibilities of ‘brokerage’ between government 
programmes and the local population. Leading families formed their own 
informal factions made up of clusters of households brought together by a 
combination of proximity, patronage, and political allegiance (BRAC 1983). 
Factions were frequently pitted against each other as their leaders sought to 
gain ascendancy within the community and access to government resources 
and political power. Rural factions rose and fell as fierce rivalries were fought 
out through tactics of violence, intimidation, and trickery: mastaans (petty 
hoodlums) in the pay of faction leaders became familiar figures in factional 
politics and muscle power a key means of settling disputes.3

These intertwined relationships meant that vertical hierarchies based on 
the unequal ownership of land, status and other valued assets were cut across 
by horizontal relationships embodying ties of kinship, patronage and faction. 
The continuous interaction between conflicting factions and their changing  
position within local hierarchies resulted in shifting patterns of mobility 
within a community, with different sets of households affected at different 
times. Leading families sought to promote not only their own interests but 
also those of their client-followers so that the fortunes of the leadership of 
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a given network had repercussions for those who belonged to it. Its upward 
mobility could result in the upward mobility for the whole range of their fol-
lowers, irrespective of their initial class position. The reverse process could 
also occur so that a landless family might earn enough to purchase land as a 
result of the ascendance of the faction it had attached itself to, while an upper 
middle peasant who was affiliated to a declining faction and subject to harass-
ment by the dominant faction would be forced to sell some of his land in order 
to sustain his family (Adnan and Rahman 1978).

In short, while land, status, power and authority might have been concen-
trated in a small number of families within a village, these resources were not 
necessarily passed down through generations within the same family. Rather, 
they had to be fought for and gains constantly defended from the predatory 
strategies of others. Neither economic inequality nor class stratification was 
institutionalised in the deep structures of the country in the way that feudal 
relationships and caste hierarchies were embedded in the social structures 
elsewhere in South Asia. Very few people could claim power through inher-
ited social legitimacy while prevailing social hierarchies remained constantly 
exposed to challenge because their legitimacy was not automatically accepted 
(Sobhan 2000). The result was that Bangladesh society remained more fluid 
than elsewhere in South Asia, with considerable scope for upward mobility; 
even poor households did not regard this as an impossible dream (Boyce 1983).

Rural inequality and agricultural inefficiency

The rural class structure was identified as a major factor in blocking growth 
in agricultural productivity (Boyce 1987). The concentrations of social, polit-
ical and economic power in the hands of the rural elite served to reproduce a 
version of the disjuncture between property and production noted in colonial 
times. While this elite were not ‘absentee landlords’ in the colonial sense, since 
most lived in villages, they were ‘absent’ from the direct cultivation of their 
land, relying instead on tenants and wage labourers.

They rarely used the resulting surpluses to raise agricultural productivity, 
preferring less risky ways of getting rich: investments in patron–client rela-
tions as a platform for gaining access to political resources, off-farm inter-
mediary activities, such as trade, speculation and moneylending, and luxury 
forms of consumption that enhanced individual prestige and their family’s 
standing. One of the landlords in Katni village, studied by Hartmann and 
Boyce in 1974, purchased a Japanese motorcycle, an item apparently in great 
demand at the time and the very first in the village. Its cost exceeded what a 
wage labourer in that village could have earnt in 20 years and naturally added 
considerably to his social prestige.

The story was very different for owner-cultivators with small landhold-
ings and unreliable surpluses. Their optimal strategy was to invest whatever 
resources they had at their disposal, particularly their family labour, into their 
land to maximise crop yields. Cropping intensity (crop yields per acre) on 
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their farms generally exceeded that of large landowners: the additional returns 
to each extra hour of labour might be low, but the alternative was unemploy-
ment and hunger (Boyce 1987). This explained the inverse relationship noted 
in the previous chapter between farm size and productivity and was a major 
source of inefficiency in agriculture.

Other groups with little or no land had to rely on the use of their labour 
through sharecropping or wage labour. Sharecropping was generally pre-
ferred because it was closer to the status of malik (master), with connota-
tions of working for oneself rather than for others, but it could only be taken 
up by those who had necessary resources, such as draft animals and farm 
implements, and the ability to ride out failing harvests. Sharecropping was an 
important means through which patronage relations were established, with 
sharecroppers providing political support and clientelist loyalty to landlords 
in return for continued access to land, preferential employment, seasonal 
credit and support in times of crisis. Marginal farmers and landless labour-
ers who had few resources to fall back on took up wage work whenever they 
could find it.

Inequalities within the agrarian structure also blocked prospects for  
technological innovation (Boyce 1987). Despite the stated objective of the 
post-independence IRDP programme to benefit small farmers and landless 
peasants, it was the larger landowners, those with political clout and cultural 
capital, who inevitably monopolised government-subsidised benefits for 
themselves and their supporters:

Their land serves as collateral, and they know how to deal with  
government officials: how to fill out the necessary forms, and when 
to propose a snack at the nearest tea stall. (Hartmann and Boyce 
1983, p.194)

There was an additional factor blocking the growth of agricultural produc-
tivity. A leading constraint to the spread of the Green Revolution technology 
was the lack of water management through irrigation and flood control. This 
would have rendered agriculture less dependent on local conditions, leading 
to major production gains in the dry winter season.

Although Bangladesh had vast surface area and ground water resources, Brit-
ish colonial investment in irrigation had been insignificant in the delta. This was 
in sharp contrast to Punjab, where investments in major irrigation and canal 
systems since the 1880s meant that Pakistan inherited one of the largest gravity 
irrigation systems in the world at the time of its independence (Stevens 1976). 
State promotion of the Green Revolution technology in the 1960s had taken off 
in West Pakistan, particularly Punjab and Sindh, where the large size of land-
holdings4 and higher levels of investment in irrigation favoured the rapid spread 
of large-scale mechanisation. Efforts to promote similar technologies were far 
less successful in rural East Pakistan, with its ‘postage-stamp’ farm sizes of 
around three acres and highly fragmented landholdings (Bertocci 1976, p.3). By 
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the time of independence in 1971, only 12% of farmland was under irrigation, 
less than one-eighth of gross cropped area.

The Bangladesh Agricultural Development Corporation continued with the  
pre-independence efforts. It offered a rental service programme for the dis-
tribution of irrigation equipment and the supply of diesel and mechanic 
services, but dissemination remained limited and agricultural productivity 
stagnated. Studies pointed out that both modern irrigation and flood control 
infrastructure required investment in capital-intensive and ‘lumpy’ technolo-
gies along with some minimum level of organisation and co-operation (Boyce 
1987). This was missing in the Bangladesh countryside thanks to the general 
diffuseness of its traditional social arrangements and the historical absence of 
a strong local administrative system. Given bitter competition for the control 
of land, and the fragmentation of land ownership into small, multiple and 
scattered individual holdings, there was little incentive for those with land to 
sacrifice any of it for the construction of canals and irrigation channels that 
would benefit others. It was the larger landowners who were able to appropri-
ate a disproportionate share of canal water for cultivation purposes, maximis-
ing output and profit on their own lands but reducing efficiency of irrigation 
in the economy as a whole.

Fragmented landownership patterns and control by the more powerful 
landowners further undermined efforts to provide irrigation by means of 
smaller-scale technologies.5 The same power dynamics ensured that local 
elites commandeered the benefits of other government efforts to promote 
rural development. They subverted efforts to lease unused government land to 
landless co-operatives; funds for rural works projects were distributed based 
on political affiliations rather than productivity potential; and a great deal of 
the wheat allocated for the Food for Work programmes was appropriated by 
government officials and locally elected bodies. The net effect of the injection 
of external resources through these programmes was to strengthen the rural 
elite vis-à-vis the poor.

The large landlords who benefited from the new technologies started to 
renegotiate their sharecropping contracts to retain a larger share of crops and 
to shorten the duration of the contracts. Many began to abandon sharecrop-
ping arrangements altogether in favour of pure tenancy contracts or wage 
labour, eroding one of the few sources of security available to those with little 
or no land.

Landlessness rose as small farmers who got into debt had to sell off their 
land: from around 15–20% of the rural population in the early 1960s to 
30–35% a decade later (Arthur and McNicoll 1978). They joined the large 
number of wage labourers competing for work and added to a steady decline 
in already abysmally low wages.6 In another memorable phrase from this 
period, they were caught in a ‘below poverty equilibrium trap’, oscillating 
between the poverty line and the famine line (Alamgir 1978).

There was also a growing trend towards the nuclearisation of families  
among these households (Adnan 1990; Jansen 1987; Khuda 1985). With little or 
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no land to bind them together, patrilineages began to split into ‘atomistic’ units. 
In fact, the extreme poverty of the 1970s forced partition within the nuclear unit 
itself. Adult sons opted to separate from parents soon after or even before mar-
riage so that they did not have to share their earnings. Landless labourers became 
more geographically mobile, responding to seasonal labour demands and 
migrating to urban areas in search of employment: the urban population grew 
from around 5% of the total population in 1961 to 15% in 1981 (Rahman 2014).

4.2 A non-negotiable patriarchy
Very little attention was paid to the patriarchal dimensions of structural con-
straints in the pre-independence period. In his review of village studies carried 
out since the 1940s, Adnan (1990) describes the changing dynamics of agri-
culture, demography, labour relations and the social structure, but women are 
largely absent from the analysis. However, a glance at his bibliography reveals 
references to publications that clearly focused on women’s role in village life. 
These dated from the 1970s, attesting to the beginning of interest in gender 
issues among feminist academics and sections of the development commu-
nity. These studies inaugurated a more systematic attention to the topic. Much 
of the research during this period was devoted to carrying out a ‘structural 
inventory’ of classic patriarchy as it was manifested in Bangladesh.

Although Islam was identified as part of this inventory, it was clear that 
many elements cut across religious lines. Bengali Muslims and Hindus shared 
a common ethno-linguistic identity and many aspects of culture. Their family 
and kinship systems were also organised along the patriarchal, patrilineal and 
patrilocal lines typical of classic patriarchy. However, there were some differ-
ences. For instance, both religious and personal law for Muslims recognised 
the right of daughters to half of sons’ share of inherited property (and of wid-
ows to an eighth of their husbands’ property), although this right was rarely 
claimed: to have done so would have been likely to rupture relations with their 
natal family, particularly their brothers, relationships they valued as a source 
of support after their marriage (Kabeer 1985; Westergaard 1983). There was 
no provision for Hindu women to inherit land within either religious or per-
sonal law. Both groups in turn differed significantly from indigenous groups, 
who were often animists or Buddhists but whose way of life, governed by cus-
tom rather than religion,7 was less marked by the rigid gender division of 
labour and restrictions on women’s freedom of movement that characterised 
the cultural mainstream.

As in patrilineal kinship systems more generally, strict controls were exer-
cised over women’s sexuality and reproductive behaviour to enforce their 
pre-marital chastity and post-marital fidelity. Key in these controls was the 
institution of purdah, or female seclusion, which incorporated the dominant 
notions of female virtue and propriety, governing how women were meant to 
think and act and minimising their contact with any man who did not belong 
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to their kin group. Purdah required women to remain within the shelter of the 
homestead for much of their lives, restricting their movement in the public 
domain. It also prescribed their dress and conduct in the public domain. They 
were to cover themselves properly to signal their modesty and to conduct 
themselves with decorum, moving through the public domain with downcast 
eyes. The enforcement of purdah was the responsibility of male family mem-
bers, crucial to their honour and to the status of the family. Any violation of 
purdah on the part of women reflected the failure of these men to exercise due 
control of female members and a source of shame for the entire family.

Gender and family

The generalised rules, norms and practices that defined patriarchal arrange-
ments and the collective habitus in Bangladesh served to explain the remark-
ably similar life course trajectories reported for women in studies carried out 
during this time (Aziz 1979; Cain 1978; Ellickson 1972). There were some 
variations in these trajectories, reflecting the social position of households or 
the circumstances of individual women, but clear limits in the extent to which 
they deviated from normative expectations.

Gender discrimination began early. A study by Chen (1982) used data from 
the Health and Demographic Surveillance System in Matlab thana8 for the 
period 1974–77 to provide a detailed account of how the mechanisms under-
lying excess female mortality among children operated. It showed that boys 
were more likely to die than girls in the first month of life, the neo-natal period, 
a reflection of their weaker immune systems and a pattern typically observed 
in all populations, rich and poor.9 After the first month, however, the pattern 
was reversed, and female deaths began to exceed male; by then, the influence 
of gender-discriminatory practices was strong enough to offset the greater 
biological vulnerability of the male infant. Discrimination magnified mortal-
ity differentials during childhood (one to four years), with female mortality 
exceeding that of males by 53%. Excess female mortality persisted across much 
of the life course, leading to the lower life expectancy for women than men that 
was noted in Chapter 1.

Boys were more likely to be sent to school by households who could afford it  
and kept in school for as long as households could pay the fees and deemed 
it worth the investment. Girls were generally kept back at home, not only on 
financial grounds but also because there did not seem any point in educat-
ing them. They were socialised instead in the dispositions and attributes they 
would need for their future roles:

The female voice should not reach male ears outside the house-
hold. She must therefore speak in a low voice. Girls are admonished 
by their mother ‘you are female and should speak in a soft voice’. 
(Mahmuda Islam 1979, p.227)
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Purdah norms were enforced more strictly once girls reached puberty – 
any girl sent to school was likely to be withdrawn at this stage. Parents had 
strong incentives to marry their daughters off as soon as possible to ensure 
their chastity and to pass responsibility for them to their husbands’ family. 
Marriages were arranged – for both sons and daughters – by their guardians, 
often with the help of intermediaries, an arrangement between families that 
did not require the consent of groom or bride. Marriage could take place 
within the natal village or outside it, within the lineage group as well as out-
side – different locations report different practices depending on whether 
there is concern about keeping property within the family or expanding 
networks and social standing (Amin and Huq 2008; Aziz 1979; McCarthy 
1967). While marriages were typically between families with similar status 
positions, marrying into families of higher or lower status was not unknown 
as the economic situation of a family became increasingly more important 
than their social status, as villagers told Bertocci during his fieldwork in the 
late 1960s: ‘Nowadays if one’s economic position is good, one’s lineage status 
is also good’ (1972, p.45). Polygamy was permitted under Islamic law. The 
right to divorce was also permitted, but it was more easily exercised by men 
than women.

A radical change occurred in marital practices sometime in the second half 
of the 20th century. It had been customary among Muslims for the groom’s 
family to provide an obligatory payment (mehr or mohrana) in cash or kind 
or both. While it symbolised her worth to the groom and his family, the value 
of these gifts would depend on whether the bride’s family was considered to 
come from a superior, similar or inferior status to the groom’s (Aziz 1979; 
Lindenbaum 1981). The practice of dowry (joutuk), in which the net transfer 
of wealth at marriage was from the bride’s family to the groom’s, had previ-
ously been confined to higher-caste Hindus. A generalised shift to the dowry 
system began to take place so that it was now the bride’s family that bore the 
bulk of expenses associated with marriage.

The fact that the shift to dowry occurred not only among Muslims but  
also lower-caste Hindus as well as Christians suggested that it reflected the 
political economy of the region rather than religious factors (Ahmed and 
Naher 1987; Bleie 1990; Lindenbaum 1981; Westergaard 1983). In particu-
lar, while the spread of the market relations and rural mechanisation was 
eroding the significance of subsistence production and the basis of women’s 
productive role within the household, it was evident that cultural constraints 
excluded them from paid formal and informal opportunities in the emerg-
ing cash economy to which men had easier access (Lindenbaum 1981). These 
opportunities often required education but offered more secure income and 
greater social prestige: ‘the income potential of the groom now [surpassed] 
the previously valued attributes of the bride’ (Lindenbaum 1981, p.399; Aziz 
1979).10 Parents of grooms started first to request and then to demand dowry 
(referred to as daabi or, very often, the English word ‘demand’) as reimburse-
ment for their investment in their sons.
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The shift to dowry began in urban areas and among wealthier families  
but it spread across social groups to the poorest households and to other 
parts of the country, acquiring the status of a taken-for-granted norm, with 
the earlier ‘gift-giving’ aspect hardening into increasing levels of demand: for  
money, for consumer goods such as TVs and motorbikes, for property,  
for jobs for the prospective son-in-law or for finance for his migration over-
seas, with demands often continuing after marriage (Ahmed and Naher 
1987). It became a source of financial crisis for poorer parents of daughters, 
leading to the sale of land and other assets and frequently plunging them 
into greater impoverishment (Alam 1985; Kabeer 1989; Simmons, Mita and  
Koenig 1992). If daughters had been regarded as a burden on their parents 
before, dowry turned them into a major liability. According to a 27-year-old 
woman in rural Comilla, ‘Girls have become a rope around their parents’ 
neck’ (Simmons 1996, p.258), while a mother in Rangpur district declared, ‘It 
is better not to have daughters’ (Alam 1985, p.370).

Regardless of who bore the main costs of marriage, the practice of patri-
local residence meant that the daughter left her natal home and village after  
marriage to join her husband’s family as a ‘stranger bride’, to be absorbed into 
his patrilineage. After marriage, she could only visit her natal family with 
the permission of her in-laws. The early years of marriage were usually hard  
for the new bride. She was placed under the authority of her mother-in-law and 
took on most of the burden of housework under her supervision. Any infrac-
tion risked her honour and jeopardised the status of her husband’s family.

Her status within the marital home began to change with the birth of  
children, but it was the birth of sons that assured her place within the family. 
The cycle was completed when the first daughter-in-law entered the house-
hold and was placed under her authority. The gender hierarchy within the 
household therefore intersected with age and life course: older women were  
in positions of authority over younger women, mothers-in-law dominated 
their daughters-in-law and wives of older brothers dominated the wives of 
younger brothers.

There were, of course, power dynamics within marriage itself. A great deal 
of it operated through taken-for granted assumptions, a shared habitus about 
the legitimacy of husbands’ authority and unquestioning submission by wives: 
a saying repeated in numerous studies, very often by women themselves, was 
that a wife’s heaven lay beneath her husband’s feet. Marriage tended to be to 
men considerably older than them, usually more educated, reinforcing their 
subordinate position from the outset.

There were also more naked manifestations of power. Domestic violence 
against women appeared an almost routine occurrence (Arens and Van Beurden 
1977; Hartmann and Boyce 1983), but there were certain flashpoints. Demands 
around dowry was one: if it was not paid on time, if it was not sufficient, if 
fresh demands after marriage were not conceded. A dissatisfied husband or 
his parents could make a wife’s life miserable, subjecting her to violence and 
abuse, threatening to take another wife or divorce her. Alam (1985) observed 
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that dowry had become an important factor in explaining growing marital  
instability. One young man told her: ‘Today marriage has become a business. 
Men marry for dowries’ (p.370). Poorer men, in particular, thought nothing of 
leaving one wife and marrying another so as to receive dowry.11

But violence was not always a display of power by men over women. It was 
often a product of poverty, an outlet for men’s sense of powerlessness and 
frustration in the face of their failure to live up to their role as family bread-
winner. Hartman and Boyce observed in the course of their fieldwork that 
quarrels about food were often a flashpoint for violence:

We saw and heard of quite serious incidents in which women were 
beaten mercilessly with sticks, bricks, copper spoons and other tools. 
Such maltreatment may happen when a husband comes home hun-
gry and the food is not ready yet.

As one of the women they interviewed said, ‘When my husband’s stomach is 
empty, he beats me, but when it is full, there is peace’ (p.89).

Few women exercised the right to divorce – for a number of reasons. They 
were unlikely to be welcomed back by parents who could not afford to feed 
them or to pay dowry to arrange another marriage. The stigma attached to a 
divorced woman also made it harder for them to remarry. But, in addition, 
whether or not they agreed that heaven lay beneath their husband’s feet, their 
security certainly did: ‘submission to physical beatings and verbal abuse, or 
to the emotional pain of polygamy, is not too high a price to pay for social 
approval and physical survival’ (p.92). Women with abusive husbands or hus-
bands who took a second wife might suffer but they suffered in silence. For all 
the hardship their marriage might involve, they were better off with a bad hus-
band than with no husband at all. Some took the desperate way out: Hartman 
and Boyce noted that the list of suicides in the village where they did their 
fieldwork was both long and exclusively female, spanning both rich and poor.

Gender and markets

Purdah norms were implicitly norms about male breadwinning responsibility. 
Men were expected to spend their time in productive work: cultivation on 
their own land, sharecropping other people’s land, agricultural wage work, 
livestock rearing or businesses of various kinds. They rarely undertook any 
domestic responsibilities with the exception of going to the market for house-
hold food, clothing and other purchases, activities that would otherwise have 
taken women outside the home. Women, of course, were required to stay 
within the shelter of the home, looking after their family and the homestead, 
largely excluded from paid work and therefore financially dependent on male 
earnings over the course of their lives.

The work they did within the home went largely unrecognised in main-
stream research because it was carried out as unpaid family labour and 



BEHINd THE GRIm lITANY 83

hidden from public view. Among the important contributions made by the 
research carried out in the 1970s was to make this work visible (Abdullah 
and Zeidenstein 1982). It included the post-harvest processing of crops, 
care and feeding of livestock, rearing poultry, homestead cultivation of 
fruits, spices, herbs and vegetables for family consumption, pickling, dry-
ing and preserving certain crops, weaving and spinning cloth and thread, 
and making and repairing the household and household utensils and equip-
ment. These gendered patterns of specialisation in productive activities 
were established very early in children’s lives.

As might be expected given the stratified nature of rural economy, there 
were class-based variations in the ability to abide by these normative pre-
scriptions. Wealthy households sought to keep women in their families in 
strict purdah. Their homesteads were surrounded by bamboo groves and 
they had their own ponds where women could bathe. They hired poorer 
women, often poorer relatives, to undertake work that involved breaking 
norms of purdah: taking food to labourers in the field if necessary, carrying 
water and gathering firewood.

Most women from middle peasant households could not afford to hire in 
labour. They undertook all stages of home-based production as well as their 
domestic chores, working longer hours than any other group, with very little 
time to themselves. Poorer farming households also relied on female family 
labour but often had to deploy them in field-based tasks as well as within 
the homestead. The strength of social norms prohibiting women’s presence 
in the fields meant that these women would carry out field-based tasks sur-
reptitiously, hidden by hedges or in the dead of night, so as not to be seen 
by neighbours (Chen 1986; Hartmann and Boyce 1983; Schuler, Islam and 
Rottach 2010).

Women from landless households were the most likely to engage in income- 
generating work, often outside their homestead, but on very different terms 
to men from their households. There were few physical restrictions on men’s 
search for work: they could work within their own village or other villages; 
they could migrate or commute to other districts or to urban areas. For 
women, the market for their labour was normatively demarcated, both phys-
ically and functionally. Cain, Khanam and Nahar summarised the nature of 
these restrictions in their study village:

The physical limits of the market for a particular woman’s labor 
are described by a circle with a radius of 20–400 meters, with her 
homestead as the center of the circle. The radius of the circle varies 
depending on the size of the village neighborhood (para) in which 
she lives, the homogeneity of her para in terms of kinship and other 
social criteria … The precise size and shape of the area demarcated 
is, of course, not important. What is important is that, geographi-
cally, the market for the labor of any given women is small, and the 
pool of potential employers is limited by the condition that some 
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sort of prior social relationship exist between the woman seeking 
work and the employer. The relationship might be based on kin-
ship, joint membership in a mallot (solidarity group), allegiance of 
a woman’s husband to a faction leader, and so on. These criteria 
usually overlap. (1979, p.428)

The psychic and more tangible costs of work rose quickly when a woman 
left the confines of her ‘circle’. It reflected the discomfort that she felt moving 
beyond the ‘acceptable’ boundary. She was also constrained in her search for 
jobs by the social expectation that she worked for families within her social 
network rather than for strangers. And, within the physical boundaries of 
the market for her labour, there were the normative boundaries about what 
kinds of work were appropriate. Most worked in the homes of employers, a 
few might work in vegetable fields planted close to their employers’ house, but 
none undertook field operations in the main crops of jute and rice.

The limitations on the market for female labour led to sharp differentials 
in the average daily wages of males and females, with women’s systematically 
lower than men’s. There was no fixed schedule for women’s work, no fixed 
payment and payments were often in meals and clothes rather than cash. 
The other consequence of these strictly segregated labour markets was the 
high rates of involuntary ‘unemployment’ among poorer women, their failure  
to find work despite their willingness to do it. Poorer women complained of 
too little work, too much ‘leisure’. They had no cattle to look after, no crops to 
process ‘and all too often nothing to cook’ (Hartmann and Boyce 1983, p.87).

The poorest among this group were female household heads, women who 
were fending for themselves in the absence of an adult male breadwinner. 
Described as ‘destitute women’ in the literature of the time, they had lost the 
support of husbands, as a result of widowhood, divorce or abandonment, and 
had no adult sons or other male relatives to look after them. They had to 
support themselves and their dependents in an environment that gave them 
very few opportunities to do so. They had little choice about what, where and 
who they worked for. They did what work they could find, with some turn-
ing to begging or prostitution, often migrating into towns and cities on their 
own in search of work. Micro-level studies in urban areas found that a signif-
icant proportion of women who reported themselves as recent migrants were 
divorced or deserted women from poor rural families (Farouk 1976; Islam 
and Zeitlyn 1989; Jahan 1979).

Gender and community

Purdah norms ensured that the public affairs of the community were largely 
male affairs. The picture that emerged from studies of this period is one of 
relentless exclusion: women during my 1979 fieldwork compared themselves 
to ‘frogs in a well’ and ‘oxen tied to the grindstone’ to describe their sense  



BEHINd THE GRIm lITANY 85

of circumscribed lives (Kabeer 1989). They depended on husbands for news 
of the outside world. Most did not know who their village leaders were, when 
village meetings were held and what subjects were discussed. But their igno-
rance also extended to household matters, with many unaware of how much 
land their husbands owned or where their fields were.

The membership of samaj, factions and the informal committees that looked 
after different aspects of village affairs were all men, as were elected and govern-
ment officials and anyone in the community who had connections with them. 
The Friday prayers, social occasions to mark life course events, such as births, 
deaths and marriages and various religious festivals were attended by men. The 
shalish who adjudicated local disputes was entirely male. A woman who was a 
disputant had to be represented by a male guardian, even if she worked outside 
her home for a living, or risk losing the case, regardless of its merits.

Leading members of the community saw themselves as guardians of the 
social order. They interpreted social norms and practices to restrict the move-
ments and activities of women and policed their behaviour to ensure that it did 
not bring shame on the community. They could rely on the support of religious 
functionaries since they dominated the committees that ran the local mosques 
and madrassas, appointed the local mullahs, set their tenure, and determined 
the size of stipend they received. These functionaries were particularly instru-
mental in determining the boundaries between moral and immoral behaviour 
for women, often going well beyond what was written in the religious texts. 
But there were double standards at work: the norms of purdah were relaxed for 
the wives of the rich who might need to go to the town but similar actions by 
poorer women were condemned as bepurdah (Chen 1986, p.73).

This exercise of material and symbolic power to control their behaviour did 
not go unnoticed by poorer women. Writing about those who had become 
affiliated with BRAC, Chen (1986) writes:

The real constraint, as the women see it, is that the rich control the 
paid labour opportunities within the village and dictate the norms 
that prohibit women from seeking work outside the village. If the rich 
disapprove of what poor women do, they can always threaten to or 
actually cut off their work within the village. Or if the rich disapprove 
of poor women working outside the village, they can put pressure on 
the woman or her family through the religious leaders. (p.72)

4.3 ‘Demographic inertia’: the persistence of high fertility
As we saw in Chapter 3, the international donor community tended to 
explain the rapid rate of population growth in Bangladesh in terms of the 
unrestrained fertility of an illiterate peasantry dominated by religious pre-
scriptions and superstitions of various kinds. However, for many research-
ers, attributing this demographic inertia to the peasant’s ‘blindness to choice’  
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did not seem credible when the evidence on the ground suggested their  
willingness to exploit opportunities for even marginal gains and very often at 
considerable risk to themselves: ‘people are quick to settle on the char lands 
in the delta mouth – land that appears and as quickly can disappear with the 
shifting patterns of siltation’ (Arthur and McNicoll 1978, p.32).

At the same time, researchers had to find an explanation for the puzzling 
failure of fertility rates to decline despite declining mortality in the past half 
century, the worsening ratio of population to land and the accompanying 
impoverishment. While fertility behaviour was not expected to adjust auto-
matically to changes in the mortality regime, a generation should have been a 
sufficient period of time for the consequences of unchanging fertility behav-
iour to have become visible. This had not happened. The claims of the popula-
tion establishment that families would benefit from having fewer children did 
not appear to resonate with the families in question. More detailed research to 
investigate the reasons for this offered a variety of explanations but one uni-
fying thread that ran through them was the significance assigned to risk and 
uncertainty as the backdrop to everyday life in the eastern delta.

A pro-natalist culture in the face of uncertainty

In the late 1970s, Maloney, Aziz and Sarker (1981) carried out what they 
described as the first in-depth anthropological study of folk demography in 
rural Bangladesh, which they combined with the collection of survey data. 
This allowed them to explore fertility behaviour as social practice: the mean-
ings, values, know-how and action that it embodied. In response to a ques-
tion about desired fertility, the overwhelming percentage of those surveyed 
responded with expressions of fatalism, their submission to the will of God. 
They had heard about certain forms of modern contraception, most often 
sterilisation, which was the main method being promoted by the government. 
Fewer seemed to know about traditional forms – rhythm, abstinence, with-
drawal and indigenous herbal solutions. And even fewer said that they were 
using, or had used, any form of contraception.

Maloney, Aziz and Sarker suggest that this apparent indifference to birth 
control reflected the pro-fertility ethos at the core of the shared habitus of the 
region, the product of ‘3000 years of adaptation and symbiotic relationship 
between man and the land’ (p.241). It was an amalgam of the ‘little’ and ‘great 
traditions’ that had helped the delta’s inhabitants to make sense of and cope 
with the powers of the universe and its natural phenomena, including the 
human body and the processes of birth, death and sexuality. It had evolved 
gradually as the people of the delta sought to make a living against a back-
drop of an unpredictable natural environment and a regime of disease and 
epidemics that for many centuries had led to an average life expectancy of just 
20 years. It was an ethos that provided the population with the labour they 
needed to live off the land without destroying its resource base, but always 
in circumstances that were marked by sudden and unexplained misfortunes. 
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The nature of these circumstances are graphically illustrated in Appendix 4, 
Box 1, which records the major disasters experienced by Bangladesh in the 
200 years between 1769 and 1974: floods and famines, cyclones and tidal 
waves, influenza epidemics, partition and war. It can say nothing, of course, of 
the less well documented but more frequent examples of some of these crises 
that were part of everyday reality in the region.

This pervasive uncertainty explained the importance of children in the 
worldview of the population. There was their symbolic importance: the num-
ber of children they had was determined by God, every newborn had to be 
cherished as a gift from God. There was also their material importance. The 
patriarchal bargain embodied an implicit intergenerational contract that spelt 
out the reciprocal responsibilities between parents and children. It was the 
moral duty of parents to have children, to nurture, support and arrange their 
marriages and to increase the lineage. It was the moral obligation of children 
to repay this debt. Sons in particular were expected to support their parents 
in their old age; those who did not were described as ‘beasts and accursed’ 
(p.244). Fatalism in matters of reproduction could thus be said to represent 
a rational response in the face of events over which they had little control. It 
also helped to reduce the psychological costs of knowing that many of their 
children would die before reaching adulthood.

Fertility behaviour and the persistence of risk

Maloney, Aziz and Sarker maintained that, as long as the objective circum-
stances that prevailed in the delta presented risks that could be best mitigated by 
a strategy of high fertility, the cultural rationale for high fertility would remain. 
However, in the light of the changes that occurred over the course of Bangla-
desh’s history, it does not seem credible to argue that objective circumstances 
had remained unchanged. Materialist explanations for the persistence of high 
fertility in Bangladesh until well into the late 20th century suggested a refram-
ing of the argument: objective circumstances had changed in Bangladesh but 
not in ways that undermined the pro-natalist ethos of the population. High fer-
tility continued to represent a rational, though class-differentiated, response to 
these changing circumstances, at least at the level of households.

First of all, there was the question of mortality decline. As we have seen, the 
broad-based improvements in public health and infrastructure in the 20th 
century that led to a decline in overall mortality in the Bengal region were 
frequently discussed in the demographic literature as the reason for expecting 
a corresponding decline in fertility. However, as Arthur and McNicoll (1978) 
argue, mortality levels were still high, even by developing country standards. 
They were particularly high among children. Put bluntly, while overall life 
expectancy had increased from an average of 20 years at the start of the 20th 
century to around 40 by the middle, the simple case for continuing to have 
large numbers of children was that infant mortality rates were above 120 per 
1,000 live births in the 1980s. Around 20% of children born during this period 



88 RENEGOTIATING PATRIARCHY

did not survive beyond the age of five (Cleland et al. 1994). At the very least, 
these considerations bolstered high fertility as a form of insurance to ensure 
that some minimum number of children survived into adulthood.

Furthermore, mortality had not declined evenly across the population. 
Mortality risks closely reflected the terms on which different groups were able 
to access opportunities in the local economy. Those who enjoyed livelihood 
security because of their capital endowments were most likely to have ben-
efited from the broad improvements in the environment that had led to the 
onset of mortality decline. Any further decline in mortality for this group 
would require improvements in the provision of health services, which, at that 
time, were of abysmal quality.

A different set of considerations applied in the case of households living 
on the margins. They had been largely bypassed by the decline in mortality 
rates: studies reported that child mortality rates among poorer and landless 
households could range from double those of better-off households to nearly 
five times as high and that these differentials were even higher during times 
of crisis, such as the 1974 famine (Arthur and McNicoll 1978; Cain 1978; 
McCord 1976).

Nor were improvements in health services likely to bring death rates down 
in this group unless they were accompanied by dramatic improvements in 
their livelihood opportunities. Those living on the environmental margins, 
the fragile char lands in the mouth of the delta, had to cope with recurrent 
flooding, tidal bores and resulting high fatalities. Those living on the eco-
nomic margins, numerically far more important, experienced high mortality 
through less dramatic causes: fragile livelihoods, declining real wages, hunger 
and malnutrition. There was no obvious rationale here for abandoning the 
high-fertility strategy.

Second, there was the role of family labour in helping households to cope with 
risks associated with their livelihood strategies – of course, it was generally male 
family labour that performed this role. While land was the most valued form 
of material capital in the countryside, the human capital represented by fam-
ily labour helped households to utilise, defend and accumulate landholdings, 
potentially increasing the family’s upward mobility or, at the very least, pre-
venting its downward mobility. It helped them withstand risk and make gains 
in an environment that was characterised by various sources of uncertainty. For 
instance, Adnan (1978) points out that the near absence of the rule of law in the 
delta area had long presented a particular class of threat. In a society in which 
the shifting course of rivers constantly shifted the boundaries of settlements 
and landholdings, families often resorted to physical force to settle conflicting 
claims. The violence endemic to rural class relations imposed the imperative to 
ensure a sizeable number of males within the household, its shakti shali, as an 
important element in household livelihood strategies.

Family labour also helped households to diversify livelihoods where the 
vagaries of climate made sole reliance on agriculture extremely risky. Wealth-
ier households invested their surpluses in non-farm enterprises – trade, 



BEHINd THE GRIm lITANY 89

moneylending and construction – and in strengthening links with the state and 
its functionaries. Sons were educated in order to take advantage of emerging 
jobs in the formal economy, including public sector jobs. They developed influ-
ential connections, social capital that could help their families to obtain a share 
of the substantial development resources that flowed from cities to countryside. 
Daughters could prove useful in securing strategic matrimonial alliances:

In the flexible and fluid Muslim society it is not forbidden to climb 
the social ladder as an individual and to raise the rank of an indi-
vidual with the help of a well-chosen son-in-law together with such 
practices as parda. (Vreede-De-Stuers 1968, p.7, cited in Feldman 
and McCarthy 1983, p.951)

For the poorest families, the risk of further downward mobility was their 
greatest fear, both in normal times, because of the extreme seasonality in the 
demand for labour in agriculture, and also during periods of accentuated cri-
ses: famines, floods, crop failures. Such risks were unlikely to be mitigated 
through reliance on other equally poor kinship networks but the number of 
adult males within the family could reduce the likelihood of decline. House-
holds with more earners stood a better chance of avoiding distress sale of 
assets or recourse to usurious forms of credit. They were also better able to 
diversify income sources: petty trading, fishing and handicrafts supplemented 
wage labour (Arthur and McNicoll 1978). Having a pool of family labour to 
draw on also stood them in good stead in their efforts to cultivate patron–
client relationships with wealthier households. They could provide labour, 
loyalty and muscle power in exchange for favoured access to sharecropping 
arrangements and wage opportunities in normal times as well as loans and 
other forms of support in times of crisis.

Finally, a third set of risks underpinning fertility strategies in Bangladesh 
related to a particularly critical stage of the household cycle, the death of the 
household patriarch, who was usually its primary breadwinner, while chil-
dren were still young. Such a premature death could augur a period of intense 
uncertainty for surviving family members. In the absence of a mature son 
capable of taking over breadwinning responsibility and protecting the family 
property from predatory relatives or neighbours, the likelihood of downward 
mobility was extremely high. The resilience of the household at this stage of 
its lifecycle thus depended crucially on having had a sufficient number of chil-
dren early enough to ensure that one or more sons had grown to adulthood by 
the time their father died (Cain 1978).

Separating out the interests of women within the household as distinct from 
those of men drew attention to the specific category of risks that women as a 
group faced. The literature on women’s lives in Bangladesh at that time painted 
a bleak picture, with little prospect for improvement in the foreseeable future. 
The overlapping practices that assigned women a subordinate position within 
highly unequal gender relations spelt out an uncompromising patriarchal 
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bargain. The deficits that underpinned women’s dependence on male support 
over their entire life course, their lack of land and other valued material assets, 
the restrictions on their mobility and employment opportunities, imposed a 
severe penalty on those who lost this male support – what Cain, Khanam 
and Nahar (1979) describe as ‘patriarchal risk’. This risk was increasing in the 
context of increasing poverty – with profound implications for the stability of 
the patriarchal bargain:

The kinship, political, and religious institutions that support 
male dominance and authority remain strong and intact, while 
the  associated sanctions that ensure that males carry out their 
 responsibilities to women have weakened. With the pressure of 
increasing poverty, this outcome is predictable since male authority 
has a material base while male responsibility is normatively con-
trolled. Normative control, while powerful, is nevertheless relatively 
 malleable in the face of economic necessity. (p.410)

The erosion of the norms of male obligation saw increasing numbers of 
women who had been left, for one reason or another, to fend for themselves 
without the support of their husbands or families.12 These women were driven 
outside the norms that prescribed their proper place in society to find ways of 
looking after themselves and their dependents. The materialisation of patriar-
chal risk thus brought with it a ‘frightening financial independence’ that had 
to be avoided rather than striven for (Adnan 1993). So, while women more 
generally may have shared the community habitus about the norms of gender 
propriety, they were also aware of the precariousness associated with their 
dependent status, of the harsh penalties suffered by those for whom this risk 
had been realised.

They responded by complying with the patriarchal bargain as far as possi-
ble so as to strengthen whatever familial bonds of security were available to 
them, and by resisting any form of change that might challenge these norms 
or threaten these bonds in any way. They accepted without question their 
parents’ choice of marriage partner because it strengthened the moral obli-
gations of parents to take them back should their marriage go wrong. They 
relinquished the share of the land that they inherited from parents to their 
brothers in order to maintain good relations with them and create a debt of 
obligation, which could be ‘called in’ in the event of divorce or widowhood. 
They proved their worth to their husband and his family by their modest and 
decorous behaviour, fulfilling their domestic obligations, abiding by what was 
expected of them as wives and daughters-in-law after their marriage. They put 
up with violent husbands and second wives without complaining.

But their best insurance was to produce sons, as soon and as many as possible. 
The production of sons assured their place in their husbands’ family. The threat 
of abandonment and divorce was far greater if they failed to produce children 
or more specifically if they failed to produce sons. Given that sons were their 
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most critical resource, an enduring preoccupation of mothers was to ensure the  
life-long loyalty of sons through favourable treatment of them from a very 
young age. And when their sons got married, they had a vested interest in the 
suppression of romantic love between their sons and their wives in order to 
claim their sons’ primary allegiance and keep the conjugal bond secondary.

These arguments go counter to the assumption made in some of the lit-
erature cited in Chapter 1 that women were more likely than men to favour 
the egalitarian treatment of their children – on the contrary, it suggested that 
women had a stronger stake than men in ensuring the survival of an ade-
quate number of sons because of their dependence on the support of sons  
in later life. As Cain (1978) points out, it was not surprising that informal 
interviews with village parents who had adopted some method of contra-
ception found that wives were usually more adamant about postponing con-
traception until after the birth of at least a second son and more likely to 
articulate their awareness of the importance of sons to their future welfare. 
Husbands, on the other hand, when given the hypothetical choice between 
one and two sons, were more likely to express indifference.

4.4 A changing habitus?
The studies discussed in this chapter were carried out during the years when 
Bangladesh was widely viewed as an international ‘basket case’. They offer the 
ground-level counterpart to the pessimism discussed in the previous chap-
ter about Bangladesh’s prospects for change that prevailed in policy circles. 
That there were very real grounds for pessimism during that period was suc-
cinctly summarised by the various litanies of grim statistics that were used to 
describe the country at the time.

A number of authors have suggested that this steady deterioration in the 
basic conditions of life was likely to have been accompanied by a collective 
transformation of their outlook, what could be described as their shared habi-
tus. Osmani (1990), for instance, describes the 1970s as a watershed decade in 
Bangladesh, entailing massive political, economic and social shifts that forced 
people off the land and were likely to have forced them to rethink the taken-
for-granted aspects of their way of life:

The pressure to move out of land must have been irresistible under 
these circumstances. Yet in view of the centuries-old bondage to 
land in rural Bangladesh, it is unlikely that economic pressures 
alone can explain so massive a shift to non-agriculture in such a 
short span of time. Agriculture is not just an economic occupa-
tion but has been for centuries the way of life in rural Bangladesh. 
It must have needed a fundamental change in the socio-cultural  
psyche of the rural masses for them to contemplate an altogether 
different way of life. (p.73)
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Osmani’s comments were implicitly about men. But women had also had 
their own traumatic experiences. They had gone through a war of liberation 
that brought not only death and destruction but also mass rapes, dramatic 
evidence of the failure of men to protect the honour of their women. They 
had suffered the steadily rising poverty of the post-liberation period in gen-
der-specific ways. The inability of increasing numbers of men to support their 
families was reflected in the growing incidence of divorce and abandonment 
by men of their wives and children. Studies from this period noted a rise 
in female-headed households: estimates varied between 6% and 16% of all 
households. As Cain, Khanam and Nahar (1979) observe, just as the propor-
tion of landless households in the population provided an indicator of the 
extent of rural class differentiation, so too the proportion of female-headed 
households indicated the extent of ‘patriarchal differentiation’ (p.410).

The 1970s were, in other words, a watershed period for women as well, 
when many were ‘irrevocably wrenched from the security of their homes and 
traditions’ (Feldman and McCarthy 1983, p.955), when it was brought home 
to women from all classes that men could not always be relied on to live  
up to their side of the patriarchal bargain, that they would have to find ways 
of securing their own survival. It is likely to have brought about a change in 
their habitus, challenging traditional modes of thought and action. My own 
early and somewhat hopeful reflections on the growing awareness among 
women of the vulnerability of their position in society was that ‘this period 
perhaps marks the beginnings of a feminist consciousness in the country’ 
(Kabeer 1984, p.5). A more accurate assessment perhaps was provided by 
Feldman and McCarthy: ‘The need for self-reliance, as women call it, was 
the primary lesson they learned during this period between 1968 and 1974’ 
(1983, p.955).

This chapter opened with a quote from Arthur and McNicoll spelling  
out the nature of the impasse in which people found themselves: the social 
practices that had reduced them to life at bare subsistence not only worsened 
their conditions but persisted over time because they were fostered by these 
very conditions. But the observations in this concluding section suggest an 
alternative interpretation, that worsening conditions were leading to a change 
in the collective habitus. There was a growing realisation among many sec-
tions of the population that practices that had served them well in the past 
could no longer be relied on in the present, that they might need to modify 
and change them in order to prepare for an increasingly uncertain future.

Notes
 1 Bertocci (1972, p.30).
 2 These descriptions echo Khan’s analysis cited in Chapter 2 that natural 

villages, the basis of rural settlements and local allegiance in much of 
Asia, were weak in Bangladesh, their boundaries ‘elusive’. 
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 3 The violence that characterised competition for power and resources in 
the countryside can be seen from a report by BRAC (1983) that exam-
ined the wealth base of the most powerful men in 10 villages in which it 
worked. Very few had acquired their wealth through inheritance alone. 
Most had acquired it through various illegal activities, such as smuggling, 
cattle rustling, forcible occupation of disputed land, false documents, 
beating and murder of opponents or threats to do so, appropriation of 
public goods, fraud, forgery, corruption, litigation and theft. 

 4 In Punjab in 1949, large landlords with more than 500 acres of land 
accounted for 10% of landownership, those owning 100 to 499 acres 
accounted for 11% of land owned, those owning 10 to 99 acres accounted 
for 47% of the land, while 32% owned less than 10 acres (Burki 1976). 

 5 Wood (1999) cites one village study from Bangladesh around this time in 
which a large landholding family had land distributed over 18 different 
irrigation command areas in the village. 

 6 The real wages of agricultural labourers in 1975 had fallen to less than 
two-thirds of their 1963 levels (Hartmann and Boyce 1983). 

 7 See Yan and Roy (2019). 
 8 The Health and Demographic Surveillance System (HDSS), funded by 

the United States, was set up in Matlab thana in rural Comilla in 1963 
by a research institute originally known as the Cholera Lab and later 
renamed the International Centre for Diarrhoeal Disease Research, 
Bangladesh (CDDR, B). Since 1966, the HDSS has maintained registra-
tion of births, deaths and migrations in addition to periodical census. 
Over time it has added other variables to the system. It is considered the 
most reliable sources of longitudinal data in Bangladesh. 

 9 See Appendix 3 for discussion about gender differentials in mortality. 
 10 The shift to the dowry system as indicative of a deterioration in the value 

of women is also discussed in the wider literature (see Mason 1988).
 11 Dowry was named as a major factor in marital instability among poor 

people in a later UNDP study (1996).
 12 The Bangladesh Fertility Survey 1975 found that a fifth of all first mar-

riages ended in divorce.





5. Defying the prophets of doom:  
the emergence of the Bangladesh paradox

Bangladesh has come a long way, defying the prophets of doom,  
and faring better than most had hoped, with an acceleration in 
growth and reduction in poverty in all its dimensions. (World Bank 
2003a, p.i)

The pragmatism that Bangladesh came to accept through a complex 
political and social process has yielded noticeable success, which has 
impressed—and to a considerable extent surprised—the world. (Sen 
2013, p.1967)

While the individual strands of change that made up the Bangladesh paradox 
have been discussed in various studies since the early 1990s, the language 
of paradox did not find its way into the development literature till the early 
2000s, when it became clear that these individual strands added up to broad-
based change across a range of social indicators. This chapter traces the  
processes of change that took place after the assassination of Mujib in 1975. 
The military regimes that followed him set about dismantling his vision  
of the new nation, seeking to build support among internal constituencies 
who had been opposed to his ideology and politics, as well as to end the 
country’s isolation from the donor community. But, regardless of the com-
plexion of the regime in power, of the later shift from military to civilian 
rule, the practice of politics through patron–client interactions remained the 
primary means through which different governments sought to gain sup-
port and reward loyalty. The poor quality of Bangladesh’s governance was, 
as I noted in the introductory chapter, one of the factors that many believed 
would block its development trajectory.

This chapter explores why this did not happen. It examines the progress 
that was made on the economic front: the spread of rural mechanisation, 
growth of agricultural productivity and the rise of a successful export- 
oriented garment industry that took the place of declining jute exports. Its 
main focus, however, is on the pace of progress the country made on the social 
front, remarkable in the light of its adverse initial conditions. It unpacks 
different elements of the ‘big picture’ explanations referred to in Chapter 1:  
the key institutional actors that contributed to the change, the actions they 
took and, very importantly, the nature of the processes that made their 
efforts effective.



96 RENEGOTIATING PATRIARCHY

5.1 Shifting politics and policies: the turn to Islam  
and the market
The liberation of Bangladesh was, as noted in Chapter 3, greeted coldly by the  
Middle Eastern bloc. Bangladesh had broken up the world’s first Islamic 
Republic and chosen to style itself a secular, socialist people’s republic. Sig-
nificantly, it was not till the assassination of Mujib and the assumption of 
power by Zia in 1976 that Saudi Arabia chose to recognise Bangladesh. Zia 
was prompt in redefining national identity in Islamic terms. The constitu-
tional principle of secularism was replaced with ‘absolute trust and faith in 
the Almighty Allah’. Citizens of Bangladesh were described as Bangladeshis 
rather than Bengalis to emphasise the nation’s territorial boundaries and 
de-emphasise its common ethno-linguistic identity with Hindu-majority 
West Bengal. A Ministry for Religious Affairs was established to promote the 
practice of Islam among the country’s citizens. He founded his own political 
party, the Bangladesh National Party (BNP). He also lifted the ban on reli-
gious parties, allowing them to become politically and electorally active. The 
process of Islamisation was continued by Ershad, who became president in 
1982. He amended the constitution in 1988 to declare Islam the state religion 
– although the principle of secularism continued to be upheld.

By the time democratic elections were restored in 1990, there had been 
important changes in the political landscape. The familiar fragmentation of 
the left along ideological lines (pro-Soviet versus pro-Chinese) meant that 
progressive forces within the country had become increasingly ineffective in 
the political arena. Left parties had been clamped down on during Mujib’s 
regime and further decimated by the military regimes that succeeded him.

By contrast, the official turn to Islam increased the influence of the religious 
parties. The largest among them, the Jamaat-e-Islami, was able to enhance its 
stature further by aligning itself with the two mainstream political parties, 
the AL and the BNP, in the mass protests to bring down the Ershad regime. 
While Jamaat-e-Islami never mustered a great deal of support in subsequent 
elections, the two main parties split the vote nearly evenly and so their search 
for coalition partners gave Jamaat, as well as other smaller and more extreme 
Islamic parties, an influence in politics and policies well beyond their share 
of votes and seats.

Religion became an increasingly visible force in public life. Although the 
AL was generally considered left-of-centre and the BNP right-of-centre, their 
economic policies were remarkably similar and bore the hallmarks of donor 
influence. They sought instead to differentiate themselves at the ideological 
level through their definitions of national identity and the role of religion. The 
BNP allied with Jamaat when it came to power in the 1991 elections and again 
in 2001. The AL continued to display remnants of its earlier commitment to 
secularism and was supported by the Hindu minority as more protective of 
their interests. But it also allied itself with other religious parties when politi-
cally expedient. This use of religion by the main political parties, Khan (2000) 
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suggests, is best understood as an extension of patron–client factionalism 
rather than a commitment to ideological beliefs.

These moves in the direction of an Islamic identity, begun by the military 
regimes and continued by civilian ones, saw a growth in donor funds from 
the Middle East. Between 1971 and 1975, the countries of the Middle East, 
including Saudi Arabia, had provided just $78.9 million as aid. This rose after 
Mujib’s assassination to $474.7 million between 1976 and 1981 and remained 
significant thereafter (Pattanaik 2009). The other major force connecting 
the country’s economy to the Middle East was the rising flow of migration 
that had begun with the oil boom in the 1970s. Remittances from overseas 
migrant workers, mainly in the Middle East but other Asian countries as well, 
began to outstrip international aid as a source of foreign exchange.1 Changes 
in government policy saw the emergence of a new middle class with strong 
business interests in the Middle East and ‘professedly anti-democratic and 
anti-secular’ (Pattanaik 2009, p.275).

If the assertion of its Islamic identity helped to restore Bangladesh’s cred-
ibility among the oil-rich Middle Eastern donors, its development policies  
were reshaped to gain recognition and aid from the West. Under Zia, the  
constitutional commitment to ‘socialism’ was amended to a vaguer commit-
ment to ‘economic and social justice’, signalling his determination to steer  
the economy away from previous half-hearted attempts to institute a planned 
economy towards the liberalised model favoured by donors. Over the follow-
ing years, and on a somewhat staggered basis, the country adopted the meas-
ures associated with the classic structural adjustment package, cutting back 
on the role of the state, encouraging the private sector and moving towards a 
free trade regime.

The flow of foreign aid as a percentage of national income that had declined 
in the latter years of Mujib’s rule rose again once Zia took power in 1975 to its 
highest level as percentage of the GDP and remained high through the 1980s 
(Hossain 2017, p.67). But the expected growth rates did not materialise; in 
fact, per capita growth in the 1980s at around 1.6% a year was lower than the 
rate achieved in the 1970s (Sen, Mujeri and Shahabuddin 2007). It was only 
in the 1990s that a significant break with this pattern took place. Per capita 
growth rates began to rise, reaching 3.6% by the end of the decade, fuelled 
by rising agricultural productivity and the export of ready-made garments 
(World Bank 2003, p.ii). Poverty rates declined from 70% in the early 1970s 
but remained high at 50% at the end of the century.

Rural entrepreneurship: breaking the agrarian impasse

The early years of liberalisation did little to dispel pessimism about the pros-
pects for agrarian change. Agricultural growth rates were low and actually 
declined through much of the 1980s. They seemed to confirm the belief 
that the size and fragmentation of the country’s landholdings ruled out the 
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adoption of new technologies for most farmers and that its rural elites would 
monopolise whatever resources were made available. But, in the late 1980s, 
rural mechanisation took off dramatically, among not just large farmers but 
small and marginal ones as well.

Attempts to explain this disjuncture between expectation and reality pointed 
out that the Green Revolution literature had been dominated by the ‘big 
machine’ bias of the ‘Punjab model’ of rural mechanisation, the rapid spread 
of large-scale technologies well suited to the large landholdings and extensive 
irrigation, dating back to the colonial era, that characterised agriculture in the 
Punjab regions of both Pakistan and India. By contrast, the spread of rural 
mechanisation in Bangladesh was based on the adoption of small-scale ‘every-
day technologies’ and ‘locally distinct’ pathways (Biggs and Justice 2017). This 
‘below-the-radar’ model had been adopted in a number of Asian countries but 
overlooked in the literature because it lacked the visible symbolic power that 
modernisation narratives attributed to moments of ‘take-off ’.

Rural mechanisation took off in Bangladesh as a result of policy reforms 
undertaken at the end of the 1980s. A UNDP-funded Agricultural Sector 
Review (1989) into the causes of the sector’s poor performance found that, 
although the government had embarked on agricultural liberalisation in the 
late 1970s, many of its previous policies remained, including restrictions on 
the duty-free import of farm machinery. It recommended full-scale privatisa-
tion of agricultural markets. The result was a rapid expansion in total irrigated 
area, the widespread adoption of high-yielding varieties of rice, the year-
round cultivation of paddy and diversification into new crops. The country 
achieved self-sufficiency in food by the late 1990s.

Various factors converged to bring about this transformation. The obvi-
ous one, of course, was the availability of new and more appropriate forms of 
technology at a fraction of the price of imports before deregulation (Ahmed 
1999). But change was also hastened by the accompanying reconfiguration of 
production relations in the countryside. The older agricultural economy, cen-
tred on the peasant farmer deciding how to use the resources at his disposal, 
gave way to a rural economy made up of a range of entrepreneurial actors, 
including farmers themselves, who found ways of using the new technologies 
and new strategies to circumvent the problems of both elite capture and the 
fragmentation of landholdings (Wood 1999).

Landowners unable to fully utilise the equipment they had purchased 
because of the size of their plots, or the fragmentation of their holdings, sold 
their surplus capacity as a form of business. But they had to compete with 
small and medium-sized farmers who could buy the now affordable irrigation 
pumps and power tillers. Farmers with scattered plots turned over different 
operations on their plots to a range of service providers: other farmers, private 
entrepreneurs and, in some areas, landless groups organised by NGOs like 
Proshika, purchased low-lift pumps to sell and deliver irrigation water. The 
‘operational consolidation’ of holdings provided a solution to the problem of 
‘ownership fragmentation’ (Mandal 2017).
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These backward and forward linkages meant a wide range of actors  
benefited from rural mechanisation (Lewis 1996). The steady diversification 
of opportunities in the rural economy saw a shift from farming as the dom-
inant occupation to entrepreneurial services. These changes were accompa-
nied, and made possible, by the expansion and diversification of markets in 
credit. The classic loan relationship between landlord and tenant was sup-
plemented by transactions between traders, employers and kin. There were 
also financial transactions between poor households, usually at the same 
high rates of interest charged by the rich but nevertheless providing bor-
rowers with a desirable alternative to their dependency on richer patrons 
(White 1992).

The steady growth in rural migrant workers in overseas employment since 
the early 1970s and the increasing flow of remittance income lifted many 
households out of poverty and also helped finance infrastructural links, 
which accelerated the expansion of economic activity in the rural econ-
omy. The rural–urban divide was replaced by a rural–urban continuum  
that encouraged the mobility of people, goods and ideas, the proliferation 
of small/medium-sized market centres and a decline in poverty. Land-
ownership was no longer the only determinant of rural power; capital and 
connections also mattered (Lewis 2011). Wealthier households continued 
to explore new avenues for livelihood diversification and status consolida-
tion, but landless households were also able to diversify into the burgeoning 
non-farm sector and reduce their dependence on local patronage networks 
(Lewis 1991; White 1992). Consequently, while structural transformation 
in rural Bangladesh, as in many developing countries, was driven by rural–
urban migration, it was also driven by changes with the rural economy 
itself, by the diversification of rural livelihoods and the expansion of the 
non-farm sector (Sen 2019).

Industrial entrepreneurship: ‘the world’s second largest  
exporter of garments’

Industrial growth had also stagnated after independence. While this was 
blamed on the inefficiencies and blockages associated with nationalisation, 
the move toward privatisation in the early 1980s did little to improve the  
picture for industry as a whole (Sobhan 1991). The main exception to this was 
the spectacular growth in the garment sector and, to a lesser extent, in leather 
and shrimp processing.

The export garment industry in Bangladesh began as a handful of assem-
bly plants under subcontracting arrangements with East Asian entrepreneurs. 
That it went on to become second largest exporter of garments in the world 
(after China) was initially the result of some fairly ad hoc enabling factors 
rather than a grand government design to lift the country out of poverty.

One factor was the growing business class, who had become rich through 
‘primitive accumulation’ strategies of the 1970s and was now seeking 
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opportunities to invest and grow their capital. The other was that garment 
producers in East Asian economies had reached the quota limits placed 
on their garment exports to Europe and North America by the Multi Fibre 
Arrangement (MFA)2 and were looking to set up assembly plants in nearby 
low-wage countries. They saw their opportunity in Bangladesh, which was 
part of the MFA but still quota-free because of its low-income status and 
insignificant textile industry.

Their initial forays into this territory took place in the late 1970s through 
joint venture agreements with local entrepreneurs, but the real take-off 
occurred with the adoption of the 1982 National Industrial Policy, which 
inaugurated a major programme of denationalisation and reprivatisation and 
put in place various incentives to attract investment. Largely unregulated fac-
tories sprang up in major cities where space could be found, very often in 
residential buildings. It was an easy business to enter in this early phase: it cost 
around £200,000 to equip a medium-sized factory of 500 workers with mod-
ern sewing machines, pressing irons and button machines (Jackson 1992). 
As a long-standing industrialist later put it, ‘everyone saw a lot of money to 
be made here … Everybody and his uncle was getting into the business – 
engineers, police officers, military officers, civil servants’. His brother added, 
‘Everybody’ (Labowitz and Baumann-Pauly 2014, pp.13–14). In fact, as the 
comment suggests, ‘everybody and his uncle’ was in fact quite a select group, 
mainly people with political contacts who had benefited from the ‘primitive 
accumulation’ opportunities of the 1970s. A 1993 survey found that 23% of 
garment factory owners had been in the civil service or the army (Khan 2013). 
The others were likely to have had close contact in politics that allowed them 
to accumulate funds.

The industry grew at an astonishing rate. In 1984, when the newly formed 
Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA) 
started keeping records, there were 384 registered factories with around 120,000 
workers. By 2008 there were 4,285 factories and 3.1 million workers. From near 
zero, ready-made garments (RMG) became the country’s largest export item 
by 1988. By 2010, Bangladesh had become the second largest RMG exporter 
in the world after China. It had over 4,000 garment factories employing more 
than 5 million employees and generating further indirect employment through 
its linkages to other sectors – around 2 million in 2015 (BGMEA 2015; Haque 
and Bari 2021).

Even more astonishing was the fact that the vast majority of its work 
force was made up of women. A new female labour force of factory workers 
appeared to have come into existence almost overnight, growing as the indus-
try grew to become 80% of its workforce. Their highly visible presence on 
the streets was astonishing for anyone who had known the country in earlier 
years. It was my main motivation for carrying out research on the phenome-
non in the late 1980s. As I explained in the preface to my book The Power to 
Choose, it had come to my attention when I visited Bangladesh in 1984 after 
an absence of three years:
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I was struck then by the sight of thousands of young women mov-
ing briskly around on the streets of Dhaka. In a city, and a country, 
where women had been conspicuous by their absence in the public 
domain, this was not merely a new phenomenon, but a remarkable 
one. (2000, p.vii)

The employment of a largely female work force was as unplanned on the part 
of government and employers as the industry itself had been. Government 
support for export industries reflected its need to earn foreign exchange and 
to meet the demand for work by the country’s surplus labour. Women were 
not counted as among those demanding work nor was it imagined that they 
might be (Feldman 2009). An early government publicity brochure spelt out 
the advantages of the country’s labour force to foreign investors, referring to 
their productivity and undemanding nature – but not to their gender: ‘The 
light bodied Bangladeshis, who are recognised as very intelligent peoples, can 
be turned into most productive and at the same time the least demanding  
labour force’ (Hossain, Jahan and Sobhan 1990, p.37). This was in striking 
contrast to a Malaysian investment brochure designed to attract foreign 
investment issued around the same time, which referred very explicitly to the 
famous ‘manual dexterity of the Oriental female’, who was qualified by ‘nature 
and inheritance’ to work in assembly line production (Far Eastern Economic 
Review, 18 May 1979, cited by Elson and Pearson 1981, p.149, authors’ italics).

5.2 The emerging paradox: the disjuncture between 
economic and social progress
The rapid rates of growth achieved by Bangladesh despite its adverse initial 
conditions had, as the World Bank put it in the opening quote to the chapter, 
defied the prophets of doom. What was more impressive, however, was the 
country’s progress on the social dimensions of development at a faster pace 
than most countries with similar levels of per capita income. And – most sur-
prising of all – the earliest signs of this progress occurred where it was least 
expected: in fertility behaviour.

Population growth rates were, as we saw, the overriding preoccupation of 
the donor community. They had maintained their apparently inexorable rise 
despite the fact that Bangladesh had become the largest recipient of foreign 
assistance for population control (Cleland et al. 1994). In the mid-1970s, the 
US ambassador expressed hope that there was light at the end of the tunnel. 
He said that Zia had just taken power and had been anxious to reassure the 
ambassador on this point:

Uppermost on his mind, evidently, was a desire for us to under-
stand that they had registered our concern that a really effective 
attack on Bangladesh’s population problem was long overdue … he 
wanted us to know they understood this was their top priority.
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The ambassador in turn informed Zia that he was pleased to hear this because 
he was hearing increasing concerns about Bangladesh’s unsatisfactory record:

Questions were being raised about the purpose of the enormous 
amounts of aid we are putting into Bangladesh if there was so little 
to show in the way of checking population growth. (US Department 
of the State Office of the Historian 1976, cited in Hossain 2017, 
pp.150–51)

A decade later, in January 1984, the same despair was being expressed in a 
leaked memo written by the Bangladesh representative of the UN Fund for 
Population Activities (UNFPA) to its New York headquarters. There was lit-
tle value, he said, in putting donor funds into primary healthcare services in 
the country if this was going to detract from their efforts to promote contra-
ception. He suggested that voluntarist principles of family planning be put 
aside in Bangladesh in favour of the ‘massive direct and indirect compulsion’ 
employed by the Chinese government:

As I see it, voluntarism is based on the idea that couples should have 
the right – the basic human right – to determine the number of its 
children. But what is a human right in one country may not be a 
right in another. (cited in Hartmann and Standing 1985, pp.37–38)

But, even as his memo was winging its way through policy circles, ‘the cou-
ples’ he referred to were in the process of changing their fertility behaviour at 
a pace that would later be described as a ‘historic record in demographic tran-
sition’ (Rahman, Da Vanzo and Razzaque 2002, p.317). Analysis of data from 
1989 Bangladesh Fertility Survey and the 1993–94 Demographic and Health 
Survey found that lifetime fertility had declined from an average of seven chil-
dren per woman in the early 1970s to three in the early 1990s (Bairagi and 
Datta 2001; Cleland et al. 1994). Since, according to demographic transition 
theory, some level of modernisation was considered a necessary precondition 
for fertility to decline, the idea that such a steep decline in fertility could have 
occurred in one of the poorest and least developed countries in the world  
was met with ‘surprise, even incredulity’ (Cleland et al. 1994, p.xi). But 
the findings were confirmed by a variety of sources: the decline was real, it 
was substantial, it had begun gradually in the late 1970s but gathered rapid 
momentum in the 1980s – and, furthermore, it was a poverty-led decline 
(Kabeer 2001a). As Larson and Mitra (1992) observed, Bangladesh set records 
for the fastest increase in contraceptive use, the swiftest fertility decline and 
the most substantial drop in desired family size, all accomplishments remark-
able for one of the world’s poorest nations.

Other signs of social progress, ‘exceptional health achievement despite eco-
nomic poverty’ (Chowdhury et al. 2013, p.1734), began to surface. Analysis of 
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the 1989 BFS data showed a substantial decline in infant and child mortality 
since the mid-1970s (Kabir, Chowdhury and Amin 1995). A major reduction 
in maternal mortality had also occurred – from 650 per 100,000 live births in 
the 1980s to around 320 in the early 2000s (Overseas Development Institute 
2010). Life expectancy at birth, which summarises how populations fared on 
a range of different health indicators, increased from 44 years in 1970 to 59 in 
1995 (Sen and Acharya 1997).

Aside from the facts of this progress, there were two aspects of it that attracted 
further attention: it was pro-poor, and it was gender-equitable. Comparing 
data from national Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) between 1993 and  
2011, Adams et al. (2013) reported that the rate of improvement in infant 
and child mortality had been faster among the poorest households than the 
wealthiest, closing differentials across the income distribution. Excess female 
mortality in the under-five age group mortality had declined to near parity by 
1993 and then to lower rates for girls by 2011. Girls were now 20% more likely 
to survive childhood than boys, the pattern common in much of the world. As 
immunisation rates went up around the country, wealth differentials in cov-
erage declined with higher rate of increase in coverage of the poorest house-
holds compared to the wealthiest. The ratio of immunisation rates for girls 
to boys also improved over time – from 0.89 in 1993 to 0.97 in 2011. And 
of course, as we have already noted in Chapter 1, there was no evidence to 
indicate prenatal gender discrimination. Analysis of the Matlab demographic 
surveillance system (see Chapter 4, Note 8) showed that sex ratios at birth had 
been constant since the 1960s when data collection began.

Other evidence showed a steady improvement in education. There had been 
a slow and fluctuating rise in primary enrolment rates during the Pakistan 
years and for some time after liberation, but boys’ education had risen to a 
greater extent than girls, leading to gender disparities in education through-
out this period.3 Enrolment rates began to rise more rapidly and consistently 
since the 1990s, particularly for girls (Hossain and Kabeer 2004). By the early 
2000s girls had overtaken boys at primary and secondary levels, though they 
continued to lag behind at tertiary level.

As noted in Chapter 1, Bangladesh had not merely achieved remarkable 
progress on its social development; despite high levels of absolute poverty, it 
had performed better on these indicators than other ‘comparator’ countries, 
i.e. those with similar or even higher levels of per capita income. Its status 
as ‘positive outlier’ was demonstrated by Asadullah, Savoia and Mahmud 
(2014) using cross-country regression analysis for time-series data between 
1980 and 2010 for between 116 and 1264 low- and middle-income countries. 
They pointed out that, although growth rates in Bangladesh had improved 
after the mid-1990s and income poverty had declined,5 its per capita GDP 
still remained a fraction of the average for other developing countries.6 Nev-
ertheless, it performed better than comparator countries, including India and 
Pakistan (as we also saw in Chapter 1), on a range of social indicators, includ-
ing births per woman and contraceptive prevalence, low-birth weight babies, 
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infant and child mortality, immunisation coverage and primary and second-
ary, but not tertiary, education.

The study also investigated whether some of the common explanations for 
progress on human development could explain the country’s outlier status. 
Here it used data for the period between 1971–75 and 2006–10. The explana-
tions included economic variables (poverty reduction, per capita growth rates, 
levels of external assistance) as well as measures of governance and policy (qual-
ity of governance; investments in social expenditure and infrastructural devel-
opment). None of these held up as explanations of the country’s ‘exceptionality’.

The study confirmed the poor quality of governance in Bangladesh. 
Throughout the study period, Bangladesh performed worse on governance 
indicators than other countries with similar levels of income. In other words, 
it had made social progress in spite of sub-standard governance.

It also found that Bangladesh had a higher incidence of poverty than com-
parator countries throughout this period, but it did note that intensity of pov-
erty had fallen faster since the 1980s. Though progress on social development 
had begun before poverty began to decline, it was possible that the rise in 
per capita income from the 1990s and the decline in the intensity of poverty 
helped to sustain the pace of progress.

The share of expenditure on health and education in the total budget of 
Bangladesh had increased steadily between the early 1980s and the late 1990s, 
but its levels remained lower than other countries as a percentage of GDP. 
Public health spending was 1.82% lower, and education spending 2.1% lower 
than other countries in the 2006–10 period.

Bangladesh was one of the largest recipients of foreign aid among the  
world’s poorest countries, but this did not appear to explain its performance. 
In terms of net official development assistance (ODA) received per capita and 
the share of ODA as a percentage of public expenditure on health, its levels 
were lower than other countries. It also found a decline in aid dependence 
over time, both in per capita terms and as share of the health budget.

Transport and communication infrastructure is considered a factor con-
tributing to health and education outcomes through improved dissemination 
of information, lower transport costs and easier access to social services. But 
Bangladesh had fewer internet users, fewer mobile cellular subscriptions, 
fewer telephone lines per capita and a lower share of paved roads in overall 
mileage than other countries. It did, however, have greater road density (roads 
as percentage of land area), suggesting somewhat higher levels of physical 
connectivity, a factor that proved important in explanations of change.

To sum up, cross-country regression analysis suggested that Bangladesh’s 
success in terms of social achievement did not lend itself to any of the con-
ventional explanations for social development: it was neither growth-led nor  
policy-mediated nor reflective of good governance. It was this apparent failure 
to conform to received explanations of social progress that began to give rise to  
various epithets, such as ‘unlikely success’ (Larson and Mitra 1992), ‘para-
dox’ (Adnan 1998; Chowdhury et al. 2013), ‘puzzle’ (New York Times 20057),  
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‘surprise’ (Devarajan 2005; Mahmud 2008), ‘conundrum’ (World Bank 2006a), 
‘outlier’ (Asadullah, Savoia and Mahmud 2014) and even ‘miracle’8 to describe 
the country’s performance.

Asadullah, Savoia and Mahmud did add a number of caveats to their  
findings. They pointed out that some of the conventional explanations for 
social progress may have been relevant to the Bangladesh case but could not 
be captured by the measures available for use in their cross-country com-
parisons. For instance, the comparison of overall per capita public spending  
on social services did not take account of its composition to distinguish 
expenditures that were more or less pro-poor in their orientation. So, while 
the share of the total budget allocated to health and education in Bangladesh 
was found to be lower than other countries, national estimates found that 
the distribution of benefit from public spending on both health and educa-
tion among households was (weakly) pro-poor, a factor not captured in their 
regression analysis.9

They also could not easily capture the possibility of mutually reinforcing 
interactions between the causal routes through which change occurred nor 
could they capture possible interactions with contextual factors, such as his-
tory, demography, cultural heritage and geography, all of which shaped the 
environment in which development took place.

Explanations of the paradox that were more closely grounded in the specific 
empirical realities of Bangladesh took a different tack. They pointed to the 
role of different actors, the nature of their contributions and the importance 
of collaborations between them. They discussed aspects of the country’s his-
tory and context that were likely to have made change possible or hastened 
its pace. And, finally, they considered possible interactions between various 
causal routes through which change had taken place. I explore these explana-
tions in greater detail in the rest of this chapter.

5.3 Explaining the paradox: the role of institutional actors
One set of explanations revolved around the role of different actors and their 
contribution to the processes of change. The state was ascribed an impor-
tant role in a number of studies, despite its widely recognised limitations. 
The World Bank (2003a), for instance, noted the persistence of poor-quality 
governance in Bangladesh but explained progress in terms of ‘public poli-
cies that have complemented remarkable energy at the grassroots level’ (p.i). 
These policies included sound macro-economic management, innovative 
human development policies through public–private partnerships, an envi-
ronment in which NGOs could expand and reach out to the poor, and efforts 
to empower women and girls. A report by the Overseas Development Insti-
tute (2010) believed that ‘policy continuity’ had made the difference, with 
successive governments consistently adopting and implementing a range of 
pro-poor social policies and programmes.
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The role of development NGOs also featured widely in these explanations. 
As Lewis (2011) points out, variations in how NGOs were defined and the 
plethora of informal and unregistered organisations co-existing alongside 
formal ones made numbers difficult to estimate.10 But Bangladesh was rec-
ognised for its unusually high concentration of NGOs, more per person than 
any other developing country (Adams et al. 2013). The size, outreach and 
activities of the NGO sector distinguished it from other countries at simi-
lar stages of development.11 Their outreach was extensive: between 20% and 
35% of the country’s population was believed to receive some services, usually 
health, education or microcredit, from an NGO (Lewis 2011). The majority of 
these organisations worked with the poor, some with the very poorest.

The important role of donors was also noted. Per capita aid to Bangladesh 
may have been lower on average than other countries at similar levels of 
development, but this estimate did not capture how this aid was used. For 
instance, unlike aid to Pakistan, which was largely military assistance, aid to 
Bangladesh was focused on development (Khan 2014). Apart from funding 
service provision, donor assistance also took the form of institutional sup-
port for both government and NGO services in basic health, education and 
social protection, as well as for advocacy and experimentation in these fields 
(Thornton et al. 2000).

Others pointed to the private sector as an important route for employment 
generation and poverty reduction. Here, Rahman (2006) highlighted the ten-
dency in elite and donor circles to equate the private sector in Bangladesh with 
big business, celebrating in particular the phenomenal growth of the garment 
industry. He suggested that they failed to recognise the broader and longer 
transition through incremental reforms and physical connectivity to the market 
economy that Bangladesh had undergone since the late 1970s, the ‘deepening 
of entrepreneurship that had taken place across micro, meso and macro lev-
els of society’ (p.14). The country was no longer primarily made up of peasant 
farmers but of small, medium and large-scale entrepreneurs in rural and urban 
areas, all of whom had played a part in driving economic progress.

Also relevant in discussions about the role of institutional actors was the 
importance of collaboration between them. This was the pragmatism referred 
to by Amartya Sen in the opening quote to this chapter, the willingness of rul-
ers to forego the pursuit of ideological purity that favoured exclusive reliance 
on either private initiative or the state, and to opt instead for a ‘potent’ mix of 
public, donor, commercial and non-profit providers in the pursuit of public 
goals (Chowdhury et al. 2013). This policy of collaboration helped to com-
pensate for the state’s ‘capacity deficit’ in service delivery, partly a reflection 
of its reluctance to tax its wealthy citizens.12 Donors had played a critical role 
here by providing large amounts of funding to the NGO sector as preferred 
provider in a context where markets in private social services were largely 
missing and by putting pressure on the state to partner with them.

Collaboration between government and the NGO sector, exploiting differ-
ences of comparative advantage, had an important role to play here. It helped 
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the scale and pace of implementation and corrected for official biases towards 
neglected constituencies. Many of the better-known NGOs were characterised 
by their willingness to experiment with low-costs solutions suited to a poor 
population and by their outreach across the country. The state’s subsequent 
adoption of these solutions helped explain the broad-based impacts found in 
Bangladesh, impacts that NGOs could not have achieved on their own.

5.4 Policies that mattered
Explanations of the paradox also singled out a number of policy interventions 
by the actors discussed that were considered to have played an important role 
in the country’s social progress and highlighted what had made them effec-
tive. Some were related directly to the social domain in which the changes had 
occurred; others contributed indirectly.

Explanations also drew attention to key attributes of these policies that 
contributed to their effectiveness: their scale, speed and selectivity (Adams  
et al. 2013). ‘Scale’ referred to the willingness to think about and enact 
polices, on orders of magnitude that corresponded to the magnitude of the 
problem: ‘small might be beautiful’, as Fazle Hasan Abed, the founder of 
BRAC, observed, ‘but big was necessary’ (cited in Hossain 2017, p.19). ‘Speed’ 
referred to the willingness to roll policies out at a pace that reflected the sense 
of urgency that fired efforts to tackle seemingly insurmountable challenges. 
And ‘selectivity’ referred to the deliberate priority given in policies to two 
significant sections of the population that had been overlooked in past devel-
opment efforts: namely, the poor and women.

Population

The predominant thrust of population policy in the early years of Bangladesh, 
dating back to the Pakistan era, had been a top-down, target-driven provi-
sion of a limited range of methods (high-oestrogen pills with negative side 
effects, IUDs and sterilisation) through government health facilities and rural 
dispensaries. Efforts were hampered by the structural bifurcation of the Min-
istry of Health and Family Welfare, with health activities assigned to men and 
family planning efforts to women, both mainly urban-based, and very little 
co-ordination between these parallel organisational structures.

Key to the success in bringing down fertility rates was a new approach to 
the delivery of family planning/mother-child health services which had been 
developed by ICDDR,B (see Chapter 4, Note 8) through experimental trials in 
Matlab starting in 1977. This was taken to scale by the government in 1989. At 
the heart of the new approach was the regular doorstep delivery of contracep-
tive services by trained female family planning workers, an acknowledgement 
of the nature of the cultural constraints that confined women to the home 
(Phillips et al. 1988; Simmons et al. 1988).
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It also expanded the methods on offer: pills, condoms, foam tablets and 
injectable contraceptives were all brought to the doorstep. IUDs were pro-
vided at clinics, but appointments could also be made for home insertions. 
While sterilisation continued to be offered in clinics, the programme incor-
porated an incentive system with payments to women who agreed to the pro-
cedure, to the family planning worker who persuaded the women as well as 
to any individual intermediary who motivated women to come for sterilisa-
tion. Abortion remained illegal except to save the life of the mother, but in 
1979 the government approved the provision of menstrual regulation (MR) 
services as a pragmatic alternative. This used vacuum aspiration to evacuate 
the uterus within the first 12 weeks after a delayed menstruation. It had to 
be provided by more qualified paramedical personnel than family planning 
fieldworkers but, unlike abortion, it could be provided without a pregnancy 
test for the purported health-related objective of ‘washing out the womb’ or 
as an ‘interim method of establishing non-pregnancy’ for a woman at risk of 
pregnancy, whether or not she was pregnant.

Health

The accelerated decline in infant and child mortality that began in the late 
1980s took place in conditions of absolute poverty, lower levels of public 
health expenditure than other countries at similar stages of development and 
a poorly equipped and staffed public healthcare system in rural areas. Pro-
gress on health appeared to have occurred through three key pathways (Alam 
and Bairagi 1997; Kabir, Chowdhury and Amin 1995). One was through 
broad interventions that improved the general health of the population, such 
as access to safe drinking water13 and sanitary latrines. The second consisted 
of low-cost, vertical preventive interventions to deal with common child-
hood diseases, such immunisation programmes and oral rehydration therapy. 
These were favoured by donors as they could be provided even in the absence 
of an established health system, but they also proved to be pro-poor. The third 
pathway consisted of massive publicity and educational campaigns combined 
with door-to-door visits aimed at improving everyday caretaking practices 
within the home, such as boiling drinking water, washing hands after defeca-
tion, and protecting food from flies and dirt. NGOs were important players 
in these pathways, through their own initiatives but also under contract from 
government (Sen, Mujeri and Shahabuddin 2007).

Education

From the early years of nationhood, education had been a domain of social 
policy in which concerns with skills and productivity had co-existed, and 
often clashed, with contestations over different visions of nationhood  
and national identity. These contestations were at their most obvious in two 
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areas of education policy: religious education and the education of girls. Both 
expanded considerably from the 1990s: religious education was supported by 
Middle East aid and Islamic philanthropy, while female education was singled 
out by international donors.

The efforts of military regimes to demonstrate their religious credentials 
saw increased support for religion in education more generally as well as  
for improvements in the quality of state madrassa education. This increased 
the appeal of the state madrassas, removing the perception that they offered 
a second-class education and helping their graduates to enter mainstream 
employment (Bano 2008).

At the same time, female education had become identified in the interna-
tional literature as a catalyst for a variety of positive development outcomes. 
Girls’ education began to assume greater policy importance in Bangladesh. 
The BNP government that that came to power in 1991 put a number of ini-
tiatives in place that increased overall and female education. It launched a 
Food for Education programme in 1993 to provide free monthly rations of 
rice or wheat to poor families, conditional on their children attending pri-
mary school.14 In 1994 it initiated the Female Secondary School Assistance 
Programme,15 described by the World Bank as ‘the world’s vanguard pro-
gram of this type’ (cited in Mahmud 2003, p.3). A stipend and tuition subsidy 
were given to female students on three conditions: they attended school for 
at least 75% of the year, they obtained at least 45% in the final exam, and 
they remained unmarried till the completion of secondary education. A tui-
tion subsidy was also provided to schools in which eligible female students 
enrolled. It covered both secular schools and aleya madrassas that were regis-
tered with the government.

The latter provision saw the number of secondary aleya madrassas for girls 
rise at a phenomenal pace accompanied by the rapid increase in female stu-
dents, from 8% of madrassa students in 1994 to 48% in 2005 (Asadullah and 
Chaudhury 2008). The closing of the gender gap in secondary school enrolment 
noted in the paradox literature was thus partly a product of the increasing num-
ber of girls, particularly those from poorer households, in madrassa education.

The other important actor in the push to educate girls from poorer house-
holds was the NGOs. BRAC had begun experimenting with non-formal 
schools in the 1980s in order to reach children, mainly girls, from poor house-
holds who were either dropping out of primary education or had never been 
enrolled. In the early 1990s, national data showed that only a third of children 
belonging to poorer households were completing primary education. The BNP 
government agreed to allow a number of NGOs to expand their non-formal  
schooling programme as a bridge to government secondary education.

BRAC, along with some other NGOs, became leaders in the field of non-for-
mal primary education, with BRAC alone running over 30,000 schools. They 
experimented with ‘joyful’ child-centred approaches in place of the rote 
learning then widely prevalent: they used well-trained voluntary teachers, 
simple textbooks designed to reflect rural life, continuous evaluation instead 
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of exams, and flexible class times. NGO schools played an important role in 
increasing girls’ school enrolment relative to boys – and in improving their 
test scores (Sukontamarn 2005).

Some five million children graduated from these schools, two-thirds of 
them girls from very poor and disadvantaged families. The majority went on 
to state-run secondary schools.

Safety nets and livelihood ladders

Bangladesh’s safety net programmes were another factor in the pro-poor bias 
of its progress. These sought to both protect and promote livelihood opportu-
nities for the poor, thereby enabling them to invest in the health and welfare 
of their families. The Vulnerable Group Feeding programme, set up after the 
1974 famine to provide wheat transfers to those in need, was subsequently 
transformed in collaboration with BRAC into the Income Generation/ 
Vulnerable Group Development programme, which combined transfers with 
efforts to develop the entrepreneurial capacity of women from the poorest 
households. The Food for Work programme, also put in place in the after-
math of the 1974 famine, became an established programme providing work 
to both women and men in exchange for food during the slack agricultural 
season. CARE’s Rural Maintenance Programme, based on the same princi-
ples, focused on poor women, not only providing wage work in construction 
for a period of four years but combining this with savings mechanisms and 
training for future entrepreneurship.

One of the more radical proposals adopted by the Ershad government was 
the distribution of all khas16 land to the landless. While the more powerful 
sections of the rural elite were able to use to variety of tactics to appropriate 
this land, a number of radical NGOs working with groups of marginal farm-
ers and landless labourers mobilised successfully to register some of this land 
with their members.

But Bangladesh’s microfinance services were probably the most widespread 
and best known of its livelihood interventions. Microfinance began as a pov-
erty-oriented strategy among NGOs, later also adopted by government, but 
over time, as donors began to stress the need for NGOs to become finan-
cially sustainable, programmes became more business-oriented. Membership 
of these programmes grew from 8 million in 1996 to 34.6 million in 2010 
(Khandker and Samad 2014).

There has been considerable debate about the effectiveness of microfinance 
in poverty reduction based on conflicting findings, but a number of longi-
tudinal surveys suggest that it made important overall contributions. One 
long-running survey that followed the same group of borrowers over 20 years 
concluded that continuous participation had made a difference, which var-
ied by gender, to how they had fared: female participation in microfinance 
significantly reduced extreme poverty, boosting household consumption and 
living standards, while male participation was associated with accumulation 
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of assets (Khandker and Samad 2014). Other longitudinal surveys found 
that borrower households had higher per capita income and lower likeli-
hood of falling into poverty and that female borrowing had a positive effect 
on asset accumulation (Razzaque 2010); that access to loans had a positive 
impact on food consumption, self-employment and asset accumulation, more 
so for longer-term participants (Islam 2011); that it had a 19% increase in 
rural employment (Osmani 2015); and that it reduced rural poverty by 28% 
(Mahmud and Osmani 2017).

Gender equality policies

While some of the government’s development policies were directly targeted 
to the reduction of gender disparities, many of its actions on the political and 
legal fronts contributed, somewhat unevenly, to the enabling environment in 
which progress occurred. Since the mid-1970s there had been growing inter-
est in gender and development issues within the international development 
community and both Zia and, after him, Ershad saw the opportunity to signal 
their modernist credentials to the world.

Zia increased reserved seats for women in Parliament from the 15 man-
dated by the previous government to 30 in 1978.17 In 1988, under Ershad, 
one-third of seats in union councils were reserved for women. These were 
initially based on nomination, but in 1997 direct elections were introduced to 
reserved seats at union level.

Successive governments undertook various administrative changes. In 
1976, Zia established a Division for Women’s Affairs in the President’s Secre-
tariat; it was upgraded to the Ministry of Women’s Affairs in 1978, renamed 
the Ministry of Women’s and Children’s Affairs by the Ershad government 
in 1982, integrated with the Ministry of Social Welfare and downgraded to 
departmental status, restored to ministry status by the BNP government in 
the 1990s, and then combined with miscellaneous other groups to form the 
Ministry of Youth, Culture, Mass Media, and Sport.

As Goetz (1995) comments, this highly chequered history of national 
machineries for gender issues was symptomatic of their shifting utility at var-
ious periods in generating international political capital for regimes seeking 
to demonstrate a progressive national image. These gestures were not backed 
by resources. In the early years of Zia’s regime, the Two-Year Approach Plan 
(1978–80) allocated 0.27% of the total budget to women’s concerns (Feldman 
and McCarthy 1982). The Five Year Plan in the early 1990s allocated 1% of the 
total budget to the six ministries that were in any way connected with these 
concerns (McCarthy 1993, p.328).

There was considerable progress on the legal front but frequent gaps 
between formal and substantive change. A 1985 ordinance by Ershad had set 
up family courts at the local level with exclusive jurisdiction to deal with cases 
relating to parental and conjugal rights, thereby expediting their disposal. 
Other legal initiatives put in place by successive governments, very often 
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in response to campaigns carried out by feminist and human rights groups, 
included laws that prohibited the payment of dowry and criminalised vio-
lence against women.

Bangladesh was also active in the international arena. It ratified the UN’s 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) in 1984, although, in deference to Islamic sentiment at 
home and abroad, it retained reservations to four articles on the grounds that 
they were against the sharia.

However, the government adopted the Beijing Platform for Action in 1995 
without any reservations. In 1998, the Ministry of Women’s and Children’s 
Affairs under the AL government drafted a National Development Policy for 
Women to address its obligations in the critical areas identified by the Bei-
jing Platform for Action. These measures ran into Islamic opposition and the 
National Policy was not adopted till 2011 and that too in a very watered-down 
form (Nazneen 2018).

In September 2000, the government of Bangladesh, along with governments 
from 190 other countries, signed the UN’s Millennium Declaration to halve 
world poverty by 2015 and adopted the associated Millennium Development 
Goals. Many of these goals related to dimensions of social development on 
which Bangladesh performed well and it gained an international reputation 
as an MDG success story.18

The government’s various efforts to project a progressive image on the  
international stage through support for the women and development 
agenda were often at odds with attempts to build their Islamic constituency 
(Guhathakurta 1985). Successive regimes were frequently forced to rein in 
these efforts because of the need to placate their Middle East allies abroad 
and their Islamic base at home. These shifts and contradictions within state 
policy were possible because the state generally regarded the issue of women’s 
rights in essentially instrumental terms. At the same time, this ambivalence 
kept open a space for constant engagement between the state and feminist 
organisations – as we note below.

5.5 Context for change: the social composition of the elites
The state has been consistently singled out in explanations of the Bangladesh 
paradox, not only for initiating critical policy interventions but also for the 
continuity of its pro-poor policy commitments, regardless of the regime in 
power. But this begs an important question since, as Hossain (2017) points 
out, it required a degree of political will and policy coherence not typically 
associated with a state with such a poor reputation for governance. I want to  
spell out her attempt to explain this puzzle in some detail because it links  
to my earlier discussion of the country’s history. It also highlights the impor-
tance of the context and culture in which policies are enacted for what they 
are able to achieve.
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Hossain suggests that one of the lessons that the political elites of  
Bangladesh learnt after the terrible famine of 1974, and the deaths of over a 
million people, was that the political legitimacy of those in power in a poor 
country like Bangladesh depended at the very minimum on their ability 
to protect their population from crises in basic subsistence. However, such 
crises were not new to Bangladesh – far from it. As noted in Chapter 2, the 
history of the region was punctuated by periodic, and often calamitous, cri-
ses of various kinds without ever evoking the same degree of response from 
those in power.

So the explanation for the responsiveness of the post-independence elites 
had to be sought in what differentiated them from those who had led the 
country in earlier times. Hossain argues that they were, for the first time  
in the region’s history, drawn from the ranks of the majority of the people of 
the region rather than originating from outside it. That difference on its own 
could have been a sufficient reason why they were more likely to have been 
affected by the scale of the deaths that took place as a result of the famine.

But what also differentiated them was that they did not come from a class 
of people long accustomed to the exercise of power. In fact, Hossain suggests 
that the defining characteristic of the Bangladesh elite may have been that it 
had not been, until very recently, particularly ‘elite’.

National elites tend to be identifiably wealthier, culturally superior, and 
socially and sometimes racially or ethnically distinct from the masses. By 
contrast, the vernacular elite who came to power with independence were 
largely without inherited or culturally distinct status and few had held much 
economic or political power before independence. They constituted an ‘inter-
mediate’ regime, dominated by middle-class professionals, small business-
men and wealthy peasants, rather than landed or large industrial interests  
(Bertocci 1982; Nicholas 1973; Sobhan and Ahmad 1980). They were from 
recent peasant stock, from families who had taken up formal education or 
entered the professions only in the previous generation or so. They continued 
to have ties with extended families in their villages. Compared to groups that 
had ruled the region in the past, and to contemporary elites elsewhere, ‘the 
Bangladeshi national elite was marked less by its distance and difference from 
the masses than by its affinity to them’ (Hossain 2017, p.47).19

The same social history can be found among leading figures in the NGO 
sector and other civil society organisations who provided the ‘remarkable 
energy at the grassroots level’ commented on by the World Bank. As we 
noted in Chapter 3, one of the distinguishing features of the first generation 
of NGOs in Bangladesh was that, unlike many other developing countries, 
they were indigenous organisations, founded and staffed by Bangladeshis 
even if they received assistance from abroad. Their leadership was drawn 
from the same social class as the country’s political elite and they shared the 
ideals of the liberation struggle. This explained why partnerships between 
them could be forged with considerable ease, particularly in the early decades  
after independence.
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However, the NGO sector expanded considerably over time, became far 
more heterogenous and lost some of its radical edge. New organisations 
emerged because of the increased availability of official donor funding, and 
older ones adapted to donor demands to take on service provision roles. As a 
result, by the 1990s, it became possible to differentiate between a mainstream 
NGO sector and a radical subsector (Lewis 2017). Mainstream NGOs varied 
in size from organisations like BRAC and Grameen with millions of mem-
bers to other smaller ones, unknown beyond the area in which they operated 
but also oriented towards service provision. The provision of microfinance 
services increasingly overshadowed other forms of service provision. Some, 
like the Association for Social Advancement (ASA), moved from their earlier 
radical agenda to the provision of minimalist microfinance services geared 
to promoting individual entrepreneurship. Others adopted a more mixed 
approach. Proshika, for instance, sought to combine credit services with 
social mobilisation while BRAC combined it with a programme of legal sup-
port to its women’s groups and training on women’s rights.

The radical subsector, on the other hand, was made up of organisations, like 
Nijera Kori, Samata and Saptagram,20 that eschewed service provision from 
the outset and focused instead on popular education about rights and social 
justice and building the organisational capacity of the poor – men as well as 
women (Lewis 2017). Many of their members were now participating in the 
village shalish or convening their own, some were fielding candidates in local 
elections. They were much smaller than the mainstream NGOs, with the larg-
est among them reporting membership in the hundreds of thousands rather 
than the millions.21

Lewis also included Gonoshasthaya Kendra (GK) in the radical subsector. 
While not a development organisation like the others, it nevertheless made 
major contributions in the field of health. It gained a global reputation for 
its ‘barefoot doctors’, a paramedic health worker programme based on the 
Chinese model; for being the first NGO to recruit female staff and to train its 
female paramedics to ride bicycles to carry out household visits, in defiance 
of social norms; and for the reduction of maternal mortality rates in its pro-
gramme area to levels well below national levels (Chaudhury and Chowdhury 
2007). It also fought a well-publicised struggle to curb the import of non- 
essential drugs. This was bitterly contested by the international pharmaceutical 
companies but it led to the adoption of the Essential Drugs Policy in 1982, 
which improved the local production and availability of essential drugs at 
affordable prices (Chaudhuri 2020).22

Also not part of the development NGO sector, and even smaller in size than 
the radical development NGOs, were a range of mainly urban-based civil 
society organisations that organised around women’s rights (Nazneen 2017a). 
Despite their size, these organisations have nevertheless been able to punch 
above their weight because they concentrated their energies on strategic 
aspects of law and policy that had profound implications for large numbers of 
women in the country. Some, like Kormojibi Nari and Mahila Parishad, were 
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loosely affiliated to left-wing parties, with one focusing on working women 
and the other on promoting women in politics. Others, like Ain-o-Salish 
Kendra (ASK), Bangladesh Legal Aid and Services Trust (BLAST) and the 
National Women Lawyers Association, were legal rights organisations, chal-
lenging discriminatory laws, providing legal training and helping victims of 
injustice to take their cases to court. Then there were feminist activist organi-
sations like Naripokkho, which was particularly active around issues of sexu-
ality and bodily integrity.

Along with the everyday struggles that all these organisations were engaged 
in, they periodically took on issues that brought them into national prom-
inence. For instance, feminist organisations across the political spectrum 
mobilised to keep the issue of violence against women at the forefront of pub-
lic consciousness. It was their efforts that led to the passage of the Cruelty 
to Women (Deterrent Punishment) Ordinance, 1983, the Prevention of Vio-
lence Against Women and Children Act, 1998, and the Domestic Violence 
Act in 2010 (Nazneen 2017b).

Feminist activism often brought these groups into direct conflict with the 
rising forces of Islamic orthodoxy (discussed in greater detail in Chapter 8). 
When Ershad amended the constitution in 1988 to declare Islam the state reli-
gion, Naripokkho activists took legal action against him on the grounds that 
the amendment marginalised minority religious groups and paved the way 
to undermine women’s rights. He was toppled from power in 1990 before the 
case could be heard.23 I noted earlier the government’s decision to withhold 
ratification of four articles of CEDAW in deference to Islamic sentiment at 
home and abroad. Women’s organisations also lobbied hard against this deci-
sion and in 1997 they succeeded in getting the state to withdraw reservations 
to two of these articles.

Legal organisations have been in the forefront of the fight to replace per-
sonal religious laws with a Uniform Civil Code that would make all women 
in Bangladesh, regardless of their religion, equal citizens in the eyes of the 
law (Pereira, Shahnaz and Hossain 2019). They have faced opposition from 
men from Islamist groups as well as from religious minority groups because  
it threatened male privileges upheld by their respective religions. BLAST 
mobilised against the use of fatwas by rural clergy seeking to police the behav-
iour of poorer rural women (see Chapter 8). In 2001, it succeeded in get-
ting the High Court of Bangladesh to rule that fatwas could not overrule the  
law of the land but the Supreme Court stayed the operation of the verdict for 
fear of the Islamic backlash.

5.6 Interconnected processes of change
One other important dimension of social change that is not easily captured 
through econometric approaches is the mutually reinforcing nature of causal 
processes, the synergies between them and their interactions with the wider 
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context. I will be investigating these processes in greater depth in the rest of 
the book, but I want to touch here on some of the hypotheses put forward  
in the paradox literature about how these interactions might have worked in 
the Bangladesh context.

Mahmud (2008) suggests that positive synergies and mutual feedback 
mechanisms between key social policies were likely to have been considerable 
because of the scale, and speed at which they were rolled out. Scale and speed 
would have been helped by the decision of the government to collaborate with 
NGOs that were engaged in service provision with considerable outreach to 
poorer populations. Density of settlements would have made outreach easier.

The sequence of interventions was also significant in that the establishment 
of certain prior conditions increased the likelihood of other forms of change. 
For instance, Bangladesh’s demographic transition took place at unexpectedly 
low levels of income and education and, very unusually, before a discernible 
decline in infant and child mortality, generally seen as a precondition for fertil-
ity decline (Cleland et al. 1994). While the decline in fertility occurred because 
of the innovative nature of the family planning programme, it allowed the pop-
ulation to respond more rapidly to interventions intended to reduce infant and 
child mortality – and increase children’s education – than would have been the 
case if families had continued to have large numbers of children.

Mahmud also draws on a version of the individual bargaining model 
outlined in Chapter 1. While declines in fertility and child mortality in 
 Bangladesh took place before the rise in female education and employment, 
he suggests that it was possible that, once these began to rise, they led to an 
increase in women’s bargaining power, which in turn expedited the speed of 
the transition to lower fertility and greater investments in children’s welfare 
and education. In as much as women bore primary responsibility for the care 
of children and the family, it was plausible to argue that they would use an 
increase in their bargaining power in this way.

The increased connectivity between people and places as a result of accel-
erated rural infrastructure development was highlighted as an important 
contextual factor in promoting both synergies and spillover effects (Mahmud 
2008; Sen, Mujeri and Shahabuddin 2007). Earlier I discussed its role in 
linking markets, diversifying livelihoods, deepening entrepreneurship, all of 
which led to a reduction in poverty levels (Ahmed and Hossain 1990; Khand-
ker, Shahidur and Koolwal 2009). The spread of cellular mobile phones also 
had a major impact on rural markets: according to Murshid (2022), 80% of 
traders interviewed in 2008 had access to mobile phones enabling them to 
talk to clients readily and place orders over the phone without the need for 
face-to-face exchange.

But, beyond the impact on markets, improved connectivity also served to 
promote the mobility of people, ideas and attitudes. Rural electrification was 
found to be associated with increased adoption of family planning, while ease 
of access to health facilities increased the overall health of the population and 
reduced gender differentials (Ahmed and Hossain 1990). Proximity to paved 
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(all-weather) roads increased the likelihood of secondary school enrolment 
for both boys and, to a greater extent, girls (Khandker, Shahidur and Kool-
wal 2009). Infrastructure development also influenced the kinds of school-
ing selected. Asadullah and Chaudhury (2016) found that parents were more 
likely to send their children to government schools than madrassas if they 
were in, or close to, urban areas, if their households had electricity and if their 
village had an NGO presence and satellite dish connection.

Finally, it has been argued that the relative homogeneity of the popula-
tion was an important factor in enabling the rapidity with which ideas and 
interventions spread across the country. Local elites were not so detached or 
distant from the poor people they were supposed to serve that they could 
routinely afford to neglect them (Hossain 2017). The spread of opportunities 
and the chances of upward mobility were less constrained in Bangladesh by 
class, ethnicity or other social barriers (Mahmud 2008). If everyone, even the 
very poorest, saw a chance of escaping poverty, people were more likely to 
be proactive in their response to new economic opportunities. This, argues 
Mahmud, was an important reason why even poor families strove to send 
their children to school, despite the sacrifices it entailed.

But it is important to pause here and note that the pace of social progress 
has not been uniform – there have been systematic exclusions. These repre-
sent the country’s achievement failures. Poverty remained a major factor in 
explaining who was left behind, but exclusions have been particularly con-
centrated among those at the intersection of poverty with the discriminations 
associated with devalued identities and disadvantaged locations. Populations 
in the poor coastal areas and urban slums as well as indigenous minorities in 
the Chittagong Hill Tracts lag behind in the country’s health progress (Adams 
et al. 2013). The expansion of the primary schooling system has also been slow 
to reach children in the more remote locations such as the Chittagong Hill 
Tracts, the tea plantations in the east, and flood-prone districts (Sen and Ali 
2009). Children from minority ethnic as well as non-Muslim groups have also 
been poorly served by the educational system in general but they are excluded 
by definition from the expanding madrassa system (Chowdhury et al. 2013).

I concluded the last chapter by examining evidence that suggested that the 
growing insecurity of people’s lives led to a change in their habitus as they 
realised that practices that they had relied on in the past might no longer be 
viable in the future. It led men to give up their centuries-old attachment to the 
land as a source of livelihood and a way of life, to find alternative livelihoods 
in new and unfamiliar activities. It led women to realise that the patriarchal 
bargain that had been their main source of security over the course of their 
lives could no longer be relied on, that they would have to find other ways of 
securing their survival.

These studies were written in a period when the future did not appear to 
hold out much hope. Not surprisingly, the unexpected progress that began  
to appear in the literature not soon after gave rise to a more positive mood 
within the research community, a greater willingness to look beyond 
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conventional explanations. For instance, since it seemed unlikely that this 
broad-based progress could be attributed to any single policy intervention, 
Alam and Bairagi (1997) wondered if ‘something much larger’, ‘some socio- 
cultural changes in the country’ had been at work:

Perhaps a silent revolution, big or small, improving the status  
of women and female children took place in Bangladesh as a result of  
different actions taken by the government and non-governmental 
organizations. (p.216)

As the rest of the book will argue, some kind of revolution had indeed been 
taking place, a revolution that went beyond visible changes in the policy envi-
ronment to a ‘silent revolution’ in how people thought about their lives, in the 
collective habitus. Let me conclude this chapter with a quote from Rahman 
(2006) that exemplifies this optimistic prognosis of the country’s prospects. 
Like those quoted at the end of the last chapter, he also believes that a trans-
formation took place in the collective consciousness, but it was a far more 
upbeat account of the transformation. It suggested the continuing evolution of 
dispositions and capabilities that were partly rooted in past struggles with an 
uncertain environment but that also looked forward to a future that seemed 
to hold the promise of expanded possibilities for women as well as men:

Perhaps the over-riding story of Bangladesh is one not found in the 
statistics at all. The poor of Bangladesh have undergone something 
of a personality revolution and become more assertive, pro-active 
towards opportunities, clearer on life goals. This has not happened 
in a day. The egalitarian and democratic aspirations which under-
pinned the attainment of independence, a resilient outlook born 
of a continuous struggle with the vagaries of nature, the demon-
stration effect of mobility and livelihood opportunities, the return 
of competitive politics, all have played their role. The social real-
ity may not have lost its oppressive features, but the poor men and 
women of rural and urban Bangladesh are new protagonists on the 
scene and societal outcomes are very much open. (p.16)

Notes
 1 Remittances accounted for 0.76% of Bangladesh’s GDP in 1976 and rose 

to a maximum of 10.59% in 2012. It averaged 4.6% over this period 
(https://www.theglobaleconomy.com/download-data.php). 

 2 The Multi Fibre Arrangement was signed in 1974 by the USA, Canada 
and a number of European countries as a short-term measure to  
‘facilitate’ the process of trade liberalisation by allowing signatory 
countries time to make an orderly adjustment to rising imports from 

https://www.theglobaleconomy.com/download-data.php
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the fast-growing East Asian economies. It turned into a longer-term 
measure, which was renewed every four years on increasingly restrictive 
terms until it was finally phased out in 2005. Under the MFA’s ‘anti-surge’ 
clause, signatory countries were allowed to impose quotas on items 
imported from another country if the annual rate of growth in imports 
in these items exceeded 6% a year. However, in recognition of their 
particular development needs, the MFA allowed exemption from these 
quotas for imports from poorer developing countries. One of these was 
Bangladesh, which had no garment industry at the time and hence posed 
no threat to the US. But the rapid subsequent rate of growth of the Bang-
ladesh garment industry, albeit from a base of zero, led to the imposition 
of quotas by France, the UK, the US and Canada in 1985. A campaign 
against the quotas in Bangladesh and elsewhere led to the lifting of the 
quotas by the UK and France in 1986, but they were retained in the US 
and Canada (Kabeer 2019). 

 3 In 1970, a year before Bangladesh’s independence, girls made up 32% of 
total enrolment in primary schools and just 18% in secondary schools. 

 4 Depending on data availability.
 5 From 70% in the early 1970s to 50% in the mid-1990s to 40% by the  

mid-2000s.
 6 Its real per capita GDP in 2009 was $1,397, compared to $2,353 for  

Pakistan, $3,238 for India and $5,526 for developing countries as a 
whole. The trend growth between 1960 and 1971 had been 0.5% per year. 
This had increased to 2.4% in the first half of the 1990s and 5.5% in the 
second half (BIDS 2001). As fertility declined, economic growth rates 
began to outstrip population growth rates so that per capita GDP grew 
from 1.6% per annum in the 1980s to 3% per annum in the 1990s. 

 7 See: https://www.nytimes.com/2005/05/07/opinion/philip-bowring-the 
-puzzle-of-bangladesh.html 

 8 See: https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/bangladesh 
-economic-miracle-outperforming-india-and-pakistan-by-arvind 
-subramanian-2021-06 and also Sawada, Mahmud and Kitano (2018).

 9 The health subsidy of public spending represented 1.45% of the average per 
capita expenditures of the poor and 0.8% the non-poor (World Bank 2003b). 

 10 Estimates cited in Lewis ranged from between 22,000, according to 
DFID and 206,000, according to the World Bank. According to the NGO 
Affairs Bureau, around 1,925 NGOs, most of them among the better 
known, received foreign funds.

 11 Some of its better-known NGOs were very large indeed. Membership 
of the four biggest NGOs was 5.2 million (Grameen Bank), 5.1 million 

https://www.nytimes.com/2005/05/07/opinion/philip-bowring-the-puzzle-of-bangladesh.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2005/05/07/opinion/philip-bowring-the-puzzle-of-bangladesh.html
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/bangladesh-economic-miracle-outperforming-india-and-pakistan-by-arvind-subramanian-2021-06
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/bangladesh-economic-miracle-outperforming-india-and-pakistan-by-arvind-subramanian-2021-06
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/bangladesh-economic-miracle-outperforming-india-and-pakistan-by-arvind-subramanian-2021-06
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(BRAC), 5.7 million (ASA) and 1.9 million (Proshika) (World Bank 
2006a; 2005 figures). 

 12 The tax on agricultural land in Bangladesh was described as no more than 
a ‘filing fee for annual ownership records’, providing very little revenue for 
the government (Skinner 1991, p.505). A more recent study notes that the 
tax-to-GDP ratio in Bangladesh is one of the lowest in the world: 8.6% 
compared to averages of 17–18% for developing countries (Ahmed 2023).

 13 Access to safe drinking water registered considerable progress from the 
1980s but in the second half of the 1990s, it encountered a significant 
setback when the haste to achieve goals led to failure to do proper testing 
of ground water and to the emergence of arsenic as a major health hazard 
in the second half of the 1990s. 

 14 It was later monetised and became the Government’s Primary Education 
Stipend Programme.

 15 The stipend was initially provided for lower secondary education  
(grades 6–10) and later extended to higher level. The programme was 
also expanded by the AL to reach boys from poor backgrounds. 

 16 Unused government-owned land. 
 17 When this provision lapsed in 2001 it was extended and later increased 

to 50 seats (Nazneen and Masud 2017).
 18 See: https://dailyasianage.com/news/6356/mdg-achievement--a-story 

-of-success 
 19 The responsiveness of the political elite to the subsistence needs of the 

poor, regardless of which section of it was in power, may explain why 
successive surveys have found a surprising degree of trust on the part of 
poor people towards governments that they themselves might recognise 
as corrupt and inefficient (Hossain 2008).

 20 The full name of Saptagram was Saptagram Nari Swanirvar Parishad 
but it is generally referred to as Saptagram. The full name for Samata is 
Samata Samaj Samity. 

 21 Nijera Kori, for instance, reported 275,700 members in its 2007–08 
annual report. Saptagram at its height had just 26,000 members. 

 22 See also https://rightlivelihood.org/the-change-makers/find-a-laureate 
/zafrullah-chowdhury-gonoshasthaya-kendra 

 23 The case finally made it to Bangladesh’s High Court in 2016, where it  
was rejected (https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/3/28/bangladesh 
-court-upholds-islam-as-religion-of-the-state). However, the provision 
for secularism was restored in 2011. The constitution thus designates 
Islam as the state religion but upholds the principle of secularism. 

https://dailyasianage.com/news/6356/mdg-achievement--a-story-of-success
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6. ‘My children have a future’: fate, family 
planning and the capacity to aspire

[Our mothers] were only busy with husking, boiling of paddy, cooking, 
and other household duties. They used to give birth to many children, 
but they did not care very much about their children, where they were 
going or not, what they were eating. (cited in Simmons 1996, p.256)

Many people are now using family planning to reduce their number 
of children, because it is not possible to rear a lot of children as it 
was in the past. Having few children and bringing them up nicely is 
much better than having many children not brought up well. (cited in 
Caldwell and Khuda 2000, p.245).

Academic research during the ‘basket case’ years was largely attuned to con-
tinuities in long-standing structures of power. Few sought out the meanings 
and motivations of the people whose behaviour was under study and hence 
few recognised the seeds of change that these might contain. A somewhat 
different picture emerged from research that ‘talked’ to its subjects. People 
came to life, spoke of their beliefs, aspirations and fears, and shed light on 
what led them to abide by certain rules and norms, as well as the tensions 
they experienced when their own desires took them in a different direction. 
It is through these ‘emic’ narratives that we can better understand how the 
changing circumstances of people’s lives gave rise to ground-level changes in 
entrenched social practices such as those examined in this chapter, practices 
relating to bearing and caring for children.

The idea of the ‘quality–quantity’ trade-off in reproductive preferences 
comes from neoclassical household economics and refers to the choice that 
parents face between stretching limited resources across large numbers of 
children or having fewer children and investing more resources in each child 
(Becker 1981). Montgomery (1999) draws on this idea to offer a conceptual 
schema of how different stages in the process of demographic transition 
might embody different kinds of interactions between the objective possibil-
ities for agency that they opened up and subjective changes in how parents 
saw their reproductive options. He suggests that, when mortality rates were 
extremely high and the survival chances of children uncertain, parental atti-
tudes towards fertility were likely to be characterised by fatalistic attitudes: it 
was beyond human control; it was the will of God. Such responses could be 
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interpreted as a rational stance in the face of pervasive uncertainty: if families 
had no way of predicting how many children would survive to adulthood, 
having as many children as God allowed was a means of maximising the 
chances that some of them might.

As health levels rose in the course of broad processes of economic develop-
ment, and improvements in children’s survival chances filtered into parents’ 
consciousness, they were likely to become more open to the idea that greater 
care on their part could keep their children alive, not necessarily by helping 
them survive serious illness but perhaps through the kind of foresight that 
prevented accident or illness occurring in the first place and stopped minor 
illnesses turning into major ones (Caldwell 1996, p.613).

With the increasing likelihood of child survival over time, a different kind 
of agency became possible, ‘one that involve[d] forward-looking strategies 
that play[ed] out over longer time horizons’ (Montgomery 1999, p.12). Since 
the reduction in child mortality diminished the insurance rationale for high 
fertility, parents would begin to consider the possibility of taking action to 
reduce the number of births they had, rather than leaving it to chance or 
divine will. Initially, they would have adopted traditional methods of birth 
control, but, as more effective modern methods became available, the pace of 
fertility decline would have sped up. Moreover, modern methods would have 
brought an aspect of reproductive behaviour previously considered part of the 
realm of doxa, beyond the realm of human control, into the domain of con-
scious choice, of ‘thinkability’ (Mita and Simmons 1995, p.7). And, as parents 
began to look beyond the present, they would become willing to devote more 
resources to each child to prepare them for a future that they were now able  
to imagine. These shifts in shared worldview, the emergence of a forward- 
looking ‘capacity to aspire’ (Appadurai 2004) in the light of emerging possibil-
ities, represented a profound change in the individual and collective habitus.

The process of demographic transition that took place in Bangladesh did 
not conform precisely to this model. Fertility declined before major declines 
in child mortality had taken place, in a society that remained ‘predomi-
nantly conservative, traditional and agrarian’ (Cleland et al. 1994, p.1) and 
within a fairly compressed period of time.1 One result of this was that it was 
possible to collect personal narratives about childbearing behaviour from 
people who had borne their children at different stages of this demographic 
transition. These narratives suggested that the transition in Bangladesh had 
indeed been accompanied by a transition in the collective habitus, but that 
it was not the result of the long-drawn out, structural transformation of 
society predicted by classic demographic transition theory but to a great 
extent the consequence of deliberate policy efforts to make it happen. In this 
chapter, I want to draw on these narratives to tease out in more detail how 
these policies acted on, and helped to transform, the meanings, motivations 
and practices associated with bearing and caring for children in a context in 
which the reproductive belief system had long been characterised as stub-
bornly resistant to change.
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6.1 The quantity–quality transition: controlling births
Signs of change in reproductive preferences

When Betsy Hartman and Jim Boyce went to do fieldwork in the village  
of Katni in 1974, most villagers they spoke to subscribed to fatalistic  
views about fertility: ‘What can we do? It is Allah’s will’ (p.116). But infor-
mation about modern forms of contraception was trickling in. A few years 
earlier, a wandering pot-seller had told villagers about a strange new pill that 
prevented pregnancy. Sometime later, a woman had passed through the vil-
lage selling these pills at 20 times their price in town. She claimed they had 
miraculous powers but did not offer any instructions about their use. A few 
daring women purchased the pills but had no idea what to do with them.

The village mullah heard about the pill and condemned it as sinful. Village 
elders refused to believe it was humanly possible to control fertility but said 
that, even if it was, it went against the will of God. But not everyone in the 
village was equally hostile. Families who could not feed their children, who 
left them to glean the fields or collect fruit that had fallen on the ground, 
were open to its possibilities. So too were young men for whom population 
pressure had clearly demonstrable consequences: they would inherit less land 
than their fathers had and their children would inherit even less.

But the greatest interest was expressed by women in the village who knew 
only too well the toll that that continuous childbearing took on their bodies 
and lives. Older women, like Anis’s mother, lamented that they were tired of 
having children and dreaded the thought of yet another pregnancy: ‘My hair 
is getting thinner and my teeth are falling out … My body is weak. If I have 
another child, it will ruin me’ (p.116). Younger women were also exhausted. 
Moni’s wife was only in her early thirties but had 11 children, the last two 
separated by less than a year. To breastfeed the newborn, she had weaned the 
other baby, who was now thin and sickly. She was desperate:

I have had so many children I don’t know what to do. This little one 
is sick and cries all the time – she’ll never be healthy. Sometimes  
I want to end her life, but how can a mother kill her child? They say 
Allah gives children and taking the pill is a sin. Even so, I want to 
try them. (p.116)

These women would question Betsy about contraception out of earshot of their 
husbands: ‘What is it? How does it work? Is it a sin?’ (p.116). The couple’s efforts 
to help them provide a telling sketch of the state of family planning services  
at the time. They went to a government family planning office in the nearest 
town to see what help was available. In response to the request by the ‘foreign’ 
couple, two young women were sent to the village. Mothers were summoned, 
lectured about birth control, promised IUDs and pills – but the women did not 
return. The couple made a second visit. Two more women arrived, distributed 
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pills and informed villagers about the availability of the IUD and sterilisation in 
government clinics. A few women started using the pill provided by the visitors, 
but their supplies ran out and they were too shy to ask their husbands to pur-
chase fresh supplies from the town. Efforts came to a halt.

We catch other glimpses of the nascent changes in beliefs and attitudes 
about fertility that was under way in the study cited in Chapter 4 by Maloney, 
Aziz and Sarker (1981). While the overwhelming response to questions about 
desired fertility repeated the familiar fatalism and submission to the will of 
God, these responses also included ambiguities and contradictions, stirrings 
of change below the surface. For example, while over 80% of survey respond-
ents agreed that the number of children depended on God, a sizeable percent-
age of this group were clear that they did not want any more children, with 
women more likely to express this view than men. This apparent inconsist-
ency could be seen to reflect the gap between the possible and the desirable.

Limited access to contraception meant that the number of births could indeed 
be said to depend on God. But dependence on God was not seen to rule out the  
possibility of action by people in what they believed to be in their interest.  
The inconsistencies in responses therefore suggested that, for many of those 
questioned, the belief that smaller families were in their best interest was begin-
ning to take shape.2 Among those who still wanted more children, the single 
most important reason – and this was more frequently stated by women than by 
men – was the desire for sons. Those without a surviving son were more likely 
than those without a surviving daughter to say they wanted more children, but 
the percentages went down with each surviving son or daughter.

From fatalism to fertility control

These studies were carried out in the 1970s, when contraceptive prevalence 
among married women was less than 5% (Cleland et al. 1994). It had risen 
to 25% by the mid-1980s and to 40% in 1991. A number of qualitative stud-
ies carried out in the early 1990s explored the motivations behind this turn 
to birth control by ‘the first generation to control family size’ (Caldwell and 
Khuda 2000).

These studies suggest that individual rationales for limiting family size were 
embedded within broader stories of social change. One set of stories related 
to the growing pressure of population on a limited resource base, the steadily 
declining size and growing fragmentation of farms over successive genera-
tions, rising landlessness and scarcity of work: ‘they cannot get jobs so they 
fall into drug use and criminal behaviour’ (Caldwell and Khuda 2000, p.246). 
Contrary to the predictions of demographic transition theory, it was poverty 
rather than prosperity that led to the onset of fertility decline.3

A 25-year-old woman echoed the point that young men had made a decade 
earlier about the consequences of population pressure on land: her father-in-
law had not had to face hardship because he had inherited 16 acres, but, when 
his land was divided, her husband and his seven brothers received just two 
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acres, too little to support their families through farming. A poor sharecropper 
explained that he and his wife had decided to limit their family size after observ-
ing his older brother’s nine children, who could be seen wandering around the  
village with plates in their hands: ‘He has sold almost all of his share of  
the family land and his children are as miserable as beggars. Everyone scorns 
him’ (Schuler et al. 1996a, p.68). And in one of the quotes at the start of this 
chapter a 30-year-old woman spoke of what it had meant to grow up in a large 
family in which mothers were too busy to pay much attention to their children.

Another set of stories related to rising aspirations. Not everyone could hope 
to purchase a Japanese motorbike like the landlord in Katni, but everyone 
could hope to eat better food and to live in better housing. The route to a bet-
ter life was seen to lie in the new livelihood opportunities emerging outside 
agriculture, the most coveted being government jobs. But demand for these 
jobs far outstripped their availability, required the payment of bribes or useful 
connections, and were largely confined to men with educational qualifica-
tions. So, while sons continued to be valued for their potential to help fam-
ilies improve their living standards, education was becoming an important 
precondition, adding to the cost of bringing up children. The explanation for 
the spread of family planning offered by the 50-year-old woman quoted at the 
start of the chapter essentially summed up the quality–quantity trade-off as it 
played out around her: having fewer children and bringing them up well was 
preferable to having many children who could not be looked after.

Recognition of the advantages of small families did not translate instan-
taneously into the adoption of contraception. The doorstep delivery of con-
traceptive services was a major improvement on the services offered in the 
past, but it still represented an intrusion into the most intimate aspects of 
human relationships, aspects that continued to be governed by powerful 
social norms. Not surprisingly, it encountered a great deal of hostility, resist-
ance and ambivalence.

There were denunciations of the family planning programme by religious 
leaders who preached hell and damnation for women who promoted or 
accepted family planning. Wealthy families refused to hire women who had 
been sterilised because they did not want their food cooked by someone who 
had interfered with the will of God (Schuler et al. 1996a). Conflicting views on 
contraception were expressed by women within rural communities, although 
the positions taken did not always divide neatly between those who opposed 
it on religious grounds and those who were willing to defy or reinterpret reli-
gious norms to adopt it (Caldwell and Khuda 2000). There was contradic-
tion and ambivalence on both sides. There were women whose resistance to 
contraception was based not on religion but on fear and anxiety about new, 
unfamiliar technologies, exacerbated by accounts of very real and alarming 
side effects.4 There was the case of the woman who refused to use contracep-
tion on religious grounds but prayed to God every day not to send her any 
more children and then asked to be forgiven for such a prayer. Others who 
considered themselves good Muslims expressed a kind of moral relativism to 
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argue for family planning, the need to balance the ‘sin’ of family planning with 
their responsibility for the welfare of the family (Caldwell and Khuda 2000).

The interviews also suggested a degree of flexibility in the interpretation of 
religious injunctions. The earlier traditional methods, like abstinence or with-
drawal, had gone largely unremarked by religious authorities because, as one 
husband explained, they did not introduce anything artificial into the body or 
interfere with its normal functioning. With modern methods, this was una-
voidable, but as the concept of family planning began to take hold in the local 
culture, distinctions began to be made between different methods.

Temporary methods were generally viewed as more acceptable because 
they merely postponed births rather than eliminating their possibility. More-
over, the pill was already a familiar form of medicine for various ailments. 
There was hostility to the IUD because it entailed insertion of an object into 
women’s bodies. There was greater hostility to abortion as a direct challenge 
to God’s will since the foetus had already been created. Menstrual regulation 
did not attract the same opprobrium since it had to be carried out early in  
the pregnancy and was seen as ‘washing out the womb’ for health reasons. The 
greatest hostility was reserved for sterilisation because it terminated women’s 
procreative capacity, overstepping what was permitted to human beings.

Co-operation and conflict within the household

While one set of contestations over the idea and practice of family planning 
was carried out at the community level, another took place within the domes-
tic domain. The need to secure their status within their marriage, the fear of 
‘patriarchal risk’, still provided women with a powerful incentive to produce 
sons, but they were also aware that it was their bodies that bore the costs of 
early, frequent and prolonged childbearing. Studies carried out during this 
period showed that conflicts within the family most often pitted younger mar-
ried women against those in authority within the family.

Women had not been enthusiastic about traditional methods of contracep-
tion not only because they were not reliable but also because they required 
men to co-operate – and many did not. As one woman put it, men ‘do not 
leave women alone’ (Caldwell and Khuda 2000, p.244). They were now being 
offered forms of birth control that did not have these disadvantages.

But the actions of those receptive to the new technologies depended a great 
deal on the responses of family members, their husbands in particular, but 
also their in-laws. Many received such support: indeed, without family co- 
operation, it is unlikely that contraceptive prevalence would have risen so fast. 
There were many husbands who, as primary breadwinners, were well aware 
of the difficulties of supporting a large family. There were many mothers-in-
law, particularly those who had interacted with family planning workers, who 
were favourably disposed towards contraception because they could see the 
rationale for it. But such support was not always forthcoming. There were hus-
bands who forbade it, extended families who issued threats: ‘My father-in-law 
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and mother-in-law were completely against such methods. They told me that 
I would have to leave their house if I used a family planning method’ (Schuler 
et al. 1996a, p.70). In the face of such opposition, responses varied.

When women responded with open defiance, it tended to be confined to 
defiance of elders in the family. Both Simmons (1996) and Balk (1997) note 
that there appeared to be a transition in progress by the 1980s in the influ-
ence exercised by the older generation. Women who lived with their in-laws 
generally had less decision-making authority than those who did not, but, as 
long as women had the support of their husbands, they were willing to over-
ride the wishes of the elders, sometimes concealing what they were doing, 
often with the collusion of husbands. One 24-year-old had been warned by 
her mother that she was ‘killing babies’ by using the pill, while her mother-
in-law warned her she was poisoning her insides. She went ahead anyway 
because she believed having fewer children would allow her to look after her 
family properly and ‘also, many other people were practising family planning’ 
(Caldwell and Khuda 2000, p.243).

Far fewer were willing to openly defy husbands whose presence and sup-
port continued to define their lives. One pleaded in vain with her husband 
to let her go for sterilisation, telling him of her anguish when she heard her 
children cry because he had not earned enough money and she could not feed 
them. Others were cowed by husbands’ threats to ban them from the house 
or to refuse to pay for any medical treatment needed in case of possible side 
effects (Schuler et al. 1996a; Caldwell and Khuda 2000).

Not all women gave in to family pressure. Their accounts tell us about the 
kinds of agency they sought to exercise in the face of opposition. Some relied 
on argument and persuasion. One told her husband that she had to take the 
pill because it was she who suffered, not him. Another resorted to the moral 
balancing act referred to earlier: ‘Family planning is sinful but not to practice 
would also be sinful, because a woman is ultimately responsible for her fam-
ily’s welfare and family planning is essential for this’ (Caldwell and Khuda 
2000, p.243).

Others resorted to clandestine defiance. Among the 104 women inter-
viewed by Schuler et al. (1996a), 21 had adopted, or said that they were willing 
to adopt, contraception without letting their husbands and families know. In 
their cases, preferences with regard to method was less about compatibility 
with religious norms and more about potential for concealment. They spoke 
of possibilities for secrecy associated with readily available pregnancy termi-
nation methods such as herbs, roots and oral contraceptive pills. Injectables 
had the advantage that they could be administered secretly. A 41-year-old 
woman had an IUD inserted without her husband’s knowledge:

I did not discuss it with my husband because he doesn’t approve. 
He asked me why I did not get pregnant, and I replied ‘I don’t think 
I will ever conceive again. You have become old.’ [After that] my 
husband did not ask any more. (Schuler et al. 1996a, p.73)



128 RENEGOTIATING PATRIARCHY

These women believed that they were justified in disregarding husbands on 
this matter:

Committing a small misdeed to postpone childbirth and to keep 
the family small is not something to feel guilty about. It will bring 
happiness and peace to the family. (Schuler et al. 1996a, p.73)

Most accepted that husbands were likely to find out sooner or later but were 
willing to take the risk because they were convinced that husbands could 
either be persuaded or that their opposition would weaken over time.

But of course this strategy could carry costs. One of the women interviewed 
by Schuler et al. (1996a) had told her family she was visiting a relative but had 
gone for sterilisation instead. When her husband found out, he was furious. 
He informed the rest of the family and they ostracised her: they refused to eat 
food she had cooked or let her near them. She decided she would work as an 
intermediary for a sterilisation clinic to earn some money of her own. Her 
earnings seemed to soften her husband’s attitude towards her but the rest of 
the family remained adamant and arranged a shalish to pronounce a verdict 
on her behaviour. She attended it, informed its members that she had not 
done anything that was against the law of the land, and left before the pro-
ceedings were over.

Her story makes a number of important points. It testifies to the despera-
tion of women who were willing to go against the wishes of those in authority 
in their families, including their husbands, to bring childbearing to a halt. The 
fact that her husband’s anger dissipated when she started to bring home an 
income (even though it was earned by taking other women to the clinic for 
sterilisation) spoke of a certain degree of pragmatism on his part. Her deci-
sion to stand up to the shalish by invoking the law of the land suggested that 
women were looking to the state as an alternative source of authority to that 
of community elders – though it is likely that her husband’s support bolstered 
her courage. The willingness to defy those in authority within the household 
and community by other women in the study suggests a further point. Rela-
tions of power within households were not absolute, despite their portrayal in 
the literature. Women had their own ways of getting around them and, even 
when they were penalised, seemed willing to wait it out in the expectation that 
anger would subside over time.

While the family planning programme had made it possible for many 
women to realise their reproductive preferences, this was most often the  
case when their preferences were aligned with the priorities of the programme. 
Those who went to the clinic to ask for IUD insertion were treated well. Those 
who went for an IUD removal reported harsh treatment. IUDs were inserted 
during menstrual regulation procedures without their knowledge; menstrual 
regulation was often made conditional on the acceptance of an IUD; false 
claims were made that IUDs had been removed as requested; pressure was 
exerted to keep an IUD in despite side effects (Schuler and Hossain 1998).
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The reality, of course, is that the family planning programme was never 
concerned with women’s reproductive preferences but with population con-
trol. While the earlier single-minded focus on sterilisation had given way to 
a broad range of contraceptive options, the government had its own order of 
preferences. Sterilisation remained its preferred option because it was irre-
versible, hence the incentives offered (Hartmann and Standing 1985). It was 
followed by other methods, such as the IUD and injectables, that could not 
be easily reversed at the discretion of women. The pill was regarded as least 
reliable – although it was the most widely accepted by the better off.

‘Spreading and rooting’: the dissemination of family planning

While the growing acceptance of family planning methods on the part of 
women and families was a response to challenges and opportunities asso-
ciated with the changing environment, the rapid pace at which it occurred 
is unlikely to have happened if it had been left entirely to their individual 
agency. But the urgency attached to population control by the government 
and donor community meant that they were not content with merely ensur-
ing the effective supply of modern technologies to those who wanted it; they 
were also determined to create new demand and to construct an environment 
that made that demand socially acceptable.

Findings from the early years of the new approach, when efforts were being 
made to incorporate it into the government system, offer very positive assess-
ments (Simmons, Mita and Koenig 1992). This was a period when the pro-
gramme was being closely supervised and monitored as part of the ongoing 
experiment. There was no guarantee that the same quality of services would, 
or could, be maintained as the programme was rolled out on a national scale. 
But these early findings are important because they cast light on what it was 
about the programme that allowed the idea of family planning to put down 
sufficiently deep roots that it continued to flourish as the programme went to 
scale. It also continued to flourish when, in the late 1990s, the government 
reduced door-to-door contraceptive delivery in favour of service provision 
through clinics, satellite clinics and rural village depots. The idea of small 
families had taken root in social practice.5

At the heart of the ICDDR,B experiment were the 13,500 young, educated 
women who were hired in the late 1970s to become frontline workers providing 
contraceptive services free of charge to women in their homes. Their presence at 
field level contained an interesting contradiction: it required the departure from 
purdah norms by those who provided the services in order to accommodate the 
compliance with these norms by those who accepted the services.

The early years were not easy. The workers had to venture into ‘male space’ 
outside their homes and interact with strange men in order to engage in  
a form of work that was denounced as immoral and indecent. They were  
considered to have lost all honour, shaming not only themselves and their 
families but their entire community. Religious leaders issued moral threats: 
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they would not be buried in the village graveyard when they died and the 
imam would not say prayers for them. Workers recalled this period:

They used to say, one person’s wife is working with another man. 
A khanedarjal [devil] has come, that is why there is poverty every-
where, there are no crops. They are working and going through the 
fields during monthly menstruation. Hence there is no paddy. The 
country is becoming a hell. Evil will fall on us. (Simmons, Mita and 
Koenig 1992, p.100)

Interviews with this early cohort of workers document their struggles to win 
social acceptance by playing up their professional competence and service eth-
ics while also emphasising their virtuous conduct, keeping a distance from male 
supervisors and talking with them only when necessary. Organisational strategy 
played a role in gaining acceptance for the workers by upholding purdah norms 
as far as possible, limiting violations only to what was essential to the work. It 
expanded the range of health-related competencies provided to family planning 
workers beyond the delivery of contraception. This stood them in good stead 
with the community who began to address them as ‘little doctors’.

Workers were also trained in arguments that would help them overcome 
the resistance they encountered within the community: to advise women who 
were anxious about the possible side effects of the contraception; to point out 
that family planning was not forbidden in the Quran; to cite statistics show-
ing the decline in child mortality to allay the fears about children’s chances of  
survival; and to counter the equation customarily made between the size  
of families and their strength and status by pointing to the actual effects of 
family size on the ability of a family to look after itself.

The other aspect of family planning efforts that contributed to the widespread 
acceptance of contraception was through both the planned and unanticipated 
routes that allowed knowledge of new practices to travel. In the early years, 
women had learnt about contraception through family planning workers since 
they had restricted mobility and radios were rare, but knowledge about birth 
control spread beyond them through informal networks within communities. 
Mita and Simmons (1995) relate the case of Shamiran, who was a schoolgirl in 
the late 1970s when the family planning worker started to visit her village. She 
discussed what she learnt with her friends in school; they were all impressed 
with the nice saris worn by the worker, the ease with which she moved between 
villages and the money she was rumoured to earn. They decided then that they 
would practise birth control when they got married so that they did not have 
the problems associated with too many children and could keep their saris 
‘clean and nice’. Years later, as these young women grew up and got married, 
they acknowledged the significance of this early learning for their receptiveness 
to contraception: ‘the root of the decision was founded then’.

Later cohorts of women did not need the same degree of close interac-
tion with family planning workers. Most had grown up with one or more 
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members of their baris using contraception and knew what it was about.  
A telling phrase used by a woman interviewed in the late 1980s was that ‘fam-
ily planning has become like dal-bhat’ (Simmons 1996, p.253) – as mundane 
as the typical daily meal of rice and lentils.

Along with these interpersonal routes of dissemination, mass media and 
social marketing campaigns took on increasing importance. By the late 1980s, 
radio, television and printed publicity came up routinely in interviews about 
the subject of family planning. The government used media channels to spell 
out the benefits of fertility regulation and portray the small family as an 
aspect of a modem lifestyle: ‘The two-child family is a happy family’. Radio 
programmes about family planning and happy families were broadcast so fre-
quently that ‘people listened to it whether they wanted to or not’ (Schuler 
2007, p.192).

These attempts created a broader discursive environment in which matters 
once considered too controversial for public discussion were now discussed 
routinely. What worked particularly strongly in favour of the programme was 
its association with the government. The widespread trust that ordinary vil-
lagers appeared to have for sharkar (the government), regardless of which set 
of politicians was in power, gave its interventions a legitimacy in their eyes 
that was not enjoyed by other institutional actors. The association with gov-
ernment meant the programme’s vocabulary, concepts and arguments pro-
vided women with an authoritative discourse to counter the forces of custom 
and tradition. Faced with denunciations of family planning as un-Islamic, 
they would retort that this could not be the case or the government would 
not be promoting it. But religious objections to family planning faded with 
surprising rapidity (Caldwell and Khuda 2000). People agreed that they had 
once believed that family planning was against God’s will but now accepted 
that God’s will could work through the family planning programme, that it 
was ‘in best interest of family and country’.

In the final analysis, however, what made these messages effective was 
that they resonated with the needs and experiences of people on the ground. 
Schuler et al. (1996a) note that, while women’s explanations were often sprin-
kled with declarations about the benefits of small families that appeared to be 
parroting government propaganda, further probing made it evident that pro-
gramme messages provided these women with the language to express what 
they had come to realise through their own experiences, that their lives would 
be worse off in the absence of birth control, ‘a sense not so much of economic 
gain but rather disaster averted or deterioration slowed down’ (p.68).

6.2 The quantity–quality transition: saving children’s lives
A second critical moment in the quantity–quality transition in Bangladesh 
related to the increase in children’s chances of survival, particularly in the 
fraught early years of their lives. Here policy interventions faced a very 
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different set of challenges to those encountered by the family planning pro-
gramme. There were no religious or patriarchal grounds for resisting efforts 
that could be shown to improve the health of family members, particularly the 
health of children. Public efforts resonated with local values. The challenge 
lay instead in disseminating new practices and demonstrating their effective-
ness to a population which already had its own understanding about disease 
and cure in which folk beliefs about supernatural forces were interwoven with 
religious beliefs about divine intervention. The early stage of the health tran-
sition was therefore characterised by considerable experimentation to find 
solutions that took account of these pre-existing belief systems as well as of 
the material constraints of the local population.

One important reason why Bangladesh was able to improve child survival 
despite prevailing conditions of absolute poverty was that household income 
was not the only factor contributing to poor health (Bairagi 1980). Although 
child malnutrition was higher in poorer households, it was found at all lev-
els of income, suggesting other factors were also at play. Gender was one: girls 
were more malnourished than boys, regardless of income levels. Numbers were 
another: malnutrition was higher among higher-birth-order children. Mother’s 
education was a third: even a basic level of female literacy improved children’s 
nutrition levels, with the impact increasing with income levels.

The importance of maternal education was not unexpected, given mothers’ 
primary responsibility in the provision of care to children and family. But 
female education levels were low and it would take some years before an edu-
cated cohort of mothers could be created. Efforts focused instead on finding 
ways to incorporate forms of behaviour that contributed to child survival into 
the routine caretaking practices of the current generation of mothers. And, if 
mothers were to be reached, the recruitment of women with some minimum 
level of education into community-based health provision by government and 
NGOs was recognised as central, thereby expanding the employment oppor-
tunities available to this category of women.

A pinch, a fistful and half a litre: making cholera history

The development and dissemination of oral rehydration therapy (ORT) to 
tackle cholera and other diarrheal diseases has been described as a ‘piece of 
history of the late 20th century that may have saved more lives than any other 
medical advance in our time’ (The Lancet 1978, p.300). An important part of 
this history took place in Bangladesh and has been narrated by Chowdhury 
and Cash (1996). As Rohde, the UNICEF country representative in Bangla-
desh, wrote in the foreword to their book, it was a:

tale of how a medical technology was adapted, revised and pre-
sented to an illiterate public through house-to-house health educa-
tion by a small army of dedicated health workers … health history 
at its best. (1996, p.xx)
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ORT is a form of fluid replacement that treats diarrhoeal dehydration, the most 
common cause of death from cholera and other diarrhoeal diseases. When it 
was first developed, it had to be applied intravenously, putting it out of reach 
of rural populations in low-income countries. By the late 1960s, a solution of 
sugar, salt and water that could be taken orally was developed by doctors work-
ing in the ICDDR,B and the Infectious Diseases Hospital in Kolkata.

In the early years of independence, the government’s diarrhoea control pro-
gramme consisted of the distribution of packets of these ingredients through 
small shops across the country. It had limited success; poor households could 
not read the instructions or afford the packets. The obvious solution was to 
teach people how to make the solution at home since it used ingredients com-
monly found in village kitchens but publicity campaigns in the 1970s would 
not have reached those who were unable to read posters or did not have access 
to radios. Face-to-face interactions with primary care providers to teach them 
how to make their own solutions was the alternative option.

World Health Organization officials were opposed to the idea of home-
made, non-standardised solutions. Studies had shown that American nurses 
had not been able to prepare the oral rehydration solution correctly and it was 
thought unlikely that illiterate mothers in Bangladesh could do better. Instead 
officials encouraged the government to embark on a national oral rehydration 
programme to produce and distribute the solution at village level. It quickly 
became clear that the government had neither the budget nor the capacity to 
take this task on at the necessary scale in a country with very poor infrastruc-
ture. Moreover, its primary healthcare programme was largely staffed by male 
workers who found it difficult to reach rural mothers.

This was when BRAC entered the picture. It had begun development work in 
1973 in the remote district of Sulla in rural Sylhet, where it had tried, without 
much success, to introduce a health insurance scheme and a family planning 
programme. It decided to collaborate with ICDDR,B to take ORT to rural 
mothers across the country through a door-to-door education programme –  
starting in Sulla itself. Research into local understandings of diarrhoea had 
found major gaps in knowledge about the causes and treatment of cholera, but 
no evidence of cultural antipathy to ORT. Some villagers had heard of it, some 
had tried it but many did not believe it to be effective, possibly because the 
effects were not immediately obvious. BRAC set out to make the technology 
available and persuade families of its effectiveness.

It recruited local young women with a minimum level of education to 
become its frontline oral replacement workers (ORWs). It came up with an 
easily communicated version of the formula: one pinch of salt, one fist of gur6 
and half a seer of water. Household pots would be permanently marked to 
indicate what half a seer of water looked like. The effectiveness of the solu-
tion would be demonstrated by treating villagers with diarrhoea. ORWs were 
instructed to taste the solution in front of the mothers to assure them it was 
safe. They also taught mothers a structured seven-point health message about 
behavioural change, including keeping the house clean through the frequent 
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use of brooms, covering food to protect it from flies, drinking tube-well or 
boiled water, washing hands properly with soap or ashes.

When the programme moved beyond Sulla into villages where BRAC was 
unknown, they met with hostility from villagers who believed they were 
family planning workers pretending to provide health advice. Since the only 
female workers that were beginning to be seen in rural areas were family plan-
ning workers, the confusion was understandable – but also indicative of the 
hostility surrounding family planning. Accommodations had to be made to 
patriarchal sensibilities to increase the chances of programme effectiveness.

The organisation hired male supervisors to go ahead of the ORW teams and 
explain the purpose of the programme and the role of the female workers to 
leading figures in the village community. This paved the way for female work-
ers to reach village women. The teams travelled by foot, rickshaw and country 
boats and set up temporary quarters in villages. BRAC drew up strict rules 
to ensure that staff complied with gender norms so as to avoid hostile atten-
tion. Female workers were required to wear sarees rather than shalwar kameez  
(the more practical option) within villages, were not to talk to any men in the 
village without another ORW present, lived in separate quarters from male 
workers and could not leave their quarters without informing the supervisor.

These early efforts met with success and BRAC decided to scale up the pro-
gramme in 1980 with the goal of covering the country by 1990 (Chowdhury 
1990). It was given government clearance to do so and BRAC in turn made a 
point of involving local government officials in its activities, both to give them 
a sense of partnership and because it increased the credibility of their field staff.

Experience had already taught BRAC that the support of men within the 
wider community was essential to its efforts to reach women. It started village 
health committees with local leaders, village doctors and social workers, with 
equal representation of men and women wherever possible. The committees 
were used to mobilise community support for BRAC’s efforts. Staff held spot 
forums to initiate discussions about health issues in spaces where men congre-
gated, such as markets and tea shops. Male staff attended the Friday prayers and 
with the consent of the imam held discussions about these issues, knowing that 
people tended to listen more attentively to what was said within a mosque.

It also adopted a strategy for ‘spreading and rooting’ knowledge on a wider 
scale. Billboards were installed in public places and posters were put up in 
schools, bazaars, pharmacies and restaurants. Information was disseminated 
through adverts in journals and periodicals, through spots on Radio Bangla-
desh, through 60-second commercials broadcast periodically on Bangladesh 
Television and through the Post Office, which stamped the following message 
on all letters between 1993 and 1994:

Mix with loving care  
Half a seer of clean water, 
A pinch of salt, a fistful of gur, 
Do away with this menace for good.
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By 1986, health workers had visited and trained mothers in eight million 
households, more than half of all the households in Bangladesh. They had 
covered all but one of the 20 greater districts – the exception was the Chit-
tagong Hill Tracts, where indigenous groups were engaged in an armed strug-
gle for greater autonomy. In the tea estates, BRAC workers taught sardars and 
estate officials who then taught mothers in their respective lines. As BRAC’s 
efforts became better known, it was able to switch from its intensive individ-
ual teaching methods to group-based teaching. By the late 1990s, it became 
possible to shift to pre-packaged solutions at affordable prices. According to 
UNICEF (2012), the promotion of ORS led to an 86% decline in deaths from 
diarrhoea among children under five over a period of 30 years.

Immunising children

Immunisation against the six most common communicable diseases was the 
other vertical intervention that contributed to child survival. The govern-
ment launched its Expanded Programme on Immunization (EPI) in 1979 but 
achieved less than 2% coverage over the next five years. Low levels of contact 
between government workers and households were a major constraint: only 
26% of the households in a 1986 BIDS survey of these efforts had been con-
tacted by a village-level government worker over the three months prior to 
the study. The picture on clinic-based services was equally dismal, with inad-
equate supplies, limited equipment and little or no supervision of staff.

In 1985, with a UN declaration committing member states to universal child 
coverage by 1990, there was an intensification of government efforts in Bang-
ladesh, with strong donor support. On donor advice, the government enlisted 
two large NGOs, BRAC and CARE, to take on responsibility for mobilising 
demand for immunisation and monitoring coverage in 122 upazilas and 96 
upazilas, respectively.

A detailed study carried out by BRAC in 1988 on how government health 
and family planning workers performed their duties in one upazila provided 
revealing insights into the nature of the problem (BRAC 1989). Workers were 
vocal in speaking to the researchers about their problems and expressing their 
resentment that no one listened. They in turn showed weak commitment to 
their responsibilities. BRAC researchers shadowing the health workers for 
a week found that few actually spent the claimed amount of time on their 
duties. Some spent time looking after their own farms or visiting relatives and 
friends. The sanitary inspector took the BRAC researcher to the local sweet-
meat shop, ostensibly to inspect it but in reality to consume sweets that he did 
not pay for or let the observer pay: ‘if I need to pay … then what the hell [have 
I been] serving as a Sanitary Inspector for so many years?’ (p.21). The medical 
officer, a recent graduate, was in culture shock at finding himself posted to a 
district town and was busy lobbying for a more central posting.

The study also found that even when the workers did carry out their 
assigned responsibilities, their performance was perfunctory. For instance, 
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government health assistants were supposed to visit households, register  
eligible population for immunisation, motivate families, particularly male 
members, to adopt contraception and provide health education. Shadowing 
one of them, the BRAC researcher found that his performance was character-
ised by one-way communication and haphazard information, with very little 
effort to greet people and explain his purpose:

Once a man was bathing on a tubewell platform. On the spot, the 
HA (health assistant) started to give him health education. The man 
was hardly listening to the HA. The HA was hardly bothered with 
the man for not listening to him. And thus, the bathing and health 
education were going on simultaneously, [neither] disturbing the 
other. In another house, a woman was cooking in her kitchen.  
The HA then and there started giving health education on the top of 
his voice from the veranda. Here too health education and cooking 
went on simultaneously without the HA trying to understand if the 
mother learnt or had any questions. (p.13)

The next phase of the programme strengthened the collaboration between the 
government and its NGO partners, with the NGOs taking on responsibility for 
providing training to mid- and lower-level government health workers. There 
were also nationwide efforts to promote immunisation through TV, newspa-
pers, religious leaders, and film and sports celebrities, while immunisation ses-
sions were held at all hospitals at district and thana levels. This appeared to 
have been effective as immunisation rates increased from 2% in 1986 to 60% in 
1993–94, an achievement described as a ‘near miracle’ (Huq 1991).

6.3 The quantity–quality transition: educating children
We drew earlier on the idea that processes of demographic transition were 
accompanied by an evolution in habitus as parents moved from attitudes of 
fatalism to more purposive efforts to look after their children, knowing they 
were likely to survive. It is evident from the narratives cited that, for many 
parents, ‘looking after children’ meant going beyond just feeding and clothing 
them to also educating them for a better future. Everybody had dreams for 
their children, a 25-year-old woman told Simmons (1996), and, for both rich 
and poor, education was at the centre of these dreams (p.256).

In fact, as the steadily monetising economy moved from agriculture into a 
broader range of economic activities, education appeared to be an important 
factor driving the shift to smaller families. It was seen as the route to better 
livelihood opportunities for children and also, increasingly, a way to secure 
their willingness to look after parents in their old age. As land became scarce, 
investment in education appeared to be taking its place as a form of bequest 
to children.
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From the parents’ perspective, the desire to educate children was primarily 
a desire to educate sons. From the policy perspective, on the other hand, a 
strong rationale for girls’ education had emerged as the result of accumulating 
evidence of the impact of female education on a range of desirable demo-
graphic outcomes. While the causal pathways through which education, even 
the low levels and poor-quality education that characterised low-income 
countries like Bangladesh, managed to have such an impact was not properly 
understood, the fact that it did had given it the status of an axiom in develop-
ment policy circles.

Studies of policy efforts suggested the importance of targeted incentives 
to ensure that parents sent their daughters to school. An evaluation of the 
non-targeted Food for Education programme found that its main impact was 
on the enrolment of boys in primary school, with negligible impact on girls’ 
enrolment – except in the case of female-headed households (Sukontamarn 
2013). The Female Secondary School Stipend programme, on the other hand, 
was credited with increasing gross enrolment rates for girls aged 11 to 15 from 
44% in 1995 to 60% in 2005, while the rates for boys rose from 48% to 52%. In 
just two decades, the number of girls enrolled in secondary school increased 
from 600,000 in 1980 to 4 million in 2000 (Hossain 2017).

The many promises of education

The reasons for investing in boys’ education were fairly straightforward. They 
were the family breadwinners, they were responsible for parents in their old 
age and they could perform these functions more effectively if they had the 
educational qualifications they needed to access new off-farm livelihood 
opportunities, particularly urban, formal employment. The motivations for 
sending girls to school were more complicated and reflected many different 
sources of change.

Government financial incentives clearly played an important role. So did 
efforts by government and NGOs to alter cultural norms about raising daugh-
ters. Ideas about gender equality and girls’ education were woven into gov-
ernment campaigns to promote the small family norm. Posters depicted the 
happy two-child family as made up of a girl and a boy, while others advised 
parents that sending daughters to school would delay their age of mar-
riage, protect their health and improve their chances of a happy family life.  
One woman related how, many years ago, a ‘Health Apa’ (sister) had shown 
the women in her village a picture of a sick and ailing girl to illustrate what 
happened to girls who married and got pregnant too early. She had warned 
them that early marriage meant:

the family is submerged in unrest and the husband-wife relationship 
deteriorates. They always quarrel and argue with each other. And the 
wife does not recover easily from illnesses. If she recovers from one 
illness, she becomes sick with another. (Schuler 2007, p.193)
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The narrator remembered those words clearly: she had waited till her own 
daughter had completed her 10th grade before she married her off at 19.

Research into parents’ motivations suggested that other changes in the 
wider environment were also reshaping their views about their daughters’ 
futures. Whereas, in the past, the qualities sought in a bride related to her age, 
her complexion, family status, compliant behaviour and ability to work hard 
(Aziz 1979; Ellickson 1988),7 by the early 1980s it was clear that her education 
was becoming an increasingly important consideration (Lindenbaum 1981). 
There was a general belief that educated brides made better wives and moth-
ers, and that they were more able to look after their family and educate their 
children, obviating the need for the private tuition that many parents consid-
ered essential for children to do well at school (Schuler 2007).

Some parents believed that educating daughters increased the likelihood 
that they would secure an educated husband in formal employment – and 
some also believed that educated husbands treated their wives better. As one 
mother said,

If my daughters did not have any education, then I would have had 
to marry them to van pullers or cobblers … she would have to begin 
each day being tortured physically by her husband and go to sleep at 
night again being physically tortured. These people do not have any 
sense of gentleness. But if a girl gets a husband with an educational 
background, there will be no quarrels or physical torture, and the 
girl will be happy in her married life. (Schuler 2007, pp.197–98)

Others linked daughters’ education with independent access to good jobs, 
the chance to make something of themselves. In the opinion of a 29-year-old 
woman interviewed by Simmons (1996), ‘if girls are properly educated, they 
can look after themselves well. They can get themselves good jobs. They can 
stand on their own feet’ (p.256). Another 27-year-old declared: ‘It is my con-
viction that even if I won’t be able to take food, I’ll get my daughter passed the 
matric exam. I’ll never allow her to remain a fool like me’ (p.256).

There was also evidence that education could reduce the amount of dowry 
demanded or even act as a substitute for dowry. In their study in Rajshahi dis-
trict, Amin and Huq (2008) found that, while 70% of all marriages had involved 
dowry payments, its incidence varied considerably by the education of the 
bride: just 39% of girls with higher education in their study had paid dowry at 
marriage, compared to 79% of those with less than primary school education. 
Nasreen’s mother confirmed that the topic of education had been discussed 
when a proposal was brought for her daughter and that the prospective in-laws 
had asked for a much lower dowry once they found out that she had completed 
higher education. Others hoped that the improvement in the job prospects of 
educated daughters might have a similar effect. A mother whose husband was a 
rickshaw puller was educating her daughter in the hope that it would allow her 
to transcend her humble origins and make a good marriage:
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I am sure that when she passes the IA [Intermediate Exam], nobody 
will brand her as a rickshaw driver’s daughter … if she can manage 
a job in a [garment factory] in Dhaka and earn 2,500 to 3,000 takas 
… a month, people will take her as their daughter-in-law seeing her 
monthly salary. I will not have to pay any dowry. (Amin and Huq 
2008, p.197)

In some cases, mothers said that they had learnt from their own bitter expe-
rience of having been denied an education and been married off at too young 
an age to know what they wanted from life. They were determined to educate 
their daughters so they would escape a similar fate and be able to work and 
support themselves should anything go wrong with their marriage.

My own home is like a hell on earth … If I had been educated, 
I would have been able to feed myself by getting a job, and I 
would not have had to tolerate this oppression. I would have left 
this place and returned to my father’s house with my daughter 
and my son … The smallest thing out of place and [my husband] 
begins scolding and beating me. I have learned from my own life! 
(Schuler 2007, p.198)

For many poorer parents, education represented a form of cultural capital, of 
knowing how to behave in polite society, of becoming manush (human). They 
described the attributes and lifestyles they associated with families from the 
educated classes: they were polite and genteel, less prone to loud and quar-
relsome behaviour; their women were refined and well-spoken. A rickshaw 
puller described what had inspired him to educate his daughters:

I was poor, and [in those days] nobody like me could even think of 
educating his children, but I dreamt I would educate mine when I 
saw the students in front of their schools. I used to carry the daugh-
ter of a daktar apa [sister doctor] to and from her school. That dak-
tar apa had such a nice manner! Educated people are usually well 
behaved, and they talk differently. We illiterates do not even know 
how to talk. (Schuler 2007, p.191)

Others had observed examples in other families that led them to value educa-
tion for their daughters. A mother spoke of a niece who had trained as a nurse 
after she completed secondary school, got a nursing job and then had helped 
her parents rebuild their house and her father to buy land and had also got 
jobs for her two brothers. Moreover, no dowry had been demanded when she 
married. The mother had been inspired to encourage her own daughter’s edu-
cation in the hope that she too might find a job that would allow her to help 
her family financially. She had two sons but they were indifferent students, so 
she was pinning her hope on her daughter (Schuler 2007).
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It is worth noting that this mother’s aspirations for her daughter reflected 
attitudes that appeared to be gaining ground among families in Bangladesh: 
that new employment possibilities would allow daughters to look after their 
parents in the way sons were expected to – but often did not. Many of the 
women interviewed in the Matlab area in 1983 by Lindenbaum, Chakraborty 
and Mohammed (1985) referred to the value of education in increasing wom-
en’s access to chakri (‘proper’ jobs), most often in teaching or family planning. 
Some added that such jobs might allow daughters to look after ageing parents 
in the future. These views were expressed again in the study carried out by 
Simmons (1996) in Matlab in the late 1980s:

Opinions are divided over the issue of whether sons can still be 
relied upon to provide support to aged parents. Some feel that 
because parents cannot necessarily count on their sons, they may 
have to depend upon their daughters. The possibility of financial 
support from daughters has become a realistic expectation in a few 
rural families. (p.257)

And, based on her interviews carried out in the early 2000s in a different 
region of rural Bangladesh, Schuler (2007) commented that a ‘substantial 
minority’ of parents in her study expressed hopes of receiving support from 
daughters if they could educate them sufficiently to become employable.

Finally, some kind of ‘tipping point’ also seemed to be at work in explain-
ing the rise in girls’ education: parents were sending their daughters to school 
because it was taking on the status of a new norm. For instance, a mother of a 
five-year-old girl said that she planned to send her daughter to school and to 
keep her there at least till the fifth grade. Asked why, she had nothing to say 
about the benefits of education, only that all of the parents in the community 
were sending their children to school so she would do the same (Schuler 2007).

Walking a tightrope: age, education and dowry

The rapid rate of increase of girls’ enrolment in primary and secondary school 
was clearly remarkable, but gender discrimination with regard to education 
had not disappeared. While more girls than boys enrolled in primary and sec-
ondary education, more girls dropped out than boys. Of those who enrolled 
in school, only 10% of girls went on to pass the secondary school certificate 
examination, compared to 25% of boys (Amin and Huq 2008; Mahmud and 
Amin 2006).

One major reason for this was parents’ greater reluctance to use their  
own incomes to pay for the additional costs associated with schooling for 
daughters compared to sons (Xu, Shonchoy and Fujii 2019). These additional 
costs included private tuition and school materials, which were essential  
for the quality of education but were not covered by the government  
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stipend. So, while the stipend eased parents’ budget constraint sufficiently for 
them to send girls to school, they were less willing to use their own resources 
to ensure the quality of their daughters’ education or to send them on to 
post-secondary education.

This reluctance can be partly explained by the problematic interaction 
between age of marriage, dowry costs and labour market opportunities. While 
marriage was universal for both men and women, it was a particularly crucial 
aspect of women’s prescribed life course, marking their transition from the 
guardianship of fathers to that of husbands and constituting the only legit-
imate context in which they could fulfil the childbearing roles that defined 
womanhood. Parents who did not succeed in marrying off their daughters 
were viewed as failures, regardless of how marriages actually turned out. 
There were a number of pressures on parents that led many to opt to marry 
daughters off at a relatively young age rather than waiting till they completed 
their education.8

One set of pressures related to dowry. Most parents had no choice but to 
pay dowry if they wanted to marry off their daughters. While the amount of 
the dowry was set at the discretion of the groom’s family, a number of factors 
came into play in regulating how much could be reasonably demanded. While 
it was the case that the bride’s education reduced dowry demands or even sub-
stituted for dowry, earlier considerations, such as age and appearance, contin-
ued to matter. The older the bride or the darker her complexion, the larger the 
dowry that could be demanded.9 There was no similar premium on the youth 
or appearance of the groom – men could marry at a later age, with some mar-
rying multiple times into old age, and physical appearance rarely featured as 
an attribute sought in husbands. Given the expenses associated with educat-
ing daughters, some parents sought to reduce the size of dowry demanded by 
marrying their daughters off before they completed their schooling.

The other pressure was anxiety about sexual risks. Sex outside marriage 
was considered immoral and shameful – but far more so for girls. Once they 
reached puberty, they were seen as dangerously seductive to men as well as 
dangerously vulnerable to male sexual predation. There were fears that they 
might make an unsuitable match through a ‘love’ marriage or become the 
object of malicious gossip frequently circulated about young girls of mar-
riageable age who were seen to have transgressed cultural norms in some 
way. Adolescence was also a period of heightened risk for girls of sexual har-
assment of various kinds.10 They were discouraged from reporting it out of 
shame, out of fear of being blamed, out of fear of retaliation by harassers, and, 
of course, out of fear of what it might do to their marriage prospects. These 
fears were another source of pressure to marry daughters off as soon as possi-
ble, cutting short their education.

All this meant that parents had to walk a difficult tightrope in the deci-
sion to educate daughters, balancing it against the various factors that deter-
mined the amount of dowry they would be called to pay. While Amin and 
Huq (2008) found that far fewer girls with higher education in their study 
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villages had paid dowry, those that did pay had to pay larger-than-average 
amounts. Because the norm was for women to marry men who were not only 
older than them but also at least as well, if not more, educated, the pool of 
men in the right age group with appropriate levels of education shrank as girls 
became more educated – so higher dowry could be demanded. One way to 
avoid such demands was to marry daughters off before they completed sec-
ondary education.

Finally, the parental calculus also had to factor in the job market for educated 
girls. A secondary school certificate appeared to be the critical threshold for 
gaining access to more desirable forms of formal employment but there were 
limited numbers of these jobs to go round. Despite the hopes that many parents 
expressed that education would lead to better jobs for their daughters, the real-
ity was that bribes were required for these jobs and men tended to monopolise 
them. Most women remained concentrated in home-based enterprise.

Parents’ reluctance to spend their own money on daughters’ education and 
the higher rates of dropout by girls at secondary levels of education testify to 
aspects of gender relations that remained resistant to the forces of change and 
to the complicated relationship this set up between education, age of marriage 
and dowry. The reality of the broad context in which these decisions were 
weighed up was still one of relative scarcity of employment opportunities for 
women, especially in rural areas, and of the continued centrality of marriage 
in marking their transition to adulthood. For many parents, concerns about 
the marriageability of daughters and the size of the dowries that might have to 
be paid for ‘over-educated’ daughters served to limit to how far they wanted 
to educate daughters. But what had undoubtedly changed was that the value 
of education for daughters was no longer in question.

6.4 Policy efforts and reproductive practice
The analysis in this chapter provides important insights into the micro- 
processes of structuration in the reproductive domain, how existing practices 
were gradually changed through the reconfiguration of their constituent ele-
ments into new forms of routine behaviour. The changes in question were 
initiated by various policy actors and brought together new or modified mate-
rial resources (modern technologies such as contraception and vaccinations, 
home-made remedies such as oral rehydration solution and familiar objects 
such as brooms and cooking pots), new or improved forms of knowledge and 
competencies (the purpose of contraception, how to make up oral rehydra-
tion solutions, better feeding practices) and new meanings and values, such as 
what it meant to be a ‘good’ mother or a ‘modern’ family. These new meanings 
carried weight because they were disseminated by the government which gave 
them a certain degree of legitimacy, but their spread also reflected the efforts 
that governments and NGOs put into ‘grounding and rooting’ these mean-
ings within local practices. As one family planning worker put it, constant 
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repetition of the same messages worked on people’s minds: ‘if one keeps  
rubbing a stone in one point, the stone begins to wear away’ (Simmons, Mita 
and Koenig 1992, p.103).

It is evident from this chapter that there were different degrees of receptive-
ness and resistance within the community to these policy efforts to change 
different aspects of reproductive behaviour. Some practices were clearly more 
deeply rooted in the shared habitus of the community. The greatest hostility 
was encountered by efforts to intervene in the childbearing process through 
the promotion of modern contraception. These went directly against the grain 
of norms and beliefs about sexuality and reproduction that had evolved over 
centuries to ensure the survival of a society that was at the constant mercy of 
natural forces. These had come to constitute the core of the collective habitus 
and the foundations of its patriarchal order.

That they were overcome reflected the multitude of efforts simultaneously 
carried out by governments and NGOs. Every village had some kind of regular 
exposure to family planning outreach: radio programmes exhorting the use of 
contraception, market outlets where contraceptives were advertised and sold 
at subsidised prices and periodic visits from family planning workers offering 
free supplies (Cleland et al. 1994). Once the idea of family planning took root, 
change happened relatively fast, partly because, as I noted earlier, fatalism 
was not as deeply ingrained in the local culture as initially believed. Schuler 
et al. (1996a) found that, while those who were among the first to adopt 
family planning were harshly condemned for violating social norms, those 
who adopted it just 10 years later had an easier time because the norms of  
the community had begun to change.

Efforts to change practices around the care of children met less resistance. 
There was considerable receptivity within the population to public efforts to 
improve the health of family members – particularly when it involved the 
health of children. There was also considerable receptivity to the idea of chil-
dren’s education, though greater effort had to be put into the promotion of 
girls’ education. Here the hesitation seemed to be less a matter of hostility to 
new ideas and more a concern about balancing the gains from girls’ educa-
tion against the possible impact of delaying age of marriage on their marriage 
prospects and on likely dowry demands.

At the same time, and somewhat counterintuitively, the analysis suggests 
that, even though women encountered far fiercer resistance to their efforts 
to access modern means of contraception than they did to changes in other 
aspects of reproductive practice, this was not the gain that had the most  
transformative impact on their lives – at least not on its own. Control over their 
fertility might have had the unanticipated effect of expanding their potential 
for other forms of agency, but their own motivation was desperation to escape 
the relentless cycle of childbearing. There was little evidence in the literature 
to suggest that they sought greater control over their fertility in order to gain 
access to jobs or to avail themselves of other new opportunities or that it had 
the effect of transforming their subordinate position in society. Indeed, the 
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programme was designed so as to allow them to conform to patriarchal norms 
as far as possible. Exploring this question, Schuler et al. (1996a) conclude:

Although family planning has had a profound and positive impact 
on the lives of women, and on Bangladeshi society in general, we 
contend that the isolation, economic dependence and low status of 
women is a deep-rooted problem that family planning alone cannot 
address. (p.76)

The same could not be said of female education. Not only did the women –  
and men – cited in this chapter believe from the outset that it embodied the 
potential for significant positive change in women’s lives, there was also a 
strong and growing body of quantitative evidence supporting this belief – 
documenting impacts that ranged from age of marriage, reproductive pref-
erences and behaviour, child health and survival as well as voice and agency 
within household and community.11 These findings testify to the lasting 
effects of early experiences of education in shaping habitus in later life. Why 
such effects could be brought about by the very poor quality of education that 
prevailed in Bangladesh at that time has not been investigated in any ethno-
graphic detail but I would like to conclude this chapter with some insights 
provided by Lindenbaum, Chakraborty and Mohammed (1985). Theirs was 
one of the few attempts to explore the factors behind the inverse association 
between maternal education and child survival reported in the Bangladesh 
literature and more widely. Their findings cast a helpful light on how the 
transformative effects of education might have worked in practice.

They point out that young village girls were likely to have their first lessons 
in hygiene and cleanliness at school. The textbooks of the time showed the 
importance of washing hands before eating, keeping food covered from flies, 
and burying rubbish and refuse. Schools gave girls from poorer households 
the opportunity to observe how those from higher-status households behaved. 
It implanted new aspirations, the desire to emulate higher-status behaviour 
and, with it, new practices which had health implications: educated women 
and girls washed with tank or tube-well water in the home rather than pub-
lic bathing in ponds and canals, where water was likely to be contaminated.  
The act of going to school allowed girls public mobility in a society that con-
fined women to the home. Education provided new sources of authority to 
family and community and opened up new sources of information. Most 
schoolgirls in the village listened to the radio and, while their passion was 
Bengali songs, they also listened to broadcasts on health and family planning 
and sometimes to the evening news. And, with the school bell ringing peri-
odically, they absorbed the habit of structured, time-defined existence, a habit 
that was important in later life.

These impacts appeared to have a bearing on the habitus that girls acquired 
through their time at school. Younger educated women spoke of a ‘newfound 
consciousness, a sense of mental change which empowers them to act’ (p.12). 
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Some of the villagers spoke disapprovingly of the self-sufficiency of educated 
women, their independence of their parents, their lack of care of husbands 
and family. Others approved of their ability to deal with people, to live har-
moniously with husband and in-laws, to handle financial and domestic affairs 
of the family, and to tutor their children so saving the need for private tuition.

Educated women were also likely to exercise greater negotiating power 
within the family, to have greater say in the allocation of household resources 
and the care of children, to be treated better by their in-laws and to be able to 
stand up for themselves in the marital home. These enhancements of women’s 
capabilities were prominent among the reasons that the later generations of 
parents from different parts of Bangladesh who are cited in this chapter gave 
for wanting to educate their daughters. In addition, Lindenbaum, Chakraborty 
and Mohammed report early evidence of changing views about the role of 
daughters that would become more widely held over time, early evidence  
of subjective counter-currents, and views that education gave daughters access 
to proper jobs (chakri) and that the income they earnt would allow them to 
look after their parents in later life. This led Lindenbaum, Chakraborty and 
Mohammed to speculate on the possible longer-term consequences should 
this happen:

It might be said that daughters are becoming like ‘sons’ in many 
rural families. This new focus on employable daughters suggests 
that male and female infants might receive equal nurture and that 
the greatest shift in the morbidity and mortality of children under 
five should occur with the better survival of daughters, particularly 
those of educated women. (p.10)

Notes
 1 It took Britain 95 years (1815–1910) for fertility to fall from more than 

six children per women to less than three children per women. It took 
Bangladesh 20 years (1982–2002) (Roser 2024). 

 2 Maloney, Aziz and Sarker caution that, while a deep-rooted peasant 
culture might lead people to express their resignation to God’s will,  
these were generally expressions of resignation to matters outside their 
control, as fertility outcomes were. These belief systems did not rule out 
people’s ability to take action in their own interest where this was seen 
as rational but they nevertheless appeared to protect them from the con-
sequences of such actions: ‘In this ethos, happenings which are a matter 
of chance and not dependent on personal choice are attributed to Allah. 
Happenings not dependent on chance, but on personal choice are also 
attributed to Allah’ (p.39). But, where the exercise of choice did not yield 
the hoped-for results, they were attributed to the workings of shaitan 
(Satan) or jins. 
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 3 In Kabeer (2001a), I used data from the 1989 Bangladesh Fertility Survey 
to show that fertility began to decline earliest among older women 
from the poorest households. It was among younger cohorts that it also 
showed decline among the better-off and more educated women. 

 4 Only extreme high-oestrogen pills were being distributed at that time. 
 5 Fertility rates in Bangladesh continued to decline. Total fertility rates are 

currently estimated at 2.3 births. 
 6 Gur, a form of molasses, was a cheap, locally available substitute for 

sugar. 
 7 Among Hindus, rules of caste endogamy, i.e. marriage to members of  

the same sub-caste, meant that caste considerations restricted the choice 
of marriage partner to a limited group of families. Breaches of caste 
endogamy were, as Aziz (1979) writes, till recently punished by  
excommunication (p.40). 

 8 The age of marriage for girls in Bangladesh has risen very gradually and 
still remains extremely low: the average age was estimated at 16 in 2012. 

 9 A woman’s complexion is a key indicator of beauty across the  
subcontinent.

 10 Studies show that the harassment that female students encountered on 
their way to, and from, school was also a major reason why they dropped 
out, and that the highest rates of dropout occurred as they attained 
puberty (Alam, Roy and Ahmed 2010; Karim 2007). 

 11 Evidence of various immediate, longer-term and intergenerational 
impacts associated with female education in Bangladesh has mounted 
over the years. Educated women were likely to marry later than uned-
ucated ones and more likely to marry educated and formally employed 
men who were closer to their age. They were more likely to use con-
traception and to report lower desired and achieved fertility rates and 
weaker son preference (Ahmed 1981; Duvendack and Palmer-Jones 
2017; Hahn, Islam and Nuzhat 2018; Kabeer 1986; Kabeer, Huq and 
Mahmud 2014; Khuda and Hossain 1996). They were more likely to be 
immunised during pregnancy, their child feeding practices were better, 
and their children were healthier and survived longer (Brown and Zeitlin 
1991; Hahn, Islam and Nuzhat 2018; Piechulek, Aldana and Hasan 1999). 
They were more likely to favour additional expenditure on education 
for their children and to believe that girls should be educated along with 
boys (Amin and Das 2013). Maternal education increased the likelihood 
of education of both boys and girls over time, reduced the overall likeli-
hood of daughters dropping out of secondary school and also increased 
the age of marriage of daughters (Bates, Maselko and Schuler 2007; 
Mahmud and Amin 2006; Razzaque, Streatfield and Evans 2007).  
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Educated women were more likely to be in formal employment.  
They were more likely to exercise voice in household decision-making, 
to have savings of their own, to be consulted for advice by others in the 
community, to decide how they would vote and to report a strong sense 
of agency over their own lives (Balk 1997; Kabeer et al. 2013; Kabeer, 
Mahmud and Tasneem 2018). And, very recently, Bora et al. (2023) 
conclude that women’s education had not only been the single most 
important driver of fertility decline in Bangladesh but that it had impor-
tant spillover effects: the proportion of educated women in a commu-
nity influenced the fertility behaviour of less-educated women. Studies 
documenting the positive impacts of female education found that they 
remained even after controls that been introduced for other variables, 
including household economic status and male education, and were  
generally more consistent and larger than those associated with  
male education. 





7. ‘Standing on your own feet’:  
the making of a female labour force

I have to go door to door in search of work … There is no work that I 
have not done. I work mainly for food. I don’t get to see cash that often 
… I earn from day to day and we consume what I earn. (Humera, 25 
years old, casual wage labourer, divorced, LSE/BIGD fieldwork 2014)

But even if a husband is a millionaire, there is still a need for women 
to earn their own income because otherwise they are not valued by 
society. They should have some means of strengthening their position. 
(Lily, 24 years old, NGO worker, cited in Kabeer et al. 2018, p.246)

Women’s agency in relation to their reproductive behaviour received consider-
able coverage in the paradox literature. Their agency in the productive domain 
featured less, possibly because women’s labour force participation was seen to 
be low and unlikely to exercise much influence. But in Bangladesh, as in most 
countries with large informal economies, official labour force estimates have 
consistently failed to capture women’s economic activity. A study from the late 
1970s described the official estimate that rural female labour force participation 
was 3% as ‘frankly irrelevant’ as a description of their actual activity (Begum 
and Greeley 1979). Smaller-scale surveys consistently found higher rates of 
labour force participation by both women and children.1

Later official surveys suggested a gradual rise in female labour force partic-
ipation, from 8% in the mid-1980s to 24% by the end of the century and 36% 
in 2010. Male activity rates fluctuated around 80% throughout this period. 
However, these estimates still failed to capture the full picture. This was 
demonstrated by our 2008 IDS-BIGD survey of around 5,000 women from 
different parts of Bangladesh.2 It used the same ILO-based definition of eco-
nomic activity as the official surveys3 but estimated participation rates of 67% 
compared to the official 2005–06 estimate of 30% (Mahmud and Tasneem 
2011). The difference reflected the exclusion of a great deal of women’s home-
based economic activity from the official survey. Moreover, the home-based 
activity that it did capture was largely classified as ‘unpaid family labour’ 
(Rahman and Islam 2013, p.24). The IDS/BIGD survey, by contrast, found 
most of it consisted of market-oriented activity within the home.

This chapter has a number of objectives. First, it brings together the findings 
of various studies since independence in order to trace how women’s labour 
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force participation has evolved over the years. These confirm the steady rise 
in participation rates documented in the official data but suggest that the offi-
cial data has continued to both underestimate the actual size of the female 
labour force at any given time and also failed to capture changing patterns 
over time. As this chapter shows, women’s livelihood activities have come to 
include not only those prescribed by long-established practice but new ones, 
practices-in-the-making.

Second, it explores women’s agency in the making of this labour force.  
Studies have talked about women being ‘discovered’ by capital or ‘sent’ to 
work by patriarchy (Feldman and McCarthy 1983, p.211; Siddiqi 1996, p.120) 
but they have also talked about the active choices that many women made in 
response to the changing circumstances of their lives, about the motivations 
that led them to opt for one set of livelihood options over others and about their 
efforts to justify choices that went against the grain of prevailing cultural norms.

Third, the chapter explores the potentials for change associated with these 
expanding options. The livelihood activities studied in this chapter, like any 
form of social practice, were constituted by material elements, such as land, 
equipment, credit and physical labour; by skills and know-how; and by the 
social meanings ascribed to them. But they were also characterised by inten-
tionality on the part of workers themselves, the motivations that took them 
into forms of work outside the socially prescribed boundaries of the home 
and their efforts to reconfigure these prescriptions. The chapter will explore 
the motivations and meanings that workers associated with their work.

Finally, I want to consider what the analysis in this chapter tells us about 
the hypotheses put forward in Chapter 1 about possible routes through which 
an increase in women’s participation in the productive domain might con-
tribute to the social progress captured by the Bangladesh paradox. One was 
the individual route and drew on the idea that women’s access to paid work 
increased their voice and influence in household decision-making, including 
decisions that contributed directly to the changes documented by the paradox 
literature. The other was a societal route and pointed to the social value given 
to women in acknowledgement of the greater visibility of their economic con-
tribution. The chapter will consider the evidence for both of these hypotheses.

7.1 Variations in past patterns of women’s work
Unpaid family labour: from home to field

The early research on women’s productive work described in Chapter 4 sought 
to address gaps in the prevailing literature by providing detailed descriptions 
of what they did. It depicted a gender division of labour in rural areas that 
adhered faithfully to prescribed norms. Men worked in the field-based stages 
of the agricultural process while women worked ‘inside’ the homestead, pro-
cessing crops once they were brought home, looking after small livestock and 
poultry, and cultivating the homestead plot.



sTANdING ON YOUR OwN FEET 151

When better-off households hired wage labourers, they allocated them to 
tasks that reflected this approved division of labour with female wage labour 
in home-based productive and domestic work while male labourers worked in  
the fields. Poorer farm households who could not afford wage labour had to 
send their female family members to carry out field-based tasks, but often 
under the cover of darkness.

With growing impoverishment in the post-independence years, there 
were limits to how long farming households could continue to rely on the 
surreptitious use of female family labour. This was revealed by a survey of 
women’s rural activity carried out as part of the Agricultural Sector Review 
(Safilios-Rothschild and Mahmud 1989). The survey departed from normal 
practice by asking women about the primary use of their time, aside from 
housework. Forty-three per cent described agricultural work as their primary 
occupation, while 15% described it as their secondary occupation. Twelve per 
cent described non-farm employment as their primary occupation, while 6% 
described it as a secondary occupation. These suggested much higher rates of 
rural labour force participation than official estimates.

It also found that, while few women in farming households worked in field-
based operations on their own, a sizeable percentage undertook such work 
jointly with men from their households. So, for instance, only 10% of women 
reported they undertook harvesting, a conventionally male activity, on their 
own but 40% undertook it jointly with men. Similarly, only 5% said they planted 
rice on their own but 40% planted rice alongside men. As might be expected, 
it was the smaller farms that, under the pressure of poverty, were most likely to 
report female family members working openly alongside men in the fields. The 
presence of male family members alongside women in ‘outside’ work appeared 
to mitigate its apparent break with norms. Significantly, women in these smaller 
farms were more likely to report joint decision-making in agriculture, a contrast 
to the male-dominated decision-making reported for larger farms. This associ-
ation between women’s productive contribution and their voice in household 
matters was a recurring theme in the studies reviewed in this chapter.

The hidden economy of women’s trade

The report also drew attention to women’s non-farm employment. This had 
gone largely unnoticed in earlier analysis but qualitative studies, such as 
White’s ethnography of a Rajshahi village (1992), had begun to record wom-
en’s involvement in the growing entrepreneurial economy. Most buying and 
selling was still conducted in the bazaar and haat, quintessentially male 
domains that women could only access through male intermediaries, but 
there had been a proliferation of minor markets that allowed them to engage 
directly in market transactions from their homes. These involved buying, sell-
ing, and bartering a variety of goods and services (such as eggs, milk, fodder, 
fuel, homestead vegetables and fruits, quilts, tailoring) with travelling pedlars 
and local village shops as well as neighbouring households.
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Social custom recognised women’s ‘ownership’ of minor assets, such as 
poultry and small livestock, and allowed them to keep the small sums of 
money they earnt from these assets, although they were expected to spend 
their earnings on family needs. By contrast, it was accepted that men would 
keep back some of their earnings for their own personal consumption, such as 
cigarettes or tea at the local stall. But it was evident that many women sought 
out small areas of financial autonomy through clandestine economic activities 
that did not appear to dispute the terms of the patriarchal bargain but man-
aged to circumvent some of its constraints. Older studies had referred to the 
practice among women of keeping aside ek mushti chal (a fistful of rice) before 
cooking the daily meal, a hidden reserve for their own use or as an emergency 
fund (Abdullah and Zeidenstein 1982). As their access to income increased, 
they undertook other strategies. They sold their produce to the middlemen 
who came to their door rather than relying on male family members to sell 
it in the bazaar: the prices might be lower, but the proceeds came directly to 
them. Or they sent young sons to sell their produce in the market, increasing 
the likelihood of control over the proceeds. There was also a great deal of 
borrowing and lending of money and rice, mainly among women themselves, 
although better-off ones also lent money to local traders.

White pointed out that the growing involvement of women in these own- 
account activities in the study village occurred in the absence of microfinance 
services, contrary to the widespread misconception that it was the advent of 
microfinance services that kick-started female enterprise. She also found that 
women’s increasing involvement in trading activities, although still home-
based, had important implications in reshaping gender identities. In contrast 
to women’s unpaid productive efforts, their business activities, when pursued 
successfully, resulted in greater recognition for the economic value of their 
contribution, both within their own households and in the wider community.

The distress sale of labour

Women from the poorest households faced a far more limited range of live-
lihood options. They had no land, assets or savings of their own, while fear 
of indebtedness kept them from taking loans to set up their own businesses. 
They sought instead to make the most of their unskilled labour. They entered 
share-rearing arrangements with women from wealthier households to trans-
late their labour into a goat or poultry; pursued midwifery as a low status 
form of service provision with payments varying according to household 
means; relied on ecological reserves for fuel, edible wild plants and roots; and 
gleaned the rice fields after the harvest (Kabeer 1989).

In addition, of course, they took up wage labour in the homes of affluent 
neighbours. Initially, they were drawn from the ‘destitute category’, widowed, 
divorced or abandoned women, usually heading their own households, who 
in the mid-1980s made up just 15% of overall rural households but 25% of the 
landless (Safilios-Rothschild and Mahmud 1989). Growing impoverishment 
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made it difficult for poorer households to continue to ‘carry’ dependent mem-
bers. There was a gradual breakdown of the obligations that held families 
together and the emergence of a ‘fending for oneself ’ pattern (McCarthy and 
Feldman 1983). Women who might not have thought to take up waged work 
outside the home found that the economic costs of not doing such work out-
weighed status concerns:

What need have the poor for self-respect or propriety? Everything 
is dictated by scarcity (abhab): scarcity of food, scarcity of clothes, 
scarcity of shelter, there is no end to scarcity … there are mothers 
who cannot feed their children – can they afford propriety? (Kabeer 
1989, p.7)

These pressures led to a steady increase in the female wage labour force and a 
change in its profile. Destitute women were joined by married women whose 
husbands earnt too little to support the family or were too old, ill, or disa-
bled to work, and then by young, unmarried women, previously secluded by 
stricter purdah norms, and by the children of the poor.

There was also increased diversity in the kinds of work they took up  
(Feldman and McCarthy 1982; Kabeer 1989). As men moved into the non-
farm economy, women began working in selected activities in the fields, 
harvesting potatoes, chillies and sometimes paddy, weeding rice fields and 
vegetable plots, drying chillies and stripping jute. They took up work in com-
mercial rice mills, small-scale rural workshops and road construction, often 
on government or NGO public works. They also began migrating on their 
own into towns, most often to work as domestics.

These were not desirable jobs. ‘Outside’ work in fields, roadsides and  
construction sites was physically demanding and exposed women to casual 
sexual harassment by the men they encountered. Domestic servants worked 
‘inside’ but made barely enough to survive, suffered physical and sexual abuse, 
worked long hours at the discretion of employers and could be dismissed at 
any time.

Wages were invariably higher for men,4 who were physically stronger and 
had greater freedom of movement in the search for jobs. Women were disad-
vantaged on both these criteria, but on others as well. Husbands could be a 
major obstacle, objecting, often violently, to wives taking up work outside the 
home because of its threat to their status as family breadwinners. Employers 
were reluctant to incur the wrath of the community by hiring women if a 
pool of male labour was available (Rahman 1986a). Village elites policed the 
behaviour of poor women, pronouncing the spectacle of women from ‘their’ 
village working outside the home to be a matter of shame for the entire com-
munity (Chen 1986).

Women from poorer households considered casual wage labour in the 
public domain to be socially demeaning, employers to be disrespectful and 
the pay to be inadequate, yet many of those interviewed by Rahman (1986a) 
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in the mid-1980s said they were willing to do such labour if male family  
members did not earn enough and if it were available within a certain dis-
tance from their village. Rahman also found that a ‘surprisingly large percent-
age’ (p.82) were positive about regular formal employment in urban factories.5 
But their preferred option was self-employment since working for oneself was 
considered ‘more prestigious’ than working as wage labour for others but it 
was not an option open to them because they did not have the finance neces-
sary to start their own businesses.

7.2 The emergence of new opportunities: the rise of the 
‘female petty entrepreneur’
Women did not have the necessary finance because formal and informal finan-
cial markets in Bangladesh had always been dominated by men – as lenders 
as well as borrowers. The informal credit market where the poor generally 
sought loans was made up of specialised moneylenders, but also landlords, 
traders and shopkeepers. Interest rates in informal markets varied between 
120% and 240% a year and were charged till the full loan was repaid as a lump 
sum, a major reason for high levels of indebtedness among the poor.

The advent of microfinance services represented a major departure from 
these practices. Grameen Bank, which was set up in 1976, lent small amounts 
of money at interest rates of 16% a year6 to borrowers from poor and land-
less households who were organised into groups and required to repay their 
loans in small but regular instalments at weekly group meetings held after 
the Friday prayers. They were also required to act as guarantors for each oth-
er’s loans. The failure to meet the repayment schedule by any group member 
jeopardised access to loans for all members. The organisation exerted various 
forms of informal pressure to bolster formal rules of loan repayment, publicly 
reprimanding members who fell behind on their repayments and summon-
ing them to the bank office to answer to more senior officials. These practices 
were intended to address the challenge of lending money to borrowers con-
ventionally regarded as high credit risks.

Grameen started out with mainly male borrowers; they made up 60% of 
its 28,000 members in 1980 (Hossain 1988). But it began to shift its focus 
to women so that, by 1986, women made up 75% of its membership. They 
made up 95% of its 2.23 million members by 1997 (Rahman 1999). The offi-
cial explanation was that women were the poorest of the poor and also more 
likely to use their loans to improve family welfare. The unofficial reason was 
that the organisation – and institutional lending in general – was facing a 
crisis in male repayment rates (UNDP 1989). Field staff complained that men 
were difficult to work with: ‘they do not come to meetings, they are arro-
gant, they argue with the bank workers and sometimes they even threaten and 
scare bank workers’ (Rahman 1999, p.73). Women borrowers, by contrast, 
were more easily disciplined, more likely to attend group meetings, less able 
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to leave their homes or locality to evade officials and easier to shame through 
public reprimand (Karim 2008; Rahman 1999).

But the organisation was also aware that the capacity for regular repayment 
of loans required the regular flow of income that only male earners could 
provide. This led to the near exclusion of female household heads who had 
no reliable flow of male earnings – even though they really did constitute the 
poorest of the poor. Single women were also excluded because it was assumed 
that they would move to a different village after marriage. As a result, microf-
inance lending was largely targeted to married women from moderately poor 
households with husbands who could repay the loans. Other development 
NGOs adopted the Grameen model, most prioritised women in their lending 
programmes and, by 2005, around 22 million rural women were involved in 
microcredit organisations (World Bank 2006b).

Loan use and women’s agency

According to Rahman (1999), although microfinance lending had ostensi-
bly shifted from men to women, there was little opposition from men. This, 
he suggests, was because, although they might not have time or inclination  
to submit to Grameen’s group discipline, they knew they would exercise ulti-
mate control over their wives’ loans. This interpretation was supported by an 
informal survey by Karim (2008) that reported that 95% of loans to women 
were ‘really used’ (p.14) by men and went on consumption and repayment of 
old debts. The 5% of women who presumably managed to retain control over 
their loans engaged in ‘the practice of usury’ (p.18) from their homes, leading 
to what Karim describes as the making of a new neoliberal subject: the female 
petty moneylender (p.20).

Other studies suggested a less uniform picture, drawing attention to the 
diversity of relationships that existed within households, and the varying 
responses by men. They reported men welcoming women’s access to loans for  
the reasons suggested by Rahman but also because they saw its benefits for the 
family. In addition, they reported men refusing to let their wives take loans, of 
wives refusing to hand over their loans, of poor households being prevented 
from taking loans by the local landlord, of reluctant women being persuaded 
to join by others who had benefited and of would-be borrowers patiently 
explaining to their husbands that the household would benefit collectively  
if they took out a loan (Goetz and Sen Gupta 1996; Kabeer 1998; Kabeer 
2001b; Shehabuddin 1992; Todd 1996). Studies also reported considerable 
variation in the use of loans and the frequent divergence between the offi-
cial sanctioned use of loans (e.g. business, paddy stocking, livestock, trade 
and rickshaw vans) and their actual use (e.g. moneylending, loan repayments, 
land transactions, international migration, housing improvement, health 
expenditure, consumption, dowry and marriage expenses), uses that the bor-
rowers clearly valued.
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Finally, studies also found considerable variation in patterns of decision- 
making related to loan use. Here we can distinguish between three broad pat-
terns: male-dominated, female-dominated and joint decision-making. Male 
borrowers were systematically more likely than female borrowers to report 
male-dominated decision-making in conformity with accepted social norms 
(Kabeer 2001b; Montgomery, Bhattacharya and Hulme 1996). They were also 
more likely to forbid their wives to take loans (Kabeer 2001b).

There was greater variation in decision-making patterns in female- 
borrower households. A number of studies suggested the voluntary surrender 
of loans to men. In Karim’s study, for instance, this pattern was so taken for 
granted that any other course of action was inconceivable:

Rural men laughed when they were asked whether the money 
belonged to their wives. They pointedly remarked that ‘since their 
wives belong to them, the money rightfully belongs to them’. Women 
also told me that, as a Bangladeshi woman, I should know that they 
would give the money to their husbands who labour outside the 
home. (2008, p.15)

Other studies suggested that male use of women’s loans was not always a mat-
ter of consent. It could also take the form of straightforward appropriation 
by men in authority, often leading to tensions and violence (Goetz and Sen 
Gupta 1996) In fact, Rahman (1999) noted that some of the violence reported 
by women loanees in his study occurred because they had refused to give their 
loans to their husbands.

Joint decision-making appeared to be the most common pattern reported 
by female borrowers (Hashemi, Schuler and Riley 1996; Kabeer 2001b; Mont-
gomery, Bhattacharya and Hulme 1996; Todd 1996). They explained this in 
terms of the perceived jointness of household welfare and the collective stake 
that family members had in how their household fared, echoing the view 
expressed by one of the women interviewed by White: ‘What is his is mine 
and mine, his. Isn’t that how it is in your country?’ (1992, p.141).

In some cases, joint decision-making resulted in the investment of some 
or all of the women’s loans in male enterprises – in recognition of the greater 
productivity of their enterprises or their greater responsibilities as primary 
breadwinner. Such investment could also represent class-inflected man-
ifestations of familial solidarity. Women were aware of the hardships their 
husbands faced as they struggled to feed their families and they spoke with 
satisfaction of their ability to use their loans to free them from the usurious 
clutches of moneylenders or the exploitative demands of landlords. As one 
said, ‘My husband now works alongside me. He no longer has to hear harsh 
words if he does not pay his debt on time’ (Kabeer 2001b, p.72).

In other cases, joint decision-making could result in the investment of some 
or all of women’s loans in female enterprises. The fact that a variety of studies 
have reported women’s higher engagement in paid work in the households of 



sTANdING ON YOUR OwN FEET 157

female borrowers compared to women in male-borrower households suggests 
that investments in women’s enterprises were most likely to happen when 
women were the loan recipients (Hashemi, Schuler and Riley 1996; Kabeer 
2001b; Pitt and Khandker 1998). While both male and female borrowers used 
their loans to purchase homestead land, women borrowers were more likely 
to register the land in their own name, a break from past practice (Kabeer 
2001b; Todd 1996). Women’s access to loans was also associated with their 
ownership of other productive assets and with providing children’s schooling 
(Pitt and Khandker 1998).

Women’s greater role in household livelihood efforts led to a qualitative 
change in their relationships with their husbands. A woman vendor who  
had been able to expand her business considerably said her husband, who had  
never been a violent man, nevertheless loved her more now that she was earn-
ing more money. Asked if he had not loved her before, she replied:

Did he love me before? Well, the difference between then and now 
is like day and night. I did business before, but it was small business, 
200–300, is that proper business? Now I work hard, I earn well … 
won’t he love me more? (Kabeer 1998, p.49)

While a number of female borrowers reported increased domestic violence 
as a result of their loans for some of the reasons mentioned above, others 
reported a decline (Kabeer 2001b; Schuler et al. 1996b). Various explana-
tions were given for this. Schuler et al. found that it went down because men 
became afraid that wives who had previously stayed at home now had a group 
forum where household matters might be made public. Ahmed (2005) found 
that domestic violence went up in the early years of a woman’s membership of 
a microcredit organisation but it subsided over time as women attended NGO 
training programmes and were better able to negotiate conflict.

In my own study, many women said that the improvement in their house-
holds’ economic situation as a result of loans had led to a decline in the ten-
sions and frustrations caused by scarcity. One woman reported how, in the 
past, her husband sometimes came home without enough to feed the family 
and the children would cry with hunger:

There would be words, I would say angry things to him, he would 
respond angrily: ‘I don’t have it, how can I give it’. But now, she said, 
they sat down to eat together, ‘the tears were gone and there was no 
longer any need to fight’. (Kabeer 2001b, p.72)

Another reported that her husband worried that the loans would dry up if 
project staff found out about his behaviour at home. He also thought that 
now that she was earning an income, she was in a position to leave him if his 
behaviour did not improve: ‘My husband sees I am working as hard as he is. 
He thinks that if he makes me suffer, I will leave him’ (Kabeer 1998, pp.50–51).
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Finally, in the third and least frequently reported pattern of decision-making, 
women made the main decisions regarding loan use – a departure from patri-
archal norms. This was predictable in female-headed households where there 
were no adult men to exercise authority. In the less predictable cases of mar-
ried women, some women claimed, and their families agreed, that their hus-
bands were too pious or too simple to handle household finances. As a daughter 
explained, ‘My mother has got a head for business’ (Kabeer 1998, p.40).

But there were also a number of women in my study who had taken  
on primary decision-making responsibility in response to extreme and sus-
tained violence at the hands of their husbands. Violence in these cases was 
attributed to the husbands’ bad character rather than the frustrations of pov-
erty. Despite the fear harboured by some husbands that loans might empower 
their wives to leave them, this was not considered a realistic option for a num-
ber of reasons: women did not want to leave their children behind, they did 
not think that they would be welcomed back by their natal families and the 
alternative of setting up an independent household was not easy in rural com-
munities: ‘If I left him, somebody would be pulling at me, somebody would be 
passing comments at me’ (Kabeer 1998, p.52).

These women invested some of their loans in their husbands’ businesses in 
the interests of peace in the household, but they used the bulk of it to set up their 
own businesses. Their financial autonomy gave them a position of authority 
within their household, the role of household provider. As one put it,

My courage has increased step by step, loan by loan … I keep all the 
household accounts. If my son wants a lungi, he says, mother buy 
me a lungi. My husband’s lungi, shirt, I buy it all. Soap, oil, whatever, 
they ask me. (Kabeer 1998, p.45)

Another had not forgotten the abuse her husband had inflicted on her in the 
past. She used her loans to essentially effect a ‘divorce within marriage’. She 
set up her own separate enterprise, she opened two deposit pension schemes 
(DPS) in the bank in her own name and she had her own savings with her 
market samity, as well as a fund of 60,000 takas that she used for lending to 
local traders. She cooked her husband’s meals only if he contributed his share: 
‘If he gives me money for the bazaar, I will cook for him, if he doesn’t, I won’t’ 
(Kabeer 2001b, p.75).

An examination of the economic activities reported by women borrowers 
makes it clear that microfinance did little to challenge the gendered segmenta-
tion of livelihood opportunities in the countryside, as most continued to work 
from home in a limited range of businesses: livestock rearing, rice-processing 
and setting up shops within the home as well as lending to others. But what it 
did do was to allow many more women to earn an income within the home.

For those who had been confined to domestic responsibilities or unpaid 
family labour, the expansion of their livelihood options through access to 
loans may have added to their work burdens, but they evaluated these options 
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differently from their unpaid work obligations, work that was not recognised 
or valued by their families, by their communities or by women themselves. 
Those engaged in such work had no choice but to accept the status of peren-
nial supplicant as the price they paid for male support, but the lived experi-
ence of dependency could be a humiliating one when they had to plead with 
husbands for money to buy the most basic essentials. It explained the impor-
tance that they attached to their new income-earning capacity: ‘If you have 
money in your hand, you feel joy. If you have no money, you feel pain. My 
labour has increased, but I don’t feel it because the money is also coming in’ 
(Kabeer 2001b, p.71).

For those already engaged in some form of enterprise, access to loans 
allowed them to expand and diversify their efforts. And, for those who had 
been working in backbreaking and exploitative forms of wage labour – in peo-
ple’s homes for left-over food or in the fields where they stood knee-deep in 
water with leeches crawling up their legs – access to loans allowed them to 
move into forms of work, most often within the home, that did not take such 
a toll on their bodies or on their sense of self-respect. Rural elites complained 
that the supply of agricultural wage labour had fallen since microfinance came 
to their village: one woman told Shehabuddin:

Even a few years ago, I could find a local girl to come in and sweep 
the floor, to wash the dishes and do the laundry in exchange for a 
cooked meal at mid-day and half a sher of rice at the end of the day. 
Now, they are all too busy making pati (cane mats) and jal (fishing 
nets) … with Grameen Bank money. (Shehabuddin 1992, p.135)

7.3 The emergence of new opportunities: becoming  
a factory worker
Microfinance was a largely rural phenomenon, allowing married women 
with little or no education from moderately poor households to take up 
income-generating activities within the shelter of the home. Entering the new 
export garment industry, by contrast, represented a radical departure from 
past norms. Although it was urban-based, the bulk of its workforce was made 
up of rural women who materialised almost overnight, migrating from the 
countryside, often on their own, to take advantage of the new opportunities. 
It took women into a form of work that was not only located outside their 
homes and neighbourhoods but outside their villages.

The first generation of women who found work in the industry were young, 
mostly under 25. Many were divorced, separated or widowed, but there were 
also large numbers of married women and a sizeable percentage of young 
single women. Most had not completed primary education and some had no 
education at all, picking up the basic skills required – a smattering of English 
and proficiency on the sewing machine – while working as helpers.
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The poorer ones were likely to have been employed previously, most 
often in domestic service, so that affluent housewives began to complain 
that that ‘good maids [were] increasingly difficult to obtain’ (Siddiqi 1996, 
p.120). Others had been engaged in agricultural wage labour, construction 
work and home-based cultivation. They found out about garment factories 
when factory girls came to visit their village home with tempting stories 
of higher wages and better conditions (Kabeer 2000). The more educated 
were unlikely to have worked before, even if their families had needed the 
money. The fact that garment work was considered ‘clean’, that it was carried 
out within the four walls of factories often located in residential areas of the 
city, gave it an aura of respectability that allowed these women to consider 
joining the factories.

But entering factory work presented many hardships. First-time migrants 
into the city had problems finding accommodation. Landlords either refused 
to rent to young single women or charged them exorbitant rents. Workers 
interviewed in 1984 had complained: ‘we have no place to live … no one will 
rent to us’ (Feldman 2009, p.282). They spoke of being crammed into a sin-
gle room with restricted use of water for washing, bathing and drinking, but 
still having to pay rents of 200–250 takas each. Over a decade later garment 
workers were making the same complaints: ‘Landlords don’t want to rent to 
us’ (Amin et al. 1998, p.194).

There were the daily costs of working in an industry that failed to observe 
already-weak labour regulations. Trade union activity was repressed, con-
tracts were rarely written, wages were low. The short delivery times imposed 
by buyers meant a relentless pace of work to meet unrealistic quotas. Young 
women, fresh from the countryside, were subjected to the harsh discipline of 
an export factory regime: regulated toilet breaks, abusive supervisors, long 
hours of work and compulsory overtime, not always remunerated.

Then there were structural hazards. Export manufacturing had come into 
existence in a hurried and unplanned way; as we saw, ‘everybody and his 
uncle’ had jumped on board what appeared to be a lucrative bandwagon. 
Small workshops and factories were set up wherever empty buildings could 
be found, with little attention to industrial safeguards. As a result, the his-
tory of the industry has been one of periodic industrial accidents, leading to 
numerous fatalities and injuries.

This attracted the attention of trade unions and human rights activists 
within national and international forums. There were regular calls for the 
boycott of the industry and a proliferation of codes of conduct by buyers seek-
ing to improve their reputations, but progress was extremely slow. It was only 
with the collapse of Rana Plaza in 2013, resulting in the death of over 1,000 
workers and the injury of many more, that a concerted effort was made by 
international buyers, the ILO, governments of importing countries and inter-
national trade unions to put pressure on the industry to improve its health 
and safety conditions (Kabeer, Huq and Sulaiman 2020; Labowitz and Bau-
mann-Pauly 2014).
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Women workers had to cope with the weight of unfavourable public  
opinion, the symbolic costs associated with their work. The sight of large num-
bers of young women crowding the streets of cities, living in unconventional 
arrangements with other young women, working alongside men, often late 
into the night, constituted a very visible challenge to the socially prescribed 
invisibility of women. It inevitably attracted harsh criticism. Garment work 
was widely seen as disreputable and garment workers were constructed as 
shameless, cheap and immoral – no better than prostitutes. The media offered 
lurid representations of this new phenomenon:

A group of girls … with faces in cheap makeup, gaudy ribbons adorn-
ing their oily braids and draped in psychedelic-coloured sarees with 
tiffin carriers in their hands are a common sight [these] days during 
the morning and evening hours. These are the garment workers, [a] 
new class of employees. (New Nation, 22 December 1986)

Islamic economists devoted learned treatises to this question and concluded 
that not only did such employment take away work from men, the natural 
breadwinners of the family, but it represented a threat to the very fabric of the 
moral order:

Men and Women sit in the same working place face to face. What-
ever liberal arguments are put forward in favour of this arrange-
ment, in reality the close proximity of opposite sexes arouses lust 
and love for each other which on many occasions lead to immoral 
and scandalous affairs between them. (Hossain 1980, p.270)

The religious community thundered about the breakdown of the ‘natural’ 
principle of the sex-segregated spheres. It organised waz mahfils, religious 
meetings often lasting several days and nights, within the vicinity of the fac-
tories, during which time various mullahs used loudspeakers to denounce 
the behaviour of the ‘bold’ garment women who moved around the streets of 
Dhaka unaccompanied by any male guardian.

Women workers had to deal with the unwelcome attentions of the men they 
passed on the streets, which ranged from leering, suggestive comments and 
abusive catcalls to more direct sexual overtures. Those coming home late at 
night after extended overtime were particularly fearful because, in addition 
to the ‘normal’ quotient of sexual harassment they experienced, they could 
be picked up by police, for whom any woman on the streets after dark was 
automatically labelled a prostitute.

Many male co-workers were also negative. While they recognised the 
contribution that these women were making to their families, they disap-
proved of what the work entailed: women working alongside men, going 
home late, earning their own income, becoming too economically inde-
pendent, threatening to divorce their husbands on the most trivial grounds. 
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Their value may have gone up, as one put it, but their status had gone down 
(Kabeer 1997, p.271).

Given the various practical obstacles they had to overcome, the disapproval 
they had to endure, what explained the continued waves of migration of 
women seeking jobs in the garment industry? The answer has to be sought 
in the interactions between the wider context and the imperatives, incentives 
and aspirations these generated for different groups of workers and their fam-
ilies. It was clear that the industry was tapping into the ‘latent’ demand for 
paid work that women had been expressing since the 1970s, a demand that 
intensified as more and more families experienced difficulties in making ends 
meet. Studies had already identified the willingness of extremely poor women 
to do waged work wherever they could find it. What had remained invisible 
was the need for paid work among families who did not suffer from abject 
poverty, who nevertheless struggled to maintain their place in society on male 
earnings alone but who shrank from the prospect of female members engag-
ing in the forms of waged work previously available to women.

For these reasons, as Siddiqi (1996) comments, ‘the spectrum of families in 
which daughters, sisters or wives have been “sent” to work in garment facto-
ries [was] quite wide’ (p.120). But, of course, not all these women were ‘sent’; 
many came on their own volition, often in the face of stiff opposition from 
family members. The motivations that brought these women into the industry 
varied according to their family’s economic condition and social status and to 
the expectations associated with their position within it. Their accounts help 
us understand what it was about their circumstances that led them to over-
come their inhibitions about engaging in an unconventional form of work.

The push of poverty

One group of workers had been sent to work by their families under the 
pressure of poverty. Some were young unmarried women who came from 
very poor families, the kind that were accustomed to sending daughters out 
to work as part of the family’s survival strategies and saw factory work as 
an improvement on their previous options. Many were sent while still very 
young, often on their own. They had to find their way in the city, having lived 
in the countryside all their lives. Runa, who had started work when she was 
about 13, spoke of the trauma of her first few months:

I would cry all the time when I first came to work, but I told  
myself, my father is poor and he has five children to feed. He has to 
send them to school … so I convinced myself to stay. (Amin et al. 
1998, p.190)

Others who joined the factory under pressure of poverty belonged to  
the traditional ‘destitute’ category, female household heads in desperate 
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straits who had to earn in order to eat. A young mother who had been  
married off at the age of 15 to a ‘vagabond’ husband and deserted a few years 
later said:

In our society, women are left with nothing when the marriage  
does not work. I have taken this job so that I can take care of myself, 
and not depend on anybody. I do not care what others have to say 
either. They are not feeding me. (Siddiqi 1996, p.133)

But there were also women from better-off households who had expected to 
remain within the shelter of the marital home all their lives. This prospect had 
been shattered by their husbands’ desertion or premature death. In the past, 
they would have been looked after by their in-laws or natal family, but they 
were increasingly regarded as a burden. With the emergence of factories as a 
relatively respectable option, they were expected to contribute to their own 
living expenses.

Maintaining the myth of the male breadwinner

A second category of workers was made up of married women who had come 
of their own volition. In cases where their husbands supported their deci-
sion, the process was relatively smooth. Happy, for instance, decided to join 
a factory because she was just ‘sitting around and wanted to do something 
useful’ (Siddiqi 1996, p.133). Her wages paid her son’s school fees. Her hus-
band accompanied her to and from work in a covered rickshaw so she avoided 
unwelcome attention on the streets.

But there were other husbands who opposed the idea. Their objections were 
partly practical: who would do the housework? Who would look after the 
children? How safe was it on the streets? There were also emotions involved: 
how would it look to others if their wives were involved in such a public form 
of work? Anxieties about propriety were frequently shot through with sexual 
anxiety about the idea of their wives working alongside men who were not 
their kin.

Shanu’s account was very revealing of the sexually loaded nature of these 
emotions (Kabeer 2000). Her husband had six daughters from a previous mar-
riage and a baby daughter with Shanu. His trading activities offered very uncer-
tain income flows so he decided to send his older daughters into factory work. 
But when Shanu decided that she also wanted to work – her stepdaughters were 
taunting her for ‘eating’ out of their earnings – her husband was opposed: she 
would be working late, the child was still young, the family would not be looked 
after properly, they would have to eat stale food. Shanu herself confided that his 
real fear was that she might get involved with other men.

Most married women understood very well what the nature of their hus-
bands’ resistance was since it was rooted in a shared habitus. They avoided 
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confrontation, using their boodhi7 to devise strategies of ‘wielding and  
yielding’. As Monowara put it, ‘The woman who understands won’t show her 
power; the one who doesn’t, will’ (Kabeer 2000, p.128). They presented their 
desire to work in terms that invoked the welfare of the family, the need to 
educate their children, to save for their daughters’ dowry. They ensured that 
their domestic responsibilities were not neglected, even if it meant getting up 
earlier than the rest of the family and going to bed later. They made strategic 
decisions about the disposal of their wages, with interesting differences that 
reflected the differing concerns of status-conscious middle-class husbands 
and economically insecure poorer ones (Kibria 1995). Among the former, it 
was a matter of honour and pride that men did not take money from women 
in the family. These women retained virtual control of their salaries but gener-
ally earmarked it for expenditures on collective welfare: the children’s tuition, 
for instance, or house rent. In poorer households, women were more likely 
to hand over their wages to their husbands to bolster his precarious status as 
primary breadwinner.

Laying husbands’ jealousies to rest was a more difficult matter. Shanu had 
finally succeeded in overcoming her husband’s objections by reassuring him 
that her behaviour would be virtuous, that she would not neglect her domes-
tic duties and that she would hand over her wages to him. Hanufa’s husband 
only agreed to her factory employment on condition that she wore the burqa 
he had bought her to and from work (Kabeer 2000).

Regardless of the motivations that propelled women into factory and how 
their wages were managed, it was evident that, for many, earnings had led to 
a shift in their position within the household. Some described this acknowl-
edgement in emotional terms: ‘When you contribute to the family, they love 
you more, they give you respect’ (Kabeer 2000, p.161). But acknowledge-
ment was also manifested at the level of practice. Zohra handed over her 
wages to her husband but pointed out that, in the past, she always had to 
provide an account for any requests for money that she made. This was no 
longer the case:

When I want to buy something, I just ask for it – it may be his 
income or mine. He never asks why I need it. Nor would he spend 
without asking me. (Kabeer 2000, p.161)

In Shanu’s case, both husband and wife explicitly acknowledged a change in 
their relationship but in somewhat different terms. He said:

I manage the household finances … But the money she earns is  
very useful. She gives the entire amount to me … But when she 
brings me the money, I have to buy her whatever she wants. (Kabeer 
2000, p.172)
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Shanu, on the other hand, said:

[Women] couldn’t say a word before they started working. If I had 
not been working, my husband would have ordered me to look after 
his children and see to their needs … If one works, one has different 
rights. (p.172)

There was also a subcategory within this group for whom entry into gar-
ment work provided a way of carving out a degree of security for themselves 
(Kabeer 2000; Kibria 1998). Some feared that, through no fault of their own, 
they had failed, or might fail, to live up to their side of the patriarchal bar-
gain, giving their husbands grounds for leaving them. For others it reflected 
a more generalised sense of insecurity, the belief that the patriarchal bargain 
had become much shakier than the past, that husbands did not need any jus-
tification for abandoning their wives.

These women used their earnings to secure themselves against these different 
forms of patriarchal risk. Their precautions were rarely taken openly for fear of  
risking the very outcomes they sought to avoid. Instead, they took the form 
of information withheld, half-truths and outright deceptions. Amena had five 
daughters and no sons. She joined the factory because she calculated that the 
financial burden of dowries for her daughters would feel less onerous for her 
husband if she was able to contribute. She had opened two deposit accounts in 
the bank, one in her husband’s name, which he knew about, and one in her own 
name, which he did not. Every month she scrupulously paid an equal amount 
of money into both (Kabeer 2000). Other married women who had failed to 
conceive entered factory work in anticipation of what might happen. Salma, for 
instance, worried constantly about what fate had in store for her:

Men don’t always feel the same; he treats me well now but what will 
happen if God does not give me any children … What will become 
of me if he decides to remarry? (Kabeer 2000, p.162)

Recasting the dutiful daughter

A number of daughters had taken the initiative to seek work because they saw 
their families struggling to manage. The costs of dowry were often the pri-
mary push factor. Seventeen-year-old Feroza knew that her father was finding 
it hard to arrange a marriage for her because prospective husbands wanted 
‘money, a cow, a bed, a watch’, demands that were beyond his means. She had 
followed other girls in her village into factory work:

At least I will be feeding myself. I will not be a burden. And if I 
can learn the work well, then maybe in some time I can pay for the 
education of my younger brothers and sisters. (Kibria 1998, p.12)
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Some fathers had come to terms with the fact that their daughters would have 
to earn their own dowries:

When I was younger there were families that were rich, there were 
families that were poor. But no one would consider sending their 
daughters to work in garments. Your responsibility as a father was 
to arrange your daughter’s marriage. But now for those who are 
poor, there is no way out. All the marriage proposals that come ask 
for money or for other things. (Kibria 1998, p.12)

But some daughters had to work hard to gain parental permission. Rehana’s 
family had opposed her joining factory work because they believed she would 
lose her innocence: she would be living alone in Dhaka, mixing with men and 
all kinds of ‘low people’. She had responded:

How long can I eat your rice? Now there’s not enough food for two 
meals a day, and I’m just another mouth to feed. They had no reply 
to what I said. (Kibria 1995, p.303).

Reluctant parents sometimes gave their permission only on the under-
standing that any money their daughters sent home would be kept aside for  
their marriage.

An interesting reinterpretation of the idea of the dutiful daughter surfaced in 
some of these accounts: the desire to compensate parents for not having sons 
who could share the father’s breadwinning responsibilities. These daughters 
strove to prove that they were as good as any son. One 16-year-old declared:

Just as a son can be a guarantee against poverty for parents through 
his income, so can a daughter if she is given the opportunity. Just as 
a son can earn money, so can a daughter look after her parents. In 
fact, the truth is that daughters can turn out to be more reliable than 
sons in this respect. (Siddiqi 1996, p.127, author’s italics)

Then there were young women had become all too aware of the disjuncture 
between the promise of the patriarchal bargain and its reality. As Aleya said,

The maulvis object to garment work because they say we come into 
contact with strange men, but we say to them, ‘Can you feed us? If 
you want to object, then you have to feed us’. (Kabeer 2000, p.89)

Heaven no longer beneath her husband’s feet

The discussion has focused so far on women whose decision to enter the gar-
ment industry was taken either by their families or with their (often reluctant) 
consent. To that extent, these women were respecting the social norms that 
governed family relations, even as they sought to reinterpret them. But there 
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were others whose entry into the industry was associated with an open break 
with these norms.

Some were married women who had taken the initiative to leave their hus-
bands and fend for themselves, knowing that they could earn regular wages 
and live on their own in the anonymity of the city, away from the surveillance 
of their village community. The decision to leave a marriage was rarely a bid 
for freedom, more often a response to a husband’s failure to honour his side 
of the patriarchal bargain.

Among poorer women, it was most often related to his breadwinning  
obligations. Renu had suffered from her husband’s violence and irregular 
contributions throughout their marriage but it was his irresponsibility as a 
breadwinner rather than his violence that drove her to leave. Her first son had 
died and she hoped that, if she had another, he would change his ways, but she  
had a daughter, nothing changed ‘and my heart broke and I came away’.  
She explained why it took her so long to leave her husband:

When I was married, even if I was not earning, at least I was with 
him. No one could say anything to me. Now, even if they say noth-
ing, I feel afraid, I feel they might. That fear is always there. Don’t all 
women have this fear inside them. I am a woman on my own; I have 
to go to the bazaar, I have to go here, I have to go there; men stare at 
me, they pass comments. (Kabeer 2000, p.103)

Hanufa was able to throw her husband out of the rented room in which they 
lived after a particularly violent episode. She took him back later, but she had 
made her point: she was capable of feeding herself:

Garments have been very good for women, even for me. I have 
become more courageous … Now I feel I have rights, I can sur-
vive … Suppose my husband says something, I won’t care because  
I can feed myself … I can earn and survive – I have got the courage. 
(Kabeer 2000, p.175)

In more middle-class households, the decision to leave often revolved around 
the issue of other wives. Jahanara, an educated young woman, lived with her 
husband and their five-year-old daughter in Khulna. He had been married 
before and his continued relations with his first wife was a perennial source 
of tension in their marriage. After a major quarrel she left for Dhaka with 
her daughter but she visited the local shrine regularly to pray that her hus-
band would come for her: ‘After all, a woman should always obey her husband 
because a wife’s paradise is under her husband’s feet’ (Siddiqi 1996, p.131).

Other women had decided that paradise was no longer beneath their hus-
bands’ feet. Sathi Akhter had moved from an attitude of passive acquiescence –  
‘there is no difference between a woman’s fate and a prisoner’s fate and it is 
no different for the daughter of a prime minister’ – to taking active control 
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over her life (Kabeer 2000, p.175). She found out within the first month of her 
marriage that her husband was already married. She felt deeply betrayed by 
this deception. Her stepmother did not welcome her return so she lived with 
her uncle’s family:

I swore I would eat from my own income. If I can feed myself, I will 
eat or I will not eat at all. My greatest satisfaction today is that I do 
not have to put up with anyone’s gibes. (p.176)

She had no interest in remarrying: ‘The thought of the future no longer trou-
bles me. Marriage proposals come but I just say I am already married’ (p.176).

Not all women were as adamantly opposed to remarriage but they had firm 
opinions about the kind of man they would consider. Hosna’s marriage had 
broken down because of continued dowry demands by her parents-in-law. 
When one of her co-workers sent a marriage proposal, she told him the con-
ditions on which she would consider it: she would not leave her job, she would 
not give any of her earnings to her husband if she did not want to and, as long 
as her parents were alive, she would send them money (Kabeer 2000).

Her account highlighted the new models of marriage that were being nego-
tiated by women who were no longer prepared to pay the bitter price of eco-
nomic dependency within marriage:

Some women think that they can’t do anything if they are married. 
They think that their husbands have turned them into beggars. 
Some women are afraid that they will never find a husband so that 
he becomes more important than money. But other women think 
there is no reason to live with a husband if he makes you suffer, it is 
better to live on your own … I think that it is good for women of our 
country to work, to educate themselves and to stand on their own 
two feet. They can marry after that. (Kabeer 2000, p.178)

Many of these women now headed their own households, but they no longer 
resembled the traditional category of destitute women, whose ‘frightening’ 
financial independence had long served as warning of the dire consequences 
of losing male support. Furthermore, their experience of dependency with 
marriage, of being ‘beggars without a voice’, had instilled in them a powerful 
determination that their daughters should not suffer the same fate.

The previous chapter spoke of rural mothers who wanted to educate their 
daughters so that they would have a better chance in life. I heard the same 
views passionately articulated by garment workers who had been left fend-
ing for themselves when their marriages broke down. They felt that they had 
been married off when they were ‘too young to be able to evaluate their own 
benefits and losses’, that they were ‘having babies when they were still babies 
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themselves’, and that they had been ill-equipped to earn their own living  
when their marriages broke down (Kabeer 2000, p.180). Denied the oppor-
tunity to make something of their own lives, they wanted fiercely that their 
daughters’ lives should not be similarly circumscribed: in a phrase used by 
many, ‘our lives are over, but our daughters have a future’.

Like the women who featured in the previous chapter, these women put 
a particular emphasis on the emancipatory potential they saw in education. 
Hanufa’s bitter experience of marriage had led her to this view:

If I had known before, I would not have got married. So many girls 
of my age have not got married or have got married at a later age. 
I do not want my daughter to suffer … If she is educated, then she 
can read, write and understand … I want her to get married when 
she has the capacity for understanding and deciding what is good 
for her future … I don’t want her to blame anyone else for her life. 
She should make her own choices. (Kabeer 2000, p.183)

A 25-year-old woman told Ahmed and Bould (2004) that she had been put 
under pressure by her husband to have a third child in the hope of having a 
son but she had been able to override him because they both knew that the 
family depended on her earnings. That she had two daughters was enough for 
her and she wanted the best for them:

I told him there is no difference between sons and daughters  
these days … I want my daughters to be educated and have a bet-
ter life than I did. One able daughter is better than 10 illiterate  
sons. (p.1335)

Momta had left her husband, taking her baby with her, when he expressed his 
disappointment that she had given birth to a girl. She decided she would not 
marry again but would work to support her daughter and herself. Her dream 
was to educate her daughter till MA level, to marry her off only when she was 
old enough to understand the world. She might then realise the sacrifices her 
mother had made so that her daughter had a better life: ‘Then maybe she will 
give me respect. If I am lucky, she will look after me’ (p.179). Hers was a nar-
rative in which maternal altruism and the search for future security meshed 
seamlessly together.

The shift in habitus that led mothers like Momta to increasingly look to 
daughters for support and security in their old age can be seen as a continua-
tion of some of the changing perceptions reported in rural areas in the previ-
ous chapter. They expressed the view that sons were increasingly less reliable: 
‘boys tend to fall into bad company more easily and become troublemak-
ers’ (Ahmed and Bould 2004, p.1339). They also observed that a significant 
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percentage of daughters, even those who were married, were sending money 
home to their natal family. Women’s future economic security was no longer 
as closely bound up with having adult sons as it had been in the past.

Making their own way in the world

Young, unmarried women were also beginning to raise questions about the 
terms of the patriarchal bargain. Some believed that the intergenerational 
dimensions of the patriarchal bargain, the contract between parents and  
children, had begun to unravel. Daughters found that they could no longer 
expect the kind of support from their natal families that had once been the 
case, that they were increasingly required to become responsible for their own 
future. These young women did not send money home, not because they did 
not earn enough but because there had been a shift in attitudes: the need to 
look after oneself was displacing the need to contribute to the natal family:

My father and mother can’t feed me, my brothers can’t feed me, my 
uncles can’t feed me. So that is why I am working in garments, to 
stand on my own feet. Since I am taking care of my own expenses, I 
have no obligation to give money to my family. (Kibria 1995, p.289)

One young woman had left home to take up garment work after a major fight 
with her family. She was a good student but before she could sit her SSC exam 
she was told the family could no longer afford to finance her schooling. She 
felt that they simply did not value her education enough. Yet another said  
she had refused to cave in to her family’s demand for her wages when they had 
done so little to look after her (Kibria 1995, p.304).

We also see signs of rebellion on the part of some of these women at the 
culture of son preference and their personal experience of discrimination 
within their families. One young woman said that her entry into garment 
work had been an angry response to her father’s decision to invest virtually 
the household’s entire assets to finance her older brother’s migration to the 
Middle East. She did not believe that he would repay their parents out of his 
earnings abroad and that, as a result, her younger siblings would be deprived 
of the chance to continue with their education (Kibria 1998, p.10).

The traditional family system held little meaning for these women. They 
saw a future in which they would ‘stand on their own feet’, a phrase that we 
can see had become increasingly common in relation to women’s shifting 
place in society. They did not share their parents’ preoccupation with marry-
ing them off as early as possible to keep dowry demands to a manageable size. 
They wanted marriage on their own terms:

If you work in garments, you can better yourself. What’s the use of sit-
ting at home? If I lived in the village, I would be married by now, but 
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I’m glad that my life is different. Because I am self-sufficient, I can go 
where I want and marry whom I want. Even after I’m married, I will 
continue to live my life in my own way. (Kibria 1995, p.304)

Sixteen-year-old Lily had been able to avoid an unwanted arranged marriage 
by escaping to work in a garment factory (Amin et al. 1998). She had not ruled 
out the prospect of marriage, even an arranged one, but she wanted to be in 
a position to decide what kind of man she would marry. She wanted to earn 
enough money to build a nice house near her parents, buy a cow and save  
for her dowry. After that, she would be prepared to marry, preferably a boy 
from her area, one who had passed high school and had a job in an office or as 
a supervisor in a garment factory.

But, while these young women were resisting the customary early arranged 
marriages, another important change was taking place as a result of their 
large-scale entry into factory employment. They were meeting men in the 
course of their working lives, falling in love and arranging their own mar-
riages. While the idea of ‘love marriages’ had been widely condemned in  
earlier times, it was becoming an increasing trend, particularly within the gar-
ment workforce.8 Parents themselves were less resistant to it than they had 
been in the past. Garment employment jeopardised women’s chances of con-
ventional arranged marriage so letting daughters arrange their own marriage 
provided parents with a way out.

Love marriages had the additional advantage that they did not involve 
dowry demands. Since the daughter had not married according to her par-
ents’ choice, parents could not be expected to pay dowry for her. But a second 
reason was that the earning capacity of garment workers made them an ‘asset’ 
in a marriage rather than a liability. The idea that dowry was being waived in 
the case of working women, whose ‘value had gone up even if their status had 
gone down’, was a plausible one. The practice of dowry in Bangladesh did not 
have the sanction of religion or long-established custom, but (as detailed in 
Chapter 4) came into existence sometime in the latter half of the 20th century. 
If it was indeed a reflection of the declining value of women’s economic con-
tributions in the move from the subsistence to the market economy, as some 
have argued, then logic seemed to dictate this decline would be reversed, or 
at least halted, when women moved from unpaid labour within the home to 
visible participation in the market economy.

Certainly, given the pragmatic, rather than romantic, view of marriage taken 
by some of these women, they appeared to find the waiving of dowry to be a 
logical outcome of their transition to the status of asset. Suraya, a young unmar-
ried woman, had explained why she gave greater priority to finding a job in the 
garment factory than to her parents’ priority to finding her a husband:

You never know, after marriage my husband may abscond with 
my dowry money or divorce me after some time. So what’s the use 
of spending so much money on dowry incurring great debt in the 
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process? It is better I work and stand on my own feet first … If I can 
earn, there will be no shortage of men willing to marry me. (Begum 
1988, pp.119–20)

Dilu was of the same opinion:

If a woman is earning something, the man’s family is interested in 
her. The more she earns, the more interested they are. They aren’t 
interested if she is poor. The difference is that rather than asking 
for a huge dowry, they may be willing to just take the girl. (Kabeer 
2000, p.171)

Or, as Milu announced (with some amount of pride), ‘How can they ask for 
dowry to marry us? We are the dowry’ (Kabeer 2000, p.171).

It is evident that these young, unmarried girls were imagining a future for 
themselves very different to the one that had been mapped out for them; they 
had ‘big dreams’ that challenged their prescribed destiny. They had grown 
up in a rapidly changing environment where rising costs of living combined 
with rising aspirations about the standard of living. They had migrated from 
the countryside with others like themselves to enjoy some increase in their 
personal freedom, some degree of financial autonomy. They were acutely 
aware of the physical demands of their work, the stigma still attached to it, the 
rumours about their morality. Delowara felt that these rumours were unfair: 
‘Don’t say women. If one woman has done something bad, then say woman, 
don’t say women. You can’t judge a whole group of people by one woman’s 
misconduct’ (Kabeer 2000, p.94). These costs were partly offset at the personal 
level by their enhanced sense of agency. They could live on their own, they 
could fulfil demanding quotas, they could move factories in search of higher 
wages, they enjoyed the sociability of factory life, they wanted some say in 
who they married and when they married. They were exposed, far more than 
previous generations, to cross-cutting influences that led them to hold views 
about themselves and the lives they wanted that were far removed from the 
habitus of the older generation.

7.4 The rise of new opportunities: service providers  
to the community
I want to pick up briefly here on the stories of women workers in community- 
based service provision that I touched on in Chapter 6. Although they con-
stituted a fairly small percentage of the female work force, they had expanded 
considerably in recent decades and exercised a disproportionate influence on 
the aspirations of parents and daughters. When parents educated their daugh-
ters to improve their chances in the labour market, these were the kind of jobs 
they hoped their daughters would get.
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These jobs were characterised by varying degrees of formality. They could 
be located in offices, in banks, in schools or in the field, and could involve 
full or part-time salaried employment or voluntary work for an honorar-
ium, but they were considered desirable because, first, they required some 
level of education and hence were not open to all and, second, because 
they involved work for formal institutions, even if their own jobs were not 
necessarily formal. However, the very desirability of these jobs meant that 
the demand for them far outstripped the supply – indeed, educational lev-
els rose partly in the hope of accessing these jobs – so that various infor-
mal practices, including bribes and personal contacts, came into play as  
rationing mechanisms.

The earliest cohort of workers in this category dated back to the 1960s, 
when the government had recruited village women to act as organisers for the 
women’s co-operatives set up as part of the Comilla programme. McCarthy 
(1967) found that they mainly came from land-poor households, that they 
were either divorced or separated women heading their own households or 
whose husbands were old, sick or unemployed. Their poverty meant that they 
had little to lose in taking up work that required them to move around their 
village or attend meetings at the programme centre where village men were 
also present. They encountered the familiar threats, abuse and hostility that 
greeted women breaking with cultural norms, but they had little choice. As 
one said, ‘If I sit at home is Allah going to put food in my mouth?’ (Feldman 
and McCarthy 1983, p.954).

While the economic deterioration of the post-independence period led 
increasing numbers of poorer women to take up jobs wherever they could 
find them, it also exerted pressure on middle-class families to find employ-
ment for female members that was commensurate with their status. Factory 
work did not qualify for many, particularly as it required them to migrate, 
but they were willing to contemplate community-based employment within 
family planning, health, nutrition and, later, microfinance programmes. There 
were minimum educational requirements for these jobs so they attracted  
the first generation of educated women from respectable rural families to take 
up work outside their homes. Starting with the handful of women who were 
hired in regular posts in the IRDP’s Co-operative Programme, this group 
grew to well over 100,000 female development workers in state and NGO 
programmes, according to a 1987 World Bank report (Jiggins 1987, cited in 
Goetz 2001).

In the early days of these programmes, women workers reported regular 
confrontation with hostile villagers. Many years later, a government health 
officer expressed his view that the government’s decision to hire women 
as community-based service providers in that initial period had been 
groundbreaking (Mahmud and Sultan 2016). As government employees, 
these women had been in a stronger position to absorb the initial hostil-
ity and their presence had made such work more socially acceptable for  
other women.



174 RENEGOTIATING PATRIARCHY

Over time, what had appeared to be entrenched norms became less rigid as 
communities became accustomed to the sight of women working alongside 
men in the public domain. Whether or not these ‘norms became history’, as 
claimed by Chowdhury and Cash (1996, p.75), rules were certainly relaxed, 
particularly for those working in NGO programmes. Male and female NGO 
workers began to stay in the same hostels close to office quarters. Women 
were allowed to wear shalwar kameez for ease of mobility in place of the ear-
lier insistence on saris. GK had been the first NGO to require its female health 
workers to ride bicycles and motorbikes so the organisation could expand 
its outreach. Others followed so that, by the 1990s, the bicycle-riding female 
fieldworker had become a familiar sight. Each of these departures from cul-
tural norms encountered fresh hostility but, in each case, this appeared to 
subside over time as villagers became accustomed to the new practices and 
appreciative of the services they provided.

The motivations that led women into these jobs were not that different  
from the more educated sections of the garment workforce. Financial consid-
erations were most frequently mentioned – they were seeking to contribute to 
their families, to supplement their husbands’ income, to improve their stand-
ard of living, to educate children or siblings or to save for daughters’ marriage. 
But there were intangible considerations as well: the desire to put their educa-
tion to use, dissatisfaction with their dependency status, problems in the mar-
ital or parental home. A health worker whose family had been in the process 
of arranging an early marriage for her confessed that she had stolen money 
from her parents to run away from home and join GK (Mahmud and Sultan 
2016). A government fieldworker said she had always planned to work after 
completing her studies: ‘I don’t want to be dependent on anyone.’ Her hus-
band did not approve but she told him that she was only willing to leave the 
job if he found her a better one (Goetz 2001, p.136). But many husbands were 
supportive, expressing appreciation of their wives’ financial contributions and 
pride in their achievements: ‘she has earned a status of her own from this job’ 
(Mahmud and Sultan 2016, p.11).

In addition, we also find evidence of awareness about the instability of  
the patriarchal bargain, most often framed by these women in terms of the 
insecurities of old age, the fear that they might not have the family support 
they needed. They were saving for such an eventuality with banks or with 
NGOs. A common aspiration was to buy land or build their own houses.

Like earlier cohorts of workers in these jobs, these women spoke of gaining 
acceptance through their virtuous personal deportment and their profession-
alism. They defined their roles as providers of needed services to the commu-
nity: ‘everyone calls me a doctor’ (Mahmud and Sultan 2016, p.15). They saw 
themselves as role models for the next generation of girls, encouraging parents 
to invest in their daughters’ education. But their emphasis on their professional 
expertise was not necessarily instrumental. The sense of personal satisfaction 
that many expressed about their jobs was conspicuous by its absence from the 
narratives of other categories of workers. As one BRAC health worker said,
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What I like best is serving others. After a child is born, the mother 
will let me hold the child before she gives it to the father … I am 
satisfied with my work because my work gives me peace. (p.17)

7.5 Paid work and pathways to social change
The livelihood activities that women took up over the years, like any form of 
social practice, embodied different kinds of capital, including symbolic capi-
tal, the social meaning ascribed to them. But they were also characterised by 
the changing meanings that workers themselves ascribed to their work and 
by the changes they made possible in workers’ lives. In this final section, I 
want to examine how ‘intentionality’ was exercised in relation to new forms 
of livelihood activities, how women workers sought to reconfigure the social 
meanings attached to their work, particularly work that took them outside the 
socially prescribed boundaries of the home. I also want to explore what they 
were able to achieve through their work, how it changed their sense of them-
selves as well as how they were viewed by others. These changing perspectives 
and practices were all part and parcel of the larger changes in gender relations 
within society, contributing to the reconfiguration of particular aspects of the 
patriarchal bargain, but also made possible by changes that were occurring in 
other aspects.

Redefining the meaning of work

Unlike the changes that took place in the reproductive domain that had been 
initiated through the purposive efforts of policymakers, women’s growing 
presence in the domain of production were spearheaded by their individual 
responses to the push of household need and the pull of market opportu-
nities. A great deal of this activity was carried out at home in compliance 
with cultural norms, but even this could involve attending NGO meetings or 
gathering fodder for cattle at some distance from home. Other forms of work 
constituted a very visible break with norms. Women’s mobility in the public 
domain had increased over time but there was still loss of status associated 
with being seen to be working for a living in the public domain.

They sought to legitimise their departure from accepted norms by drawing 
on the cultural repertoires of the community to reinterpret their work in ways 
that did not reject the boundaries of gender propriety but claimed that these 
boundaries had not been transgressed. Deployed by successive generations  
of working women, their discursive manoeuvres helped to shape the pro-
cesses of social change, allowing gradual modifications in the meanings and 
doings of gendered social practice in the domain of work.

For instance, long-established norms had required women to work inside 
their own homes or, if they were forced to work outside, only within a strictly 
defined radius around their homes. As women went further and further  
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afield in search of work, steady redefinitions of the ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ were 
evident in their conversations: the boundaries of ‘the inside’ were constantly 
shifted outwards as what had previously been ‘the outside’ were invested with 
the qualities that had defined ‘the inside’ as a safe and honourable space. 
Women who once worked surreptitiously in their own fields or under the 
cover of darkness had begun, by the late 1980s, doing this work openly, though 
often alongside male family members to retain some degree of respectability.

Similarly, the boundaries of the neighbourhood were gradually extended 
to encompass the rest of the village and its environs as they started to take on 
waged work in fields, orchards and roadsides. In place of emphasising that 
they worked ‘only’ within their own neighbourhoods, they took to saying  
that they worked ‘only’ within their own villages or ‘only’ in nearby villages or 
else ‘only’ close enough to allow them to return home before dark.

Garment workers had their own spatial strategies. They sought to render 
factory space respectable by stressing its ‘inside’ qualities: their work took 
place within the protection of four walls and gates were kept locked and 
guarded throughout the day, symbolic of the strict regulation of factory life 
and reconstituting the inside/outside divide as the divide between factory and 
street (Kabeer 2000).

Along with where women worked, there were also strong social proscrip-
tions about who they worked for. The normative ideal was to work for one’s 
own family but, if women were forced into wage work for others, they were 
expected to work only for members of their kinship network. These proscrip-
tions became harder to adhere to as increasing numbers of women had to 
take up whatever work they could find. Here the long-established practice 
of claiming ‘fictive kinship’ was drawn on strategically to establish familial 
relationships. Women said that they cooked in a roadside restaurant owned 
by someone who was ‘like an uncle’ or ‘sort of a brother’ or that they had been 
informed of an opening in a garment factory by their mother’s brother’s cous-
in’s uncle, who would be presented as close kin.

Women garment workers claimed kinship with others in their factories, 
describing their employers and managers as ‘guardians’ whose role it was to 
ensure moral behaviour on the factory floor. They described their relation-
ships with male co-workers as ‘like brother and sister’ in an effort to desexu-
alise these relationships (Kabeer 1991b; Siddiqi 1996). These relationships 
could be scaled up as required: as Todd notes (1996), female staff working for 
Grameen would invoke the metaphor of ‘brother and sister’ to describe their 
relations with fellow male workers, thereby extending admission to family 
status to the 10,000 mostly male members of bank staff!

There was also the problem of visibility in the public domain. A contin-
uing thread in the literature on women’s participation in outside work has 
been their ongoing struggle to reconcile their presence in the public domain  
with the norms of female seclusion. These had taken the form of efforts 
to reinterpret the meaning and conduct associated with purdah. Women 
from the poorest families had little choice but to work in full public view in  
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jobs that made efforts at modesty difficult. At most, they would drape their 
anchal, the edge of their saris, around their heads, pulling it over their faces 
when the need arose.

But those from households with some status in the community had to find 
ways of justifying publicly visible forms of employment. Based on research in 
the 1960s, McCarthy (1967) reported that, among the small group of women 
who participated as facilitators in the Comilla co-operative programme, the 
better-off had donned the burqa to carry out their duties. It acted as a form of 
‘portable seclusion’ (Papanek 1973, p.295) that allowed them to enter public 
spaces without violating moral boundaries.

Other interpretations of purdah centred on meanings and conduct. They 
spoke of an inner morality: I take my purdah with me. As Feldman and McCa-
rthy (1983) point out,

Even in this early period, one can see, in the responses of the 
women who were leaving the village, the kind of argumentation and 
response that carried them though the turbulent period of village 
opposition. (p.955)

In a later period, similar reinterpretations were offered by those who entered 
the urban garment industry (Kabeer 1991b). They were painfully aware of the 
aspersions cast on their morality, their reputation as women of loose virtue. 
They too emphasised ‘the purdah of the mind’, the purity of their intentions 
and the propriety of their conduct in the public domain: they would cover 
their heads and upper bodies with their orna (scarf), walk rapidly to and from 
work, preferably in groups, and keep their eyes downcast so as to avoid eye 
contact with any men on the streets.

Individual pathways to social change

While these discursive strategies to redefine the meaning of women’s work 
were intended to make such work compatible with social norms, the moti-
vations that led women to take up such work reflected the changing material 
circumstances of their lives. Survival needs were important but there were 
other considerations as well. The ‘classic’ patriarchal bargain had defined 
women in terms of their dependency status within the family, a status they 
had embraced because of what it promised in return. But, starting with the 
watershed decade of the 1970s, their faith in this bargain had been severely 
tested. The kinship, political and religious institutions that supported male 
dominance and authority had remained intact, but the associated sanctions to 
ensure that men observed their corresponding responsibilities to women had 
been weakening. The growing number of female-headed households, where 
women had to earn for themselves and their dependents in the absence of a 
male breadwinner, was becoming an increasingly common indicator of ‘patri-
archal differentiation’. I cited earlier the point made by Cain, Khanam and 
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Nahar (1979) that the increasing pressure of poverty made such an outcome 
predictable since male authority had a material base but male responsibility 
was normatively controlled: ‘normative control, while powerful, is neverthe-
less malleable in the face of economic necessity’ (p.410).

They were referring here to malleability in relation to norms of male 
responsibility. However, with the wisdom of hindsight, we can also extend the  
possibility of malleability to norms of female dependence which were exact-
ing increasing costs for families that sought to uphold them as well as for 
women themselves as they saw the greater uncertainty of returns to compli-
ance. It became clear to all categories of women, not just the destitute, that the 
old bargain could no longer be relied on, that men in their families were often 
unable or unwilling to shoulder their responsibilities as family breadwinners.

For women from poorer households, the decision to take up paid work was 
undoubtedly motivated by survival imperatives. We can best appreciate what 
paid work meant for them if we consider the deprivation that characterised the 
lives of so many during the ‘basket case years’, when men from landless and 
land-poor households laboured long hours for meagre wages and there was lit-
tle or no work for women. Material hardship had been bound up with social 
humiliations. Women would beg for food from neighbours. Children were left 
to fend for themselves, gleaning the fields for fallen grains after the harvest, col-
lecting fruit that had fallen on the ground. On days when there was nothing to 
eat, the family went to bed hungry, having chewed betel leaf or tobacco to blunt 
the hunger pangs (Kabeer 1989). As the quote from Humera at the start of this 
chapter illustrates, the ability to feed themselves and their families remained 
central to the search for paid work in the narratives of these women. 

But women from households with a modicum of livelihood security 
were able to use their earnings to fulfil small and large dreams, dreams that 
contributed to the changes captured in the paradox literature. Whether as 
mothers, wives or daughters, they helped to raise the household’s standard 
of living through better food, better clothing and better housing, they con-
tributed to household savings and assets, they bought small everyday treats 
for children in the family, helped to educate them, both boys and girls, and 
they took on responsibility for dowry payments, reducing the pressure on 
the male breadwinner.

Their contributions did not go unnoticed. A number of studies drew on 
McCarthy’s concept of ‘centrality’ to capture the shift from the margins of 
household decision-making to its centre that often came with women’s 
increased capacity to take on breadwinning responsibilities (McCarthy 1967, 
p.91). In some households, this centrality could be experienced as a renegoti-
ation of power. As Shanu put it, women who worked had very different rights 
from those that didn’t. In others, it was experienced as ‘mattering’, a relational 
emotion that expressed the value of being needed by others, being impor-
tant to them (Ashwin, Keenan and Kozina 2021). Daughters spoke of being 
valued like ‘sons’ by their parents, mothers spoke of the gratitude of children 
whose life chances they had helped to improve, wives spoke of the affection 
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and appreciation they received from husbands: ‘Now if anything happens to 
me, it is his head that hurts. That is how it seems’ (Kabeer 2001b, p.74). These 
women could be seen as renegotiating the terms of the patriarchal bargain, 
using their earnings to position themselves within the family as breadwinners 
rather than dependents.

There were other women whose faith in the patriarchal bargain had been 
weakened to the extent that they used their earning power to carve out a 
greater degree of independence for themselves. Some were married women 
who pursued their goals in clandestine ways because they did not want to 
threaten relationships they still valued or depended on. But there were also 
women who no longer cared to protect their marriages. They had been mar-
ried to husbands who were abusive, who failed to discharge their breadwin-
ning obligations, who took second wives or else lied about their first wives. 
They used their access to paid work to end their marriages, often migrating 
to urban areas where they could fend for themselves in relative anonymity.

Finally, there were young unmarried women for whom the intergenera-
tional bargain had begun to unravel. Their parents were not willing to dis-
charge their responsibilities to them, their brothers were constantly favoured 
over them and they were aware that they were regarded as burdens who had to  
be married off as early as possible. These women wanted to be in a position  
to meet most of their own needs, to pay for their own dowries if necessary 
and to marry men who respected their independence. It was not simply their 
access to an income of their own that led to these big dreams. It was changes 
in the wider context – the availability of more regular employment, the pos-
sibilities for living on their own, the opportunities to fall in love – that had 
made it possible for these dreams to emerge.

One thread that ran through the narratives of these various groups of 
women, regardless of whether they remained within a traditional family set 
up or struck out on their own, was their ability to use their earnings to pro-
mote some of the changes that helped to close gender inequalities in differ-
ent aspects of life. Whether it was married women investing in their families 
in ways that no longer upheld earlier forms of gender discrimination, par-
ents valuing what daughters were able to provide, sometimes more reliably 
than sons, or unmarried women taking control over their own lives and life 
choices, these were examples of the routes through which paid work allowed 
women to dismantle some of the structures of patriarchal discrimination in 
their lives.

Dowry and the societal value of women

The societal route hypothesised to link women’s increased labour force partici-
pation to the gender equality reported by the Bangladesh paradox shifted atten-
tion from individual agency to changing societal perceptions of women as they 
transitioned from the status of dependents within their families to the status of 
providers. Lily, who is quoted at the start of the chapter, certainly believed that 
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earning women were valued by society, but how generalisable was her belief? 
One way to assess the societal impact of women’s changing economic status  
is through its impact on dowry. As I noted in Chapter 4, the rise of dowry  
was widely explained in terms of the spread of markets, the integration of men 
into the wider cash economy and the erosion of women’s traditional role in sub-
sistence agriculture. The shift from bridewealth, which had previously symbol-
ised the bride’s worth as a person to the groom’s family, to dowry signalled the 
fact that men’s income potential now surpassed the previously valued attributes 
of the bride (Lindenbaum 1981; Westergaard 1983). Daughters, as I noted, had 
become ‘a rope around their parents’ neck’ (Chapter 4). The question I want to 
address here is whether the fact that women were now entering the market in 
larger numbers had any impact on dowry demands.

The narratives in this chapter point to examples of impact through indi-
vidual routes. One was through the use of women’s earnings or loans to share 
or assume the costs of dowry. This was a change from the past, when the 
payment of dowry had been the sole responsibility of men within the house-
hold. Another was the investment of mothers’ earnings in their daughters’ 
education because it reduced or dispensed with dowry demands – either 
because education was a desired quality in a bride or because it increased  
the bride’s earning capacity. We also saw that women who had access to 
financial resources, whether through microfinance or their own earnings, 
were often regarded as ‘assets’ rather than ‘liabilities’ in marriage transac-
tions. A fieldworker cited in Goetz and Sen Gupta (1996) believed that loans 
that women were giving to their husbands were replacing what their fathers 
might otherwise have had to pay: ‘Actually, this credit is a form of dowry’ 
(p.51). I cited Milu, the garment worker interviewed in the late 1980s, who 
made a similar point. How could prospective husbands ask for dowry to 
marry an earning woman when ‘We are the dowry’? Then, of course, many 
garment workers were reporting love marriages, where dowry was not 
required. In fact, according to Geirbo and Imam (2006), love marriages were 
often encouraged by parents in urban slums as a way of avoiding the payment 
of dowry, while Rashid (2006) found it had become more widespread among 
young women in low-income urban neighbourhoods.

But, while there is a range of positive evidence of the impact of women’s 
work status on dowry payments of the kind I have cited in this chapter, it 
is generally based on small-scale studies. For the larger picture, I turned to 
a number of nationally representative surveys of married women of differ-
ent age groups carried out in 2005 and 2006, which included questions about 
dowry payments (Amin 2008; Amin and Das 2013; World Bank 2008).9 These 
confirmed that the incidence of dowry had been rising: only 8% of older 
women, mainly Hindu, reported dowry payments when they married com-
pared to 46% of younger women (Amin and Das 2013).10 They also showed 
considerable regional variation in the spread of dowry: for instance, only 13% 
of women living in Sylhet division reported dowry, compared to 65% of those 
in Rajshahi (Amin 2008). Since women’s labour force participation also varied 
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across country, it is possible that its impact on dowry demands played out 
locally rather than at the societal level. However, this was not supported by 
the evidence. While women’s religion, education levels, household wealth and 
community norms and practices all played a role in determining individual 
and community-level variations in the incidence of dowry payments,11 nei-
ther the work status of individual women nor the proportions of women in 
different districts who worked for ‘cash or kind’ proved significant (Amin and 
Das 2013; World Bank 2008).

Findings from the 2008 IDS/BIGD survey offer a possible explanation for 
this absence of impact (Kabeer et al. 2017). The survey asked women a number 
of questions about how their work was valued. The distribution of responses 
was telling. Women in formal waged work were most likely to believe that 
their productive contribution was important for their household (over 
80%), followed in order by those in informal waged work, those in informal 
 self-employment outside the home, those in paid self-employment within the 
home and, finally, those in unpaid family labour, only 47% of whom expressed 
this view. The same ranking was evident in relation to whether their families 
considered their work to be important. Positive responses here varied from 
84% of those in formal employment to 44% of those in unpaid family labour. 
However, it was clear that these same women believed that there was far less 
recognition of their economic contributions on the part of the community. 
While those in formal employment still reported more positive perceptions 
on the part of the community than others, the percentages were far lower for 
all forms of work – from 26% of those in formal employment to just 9% of 
those engaged in unpaid work at home.

In other words, women and their families gave far more importance to their 
market contributions than did their communities, but the importance they gave 
varied considerably according to visibility and remuneration associated with  
the work: outside waged work was ranked considerably higher than self- 
employment outside or within the home. What this meant was that the over-
whelming majority of working women were concentrated in informal home-
based activities to which they gave little value and the community even less. It is 
not surprising then that their work status per se had not had a great deal of impact 
on whether or not dowry was demanded when they got married. Any impact it 
did have operated through the individual routes described in this chapter.12

Notes
 1 Begum and Greeley (1983); Rahman (1986a); Westergaard (1983). 
 2 See Appendix 1 for details. 
 3 Including a reference period of seven days
 4 Female wages could vary anywhere between 30% to 70% of the male 

wage, depending on time and location. Women were more likely to be 



182 RENEGOTIATING PATRIARCHY

paid in kind rather than cash: they might receive a portion of the harvest  
for harvesting chillies and potatoes or a certain amount of rice for 
domestic work and post-harvest processing. Alternatively, they might  
be paid in the form of meals or clothing. 

 5 This may have referred to the export garment factories that were  
emerging in emerging areas around this time. 

 6 This estimate comes from Hossain (1988). Later estimates of NGO 
interest rates vary considerably. The Grameen Bank website stated it to 
be 20% in 1998. Various hidden costs mean actual rates are much higher. 
Naher (2006) and Faruqee and Khalily (2011) set it between 25% and 
35% per annum. What was agreed was that they were considerably lower 
than the interest rates of 120–240% a year charged by moneylenders 
(Faruqee and Khalily 2011). Commercial banks charged around 13% but 
did not lend to the poor. 

 7 While boodhi refers to intelligence, the use of the brain, it was often used 
by women to refer to the canny strategies they adopted to get their own 
way without appearing to do so. 

 8 Paul-Majumder and Begum (2006) noted the unusually high proportion 
of women factory workers who had ‘love marriages’.

 9 The 2005 survey was carried out by Population Council in collaboration 
with BRAC and covered 15,492 adolescents across Bangladesh. The 2006 
national survey was carried out by the World Bank and covered 5,000 
respondents: the results from this survey reported here were based on 
1,500 married women in the 15–25 age group and 1,500 married women 
in the 45–49 age group. 

 10 However, the estimate of 46% does seem low, given the extent to which 
dowry dominated the conversations about daughters’ marriage reported 
in the qualitative literature, an observation also made in World Bank 
(2008). Since this is cross-sectional data, we do not know if this is an 
underestimate reflecting reluctance to admit to taking dowry or it  
represents a decline or levelling off from higher rates in the past. 

 11 The survey found that at the individual level, Hindu women were more 
likely to pay dowry than Muslim, as were less-educated women and 
women from poorer households. At the community level, attitudes rather 
than economics proved significant: dowry was less likely to be reported 
in communities with more gender-egalitarian attitudes. It was also less 
likely to be reported in more religious communities as measured by veil-
ing practices. For these communities, dowry continued to be regarded as 
an anti-Islamic practice. 

 12 Findings from studies support this interpretation. Women in paid work, 
whether at home or outside, generally reported more positive impacts 
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than those who did not earn but the impact of their work varied  
according to type of activity, with work outside the home, particularly 
formal paid work, generally associated with more positive impacts  
than work within the home. The impacts in question related to voice in 
decision-making, children’s (particularly girls’) education, the purchase 
of assets, experience of domestic violence, sense of self-worth and agency 
and status in the community (Anderson and Eswaran 2009; Kabeer  
2016; Kabeer, Mahmud and Tasneem 2018; Kabeer et al. 2013; Pitt and  
Khandker 1998; Rahman 1986b; Salway, Jesmin and Rahman 2005;  
see also a review of the literature in Kabeer 2016). 





8. ‘We follow shariat, but we follow marfat 
too’: contestations over gender and Islam in 
the nation-making project

Their mothers, grandmothers and the women before them may have 
been God fearing and even practicing, but if they did not distinguish 
their religious obligation from social convention, grounding faith and 
practice in a thorough knowledge and understanding of texts, that 
faith was merely an extension of ‘cultural Islam’. (Huq 2011, p.340)

[Poor rural women] make choices on the basis of both material and 
spiritual concerns, of how to both improve their lives in this world  
and to ensure a good akhirat (afterlife) in a manner that appears 
quite irrational in strictly secularist and Islamist understandings of 
self-interest and rationality. (Shehabuddin 2008, p.5)

The Bangladesh paradox has been framed in the development literature in 
terms of the unexpected pace of social progress, including progress on gender 
equality, in the face of high levels of absolute poverty and a dysfunctional 
state. What has gone largely unremarked is that this progress was achieved 
during a period that saw the visible rise of a particularly orthodox version of 
Islam. The paradox here lies not only in the antithesis posed between Islam 
and gender equality in the international literature, which tends to brush aside 
differences in the practice of Islam in different parts of the world, but also in 
the fact that the place accorded to women within this orthodoxy was deeply 
opposed to many of the gains that they had made in the Bangladesh context. 
This is the aspect of the paradox I want to explore in this chapter.

Bangladeshi Muslims have always been a devout people and religion has 
always played a role in daily life. But Islam is not a monolithic belief system.1 
It may have originated in the desert lands of West Asia but it has taken root 
in many different parts of the world and been nourished in very different cul-
tures. Chapter 2 traced how the religion was brought to the Bengal delta by 
Sufi preachers, who espoused a mystical form of Islam and the mutual pro-
cess of adaptation and accommodation that took place with the pre-existing 
Hindu, Buddhist and indigenous belief systems.

It was this syncretic version of Islam, a version that accommodated differ-
ent interpretations of Islam, that formed the worldview of the mass of Mus-
lims in East Bengal since that time – despite periodic attempts to promote more 
purist versions. It did not disappear when the newly independent Bangladesh 
declared its commitment to secularism. Mujib was a practising Muslim, as is 
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his daughter, Sheikh Hasina, who has led the country off and on since elections 
were re-established in 1990. His commitment to secularism did not refer to a 
strict separation of state and religion, as in the Western variant, but to an ethics 
of religious tolerance that banned the use of religion for political purposes:

Secularism does not mean the absence of religion. Hindus will 
observe their religion; Muslims will observe their own; Christians 
and Buddhists will observe their religions. No one will be allowed to 
interfere in others’ religions … Religion cannot be used for political 
ends. (Government of Bangladesh 1972)

But it is not this tolerant version of Islam that has been on the rise in recent 
decades but the purportedly more authentic Wahhabi version that has been 
aggressively promoted across the world through Middle Eastern oil money 
and influence (Choksy and Choksy 2015). This is a version of Islam that sees 
the syncretic religion practised in Bangladesh as hopelessly contaminated by 
Hindu influence.

There have been a number of studies discussing the rise of this orthodoxy 
in the Bangladesh context. While frequently presented in terms of a binary 
opposition between secularism and religion within competing national imag-
inaries (Nazneen 2018), the underlying tensions are in fact about what kind of 
Islam should prevail in Bangladesh. However, what I want to explore in this 
chapter is what kind of Islam does prevail in Bangladesh when we step out 
of these politicised debates to examine the ‘lived Islam’ of ordinary people. I 
also want to ask how these everyday practices relate to the broader story of 
progress on gender equality related in this book.

I will be using four key issues that have featured prominently in this liter-
ature as case studies for understanding how tensions between ‘what should’ 
and ‘what is’ played out in this lived Islam. These relate to the efforts of the 
Jamaat-i-Islam, the main Islamic party, to win women’s votes; the attacks by 
Islamist groups on NGOs as vehicles of Western values about gender equal-
ity; the spread of Islamic study circles to promote orthodox practices among 
women at grassroots level; and, finally, the perennial question of veiling  
by women in public places. On the basis of this analysis, I will be arguing that 
one reason why it has been possible to make progress on gender equality in 
Bangladesh, despite the rise in Islamic orthodoxy, is that the country’s popu-
lation has, so far, resisted the imposition of a single monolithic belief system.

8.1 Islamic revivalism and the rise of Jamaat
A global Islamic revival, made up of the proliferation of various transna-
tional movements, has been ongoing since the 1970s in response to a complex 
set of developments: the growing hegemony of the West; tensions between 
Westernised ruling elites in the Muslim world and orthodox sections of their 
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populations; the Iranian revolution; the occupation of Palestine and the  
violation of the rights of Muslims in other parts of the world; the rise of  
the petrodollar and, with it, the power to exercise international influence; 
and the large flows of labour migration between Muslim countries and the Gulf 
states (Ali 2023; Lakshman 2006; Hasan 2012; Hossain 2012; Momayezi 1997).

The ideas associated with this revival have travelled to Bangladesh through 
various routes. The flow of official funds from the Middle East and its sup-
port for Islamic institutions has been one. Then there have been steady flows  
of migrant workers to the Middle East who have been deeply influenced by 
the Islam practised in a region that they deem closer to its origins, and hence 
more authentic, than the locally embedded Islam they grew up with. These 
ideas were also disseminated within the country through new means of com-
munication such as global and regional satellite TV stations and social media, 
through older means of communication such as newspapers, television, radio, 
cassettes and videos, and through the long-established traditions of Friday 
sermons and waz mahfils often lasting several days and nights, with record-
ings made of the lectures for further distribution.

The dissemination of orthodox Islam found a hospitable environment in 
Bangladesh as a result of the steady desecularisation of public life by successive 
regimes after Mujib who were anxious to demonstrate their Islamic credentials 
to conservative constituencies within the country and the Islamic bloc outside. 
Zia’s lifting of the ban on religious parties in 1976 allowed them to return to 
the political arena. The largest and oldest of these was the Jamaat-e-Islami. It 
had been founded in 1941 by Maulana Maududi, an Islamic scholar from north 
India, who saw politics as an essential precondition for the establishment of an 
Islamic state strictly governed by sharia law. Jamaat’s policies towards women 
drew on his interpretation of sharia, subscribing to what has been described 
as a ‘complementary’ model of gender relations based on a ‘natural’ division of 
roles and responsibilities that placed men in authority within the family and the 
public domain and required women to remain in purdah.

Jamaat acquired considerable influence during military rule as both Zia 
and Ershad sought their support to shore up their Islamic credentials. It also 
gained legitimacy with the wider political establishment when it joined the 
main political parties in the popular movement to bring down Ershad in 
1990 (Kumar, 2017). When elections were announced, Jamaat assumed that 
the ‘natural faith-motivated’ voting preferences on the part of the country’s 
largely devout Muslim majority would bring it to power (Shehabuddin 2008). 
In fact, its support came largely from sections of the educated middle classes 
and it won only 18 of the 222 seats that it contested, or 12% of the vote (Riaz 
2010). Nevertheless, by forming an alliance with the BNP, which had fallen 
short of a majority, it became part of the government that took power in 1991.

Its poor electoral performance led Jamaat to campaign far more actively 
for the next round of elections held in 1996, exhorting voters to support the 
only party committed to establishing an Islamic state. It won even fewer seats: 
three out of the 300 that it contested (8% of the vote). It blamed its defeat on 
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unfair tactics by the AL and on the efforts of the NGO sector to discredit it. 
This was partly true. As discussed below, the period under BNP/Jamaat rule 
saw a series of attacks by Islamist groups on the country’s NGOs for their  
gender strategies. The country’s NGOs responded by spearheading an ‘unprec-
edented mobilization’ (Shehabuddin 2008, p.197) of poor rural women against 
the party, one of the factors in the ruling party’s defeat.

These dismal electoral results led Jamaat to reconsider its public image and 
find ways of strengthening its appeal to the rural poor and to women. It watered 
down its version of the Islamic state in its 2001 manifesto: there would be no 
more chopping off the hands of thieves or stoning of persons convicted of 
adultery or banning of interest payments on loans (Lintner 2004). Instead, it 
foregrounded poverty alleviation and declared its support for NGOs as legit-
imate partners in development. It toned down some of its rhetoric on gender, 
attempting to project its support for a modernised version of female piety. 
It modified its earlier hard-line position that women be strictly confined to 
the domestic sphere with proposals for gender-segregated educational institu-
tions and workplaces in which women dressed modestly and interacted only 
with other women. It also began to directly target women in its various dis-
semination efforts, including madrassas and taleem (Quranic) classes.

These intensified efforts also failed to pay off: it won just 17 seats or around 
4% of votes in the 2001 elections (Riaz 2010). Despite dire threats about the 
‘bed of fire’ that awaited those who did not vote for it, its brand of Islamic 
politics clearly did not have wide appeal. However, given the extreme hostility 
between the two main parties and near complete split down the middle in vot-
ing patterns, Jamaat – and other Islamist parties – have played ‘king-making’ 
roles in the coalitions that determined which party took power. Their poor 
performance in garnering votes has not prevented them from exercising dis-
proportionate influence in the policies of successive ruling parties.

8.2 The attack on NGOs: defending the patriarchal order
Although NGOs were celebrated in the paradox literature for their contri-
bution to the social progress of the country, they also attracted considera-
ble criticism. Sections of the left within the country saw them as agents of 
Western imperialism, funded by donors to distract the rural proletariat from 
revolutionary action (e.g. Umar 1996). Others charged them with institution-
alising a neoliberal agenda, shifting from their earlier concerns with social 
justice and redistribution to individualism and entrepreneurship (Feldman 
1997; Karim 2004). There were also criticisms about the inordinate influence 
exercised by the Western donor community, the NGOs’ lack of accountability 
to their grassroots constituencies, the absence of internal democracy and the 
promotion of new forms of patronage (Devine 2003; Karim 1995).

But far greater hostility towards NGOs was expressed by Islamist groups 
within the country. The 1990s were, as we saw in Chapter 5, a period when 
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NGO efforts to promote girls’ education and women’s livelihood opportuni-
ties and, in some cases, their political participation, had taken on nationwide 
significance. The pace and visibility of women’s progress in these fields drew 
the ire of Islamist groups and this period also saw concerted effort by these 
groups to galvanise opposition to NGOs at local and national level.

A great deal of their hostility crystalised around the NGO focus on women 
and they called on all pious Muslim women to take a stand against ‘our moth-
ers and sisters who believe in Western civilization and follow the path of god-
lessness’ (Shehabuddin 2008, p.202). The fatwa emerged as a new instrument 
in this effort. Once extremely rare, fatwas began to increase in number and 
frequency with the installation of the first BNP–Jamaat coalition. They were 
initially directed at individuals, mainly women. According to Ain o Shalish 
Kendra (ASK), a feminist law centre, fatwas were issued against around 200 
women between 1993 and 2000 on grounds of immoral behaviour and led 
to their punishment by whipping and stoning. At least 18 committed suicide 
(Shehabuddin 2008, p.10).

Fatwas also were increasingly issued against NGOs. These were supported 
by Islamist-controlled national newspapers and magazines that published 
sensationalised news stories about the allegedly anti-Islamic activities of 
NGOs. Two central themes featured prominently in these stories – the alleged 
promotion of Christianity by NGOs and their corruption of women’s morals 
(Naher 2006).2 BRAC was accused of converting innocent children to Chris-
tianity by injecting turtle’s blood into their bodies, of failing to teach Arabic 
in their schools, of preferential recruitment of non-Muslim teachers in order 
to promote Christianity, of timing their classes in the early morning when 
children studied Arabic at madrassas in the villages and of teaching the pupils 
songs and dances contrary to Islamic values. Mullahs expressed particular 
objections to the education received by girls and women, claiming that it was 
making them shameless, too knowledgeable about their own bodies and rais-
ing their awareness of ‘un-Islamic’ legal rights. Islamist groups attacked NGOs 
offering health and family planning services, denouncing their bicycle-riding 
female health visitors.

Microfinance organisations came under fire for the un-Islamic practice 
of charging interest on loans, making both the organisations and their bor-
rowers guilty of dealing in haram money. According to one mullah, ‘it would 
be hundred times more sinful for anyone to take loan from Grameen Bank 
than to have extra marital sex in holy Mecca’ (Naher 2010, p.319). Verbal and 
written attacks were accompanied by physical actions. NGO schools were set 
on fire or prevented from opening, teachers were physical assaulted, teach-
ing materials destroyed. Imams and madrassa teachers instructed parents to 
withdraw their children from NGO schools or face social ostracism (Hashmi 
2000). Grameen Bank officials were attacked, its offices closed down. Pregnant 
women were prevented from accessing NGO health services on the grounds 
that they were being converted to Christianity and the offices of a women’s 
health NGO were burnt down (Kabir 1996).
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There was naturally a great deal of discussion within secular circles about 
what lay behind these attacks (Karim 2004; Riaz 2004; Shehabuddin 1999). 
Some put the blame on the elitist politics of the NGO sector. Karim (2004), for 
instance, saw the attacks as reflections of the fault line within society between 
a ‘small coterie of Western educated urban elites who advocate women’s rights, 
secularism and social justice’ and a ‘large rural population that is poor, illit-
erate, unemployed/underemployed’ and had no voice in the nation-making 
project (p.301). NGOs were part of this coterie, engaged in pressing women 
from poor and illiterate rural masses into the service of the market economy, 
‘not as informed agents but as clients’ (p.301). One of the reasons she cited 
for the hostility on the part of the rural clergy to the NGOs was that ‘in the 
1990s, BRAC, with support from its donors, began to lobby for the privati-
sation of rural primary education, which would bring rural education under 
NGO (and indirectly, donor) jurisdiction’ (p.299). This was not, in fact, true.3 
What did appear to be the case is that both madrassa teachers and teachers 
from mainstream government schools saw themselves in direct competition 
with BRAC schools for students (Naher 2006, p.170).

Others believed that the attacks were a manifestation of a wider antagonism 
on the part of conservative forces in society towards various changes they saw 
as threats to the traditional order. These included government initiatives to 
reform madrassa education and to improve female literacy and increase their 
political participation, as well as the private sector’s export factories, which 
encouraged women workers to display themselves on the streets, satellite  
television and various forms of new media that broadcast risqué films from 
Bollywood. In fact, the anti-NGO campaign followed a more general pattern 
of verbal attacks on secular and radical writers, journalists and intellectuals in 
which women – from female garment workers generally to individuals such 
as the outspoken feminist writer Taslima Nasreen – were particular targets 
(Naher 2010).

The attacks on the NGOs reflected the very specific power dynamics of the 
rural communities. They were orchestrated by a coalition of those sections 
of the rural power structure – mullahs, matabors and mahajans – who felt 
their position in the social order was under direct threat from NGO activities. 
Rural mullahs played a leading role in the coalition. They were paid by the 
village elite and hence beholden to it. Their purported knowledge of Islamic 
laws and their power to issue fatwas in turn provided legitimacy to the actions 
of the rural elite. Mullahs controlled the unregistered madrassa system and 
could rely on support of its students. BRAC’s informal schools were seen as a 
direct threat to their incomes and their ideologies.

The mahajans (moneylenders) found their business undermined by micro-
credit programmes. They continued to charge exorbitant rates to the very 
poorest, who were excluded from microfinance services, but large sections of 
their previous clientele now borrowed primarily from NGOs (Berg, Emran 
and Shilpi 2013). Interestingly, while mullahs were loud in their denuncia-
tions of microcredit NGOs for the un-Islamic practice of charging interest, 
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they maintained a deafening silence about the traditional majahan system 
despite its far more exploitative interest rates and lending practices (Naher 
2010, p.320). Indeed, Naher found a number of madrassa teachers were 
involved in moneylending as an additional source of income.

And as noted in Chapter 7, village matabors had lost their pool of captive 
female wage labour as a result of the opportunities promoted by the NGO 
sector. As poorer women used NGO loans to withdraw into self-employment 
and those who continued in wage work bargained for higher wages, the rural 
elite began to find it harder to find cheap female labour to work in their homes 
and fields.

There was one other important factor at play (Naher 2010). The promo-
tion of women’s participation in rural development activities was an issue on 
which the views of significant sections of men from different classes tended to 
converge. The reasons were not difficult to find. As Siddiqi (1996) observes,

regardless of the degree of their success, NGOs have become a 
powerful symbol of change in the domain of gender relations. 
Their intensive activities have opened up new spaces for mobilizing 
women, making them literally more visible, and offering possible 
alternatives to lives circumscribed by existing structures of domi-
nation. (pp.216–17)

In a climate of general anxiety over the ways in which development activities 
were seen to be weakening male authority over women in the villages of Bang-
ladesh, the mullahs found a cause that could mobilise large numbers of people 
against NGOs, amplifying and legitimising patriarchal grievance through the 
use of Islamic rhetoric.

8.3 Constructing the pious female subject
Islamist groups recognised from the outset that education was an important 
site for the construction of devout Islamic citizens but were somewhat late in 
recognising its importance for the construction of the pious female subject. 
This changed with the nationwide adoption in 1994 of the female secondary 
school stipend in government schools, including registered madrassas, and 
the dramatic expansion that took place in secondary-level madrassa educa-
tion for girls (Asadullah and Chaudhury 2008). Studies suggest that religious 
education had an impact on attitudes. Students from madrassa schools, both 
male and female, were more likely than those from government secondary 
schools to express unfavourable attitudes towards women’s intelligence and 
political abilities and to prioritise higher education for boys (Asadullah, 
Savoia and Mahmud 2019). And female students from registered madrassas 
were more likely than those from government secondary schools to favour 
Islamic rule, to believe in the primacy of the male breadwinning role, to attach 
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greater importance of higher education for boys than girls and to prefer large 
numbers of children (Asadullah and Chaudhury 2010).

But a more widespread effort to construct the pious female subject took 
the form of women-only Quranic study circles or taleem classes, which were 
held at neighbourhood and village levels. Some were organised by religious 
parties like Jamaat and some by popular piety movements such as Tablighi 
Jamaat, while others were organised by individual women who were recog-
nised to have knowledge of Quranic teachings but did not have any explicit 
organisational affiliation. This diversity in the organisation of taleem classes 
meant that they could not be seen as part of a planned political agenda. At the 
same time, it was significant that these groups began to proliferate in the early 
2000s, after it became clear that Islamist political parties were not making 
much headway with women voters, that the co-ordinated attacks on NGOs 
had petered out without significantly eroding women’s NGO membership 
and that Jamaat had been forced to publicly acknowledge NGOs as legitimate 
development partners. Taleem classes offered a quieter and more promising 
vehicle for spreading Islamic values among women from different classes and 
across the urban–rural divide.

What was taught in these classes varied according to whether they were 
intended as part of the Islamic state building agenda or as part of a spiritual 
agenda of self-purification, but they shared a common core goal: to cultivate 
the ‘correct’ understanding of Islam among participants and to promote the 
model of gender roles sanctioned by Quranic texts.4

Qualitative studies of taleem classes have analysed the interactions between 
teachers and students. One of these is Samia Huq’s insightful study of taleem 
classes organised in an affluent suburb of Dhaka by a devout teacher who 
was not affiliated to any political party (2011). The educated middle-class 
women who attended these classes expressed beliefs that seemed common to 
a range of these classes, regardless of who organised them. They believed that 
the Islam practised in Bangladesh had been corrupted by its Sufi origins and 
assimilation of local, including Hindu, beliefs and needed to be stripped down 
to its authentic core. They agreed that purdah was ‘one of the most important 
practices to adopt if one truly desires piety’ (p.230, author’s italics), a signifi-
cant marker of whether goals of piety have been attained. They subscribed to 
a rigid interpretation of the veil as full covering of head and body: ‘they did 
not grant themselves any leniency in interpretation’ (p.231).

They expressed their support for complementarity in gender relations as 
prescribed in the Quran rather than the equal rights argued for by femi-
nist and women’s groups in Bangladesh, the ‘liberal torchbearers of change’ 
(p.294). They were taught that the Western liberal belief that women should 
confront men head on had given rise to a battle of the sexes in which mar-
riages frequently ended in divorce. Taleem participants were advised instead 
of the importance of acting in ways that men always retained their sense of 
authority, of wielding their power ‘calculatingly and strategically in such a way 
that the man does not realize that he is being worked on’ (p.221).



WE FOLLOW SHARIAT, BUT WE FOLLOW MARFAT TOO 193

There was a great deal of discussion of religious texts in these classes but 
not a great deal of dissent – with one memorable exception. It related to the 
taleem apa’s explanation of Islam’s position on polygamy. Islam, she said, rec-
ognised that men were naturally polygamous, they had greater sexual needs 
than women. If a wife was not willing or able to satisfy her husband, it was 
better that he took other women as wives so that they had a respected status 
in society rather than treating them as mistresses, condemning them to hell-
fire.5 This religious sanction of what many of the urban, educated and afflu-
ent women who attended these classes saw as lewd male behaviour left them 
in state of ‘shell shock’ (p.314). It seemed to have been the only time they 
expressed reservations about what they were being taught.

Studies of taleem classes by other feminist scholars generally recognise 
Huq’s point that the women who attend them often experienced a sense of 
inner fulfilment from the knowledge that they were following a righteous 
path. There was less consensus on her view that these classes ‘empowered’ 
women. According to Huq, empowerment did not require women to ‘cry out 
loud for an overthrow of all existing structures, systems and relations’ (p.221), 
a view she attributed to secular-liberal feminists. Instead, changes in women’s 
‘suffering from subordination’ could come about through indirect challenges 
and the gradual reconfiguration of existing roles and relations (pp.43–44). 
Such indirect challenges and gradual reconfigurations have, of course, been 
the stuff of the processes of social change documented in earlier chapters 
of this book, memorably captured in Monowara’s sage observation back in 
1987 that a smart woman did not show her power (see Chapter 7), but they 
were not motivated by the teachings of the taleem teachers. Instead, for most 
women, they were born out of the direct experience of the costs of depend-
ency and the unfairness of real-life ‘complementarity’.

Critical scholars have also noted the limited range of texts that students 
were given to read in taleem classes, regardless of who organised them, and 
the limited space allowed for interrogating what they were taught (Gardener 
1998; Hussain 2010; Rozario 2006). There was little scope for developing the 
kind of critical consciousness that would allow them to question what was 
‘given’ in religious texts and to reconfigure those aspects of ascribed roles and 
relations that they found to be unjust. Indeed, it was unlikely that such ques-
tioning would be encouraged. Maimuna Huq (2008), who attended taleem 
classes conducted by Jamaat’s women’s wing, concluded that their aim was not 
the construction of Islamic intellectuals, the diversification of Islamic thought 
or the promotion of independent reasoning. It was rather the creation of a 
body of committed followers capable of convincing others to join the Jamaat 
project. While this political motivation may have been absent from other 
forms of taleem classes, they shared the common aim of creating a following of  
the faithful who could spread what they defined as the authentic message  
of Islam to the rest of the population.

Two aspects stand out in these studies of taleem classes. One is the empha-
sis on fear, the constant warnings about the divine retribution that awaited 
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those who deviated from the path of righteousness, versions of the bed of fire 
that Jamaat promised awaited those who failed to vote for them. The taleem 
preacher discussed in Samia Huq’s study drew on vivid imagery to make more 
real to her listeners the horrors of hell that awaited those that did not follow 
the true path:

How will we drink boiling water in Hell when it’s so difficult for us to 
bear the summer heat in this world? How restless we become when 
there is no electricity and hence no fan even for the briefest of peri-
ods! How painful the slightest burn can be. And yet, hellfire will be 
so many times more intense than this earthly fire. (Huq 2008, p.475)

For ordinary village women as well, taleem classes on the rules to be followed 
by devout Muslims were accompanied by efforts to instil fear if they were not 
followed. According to Hafiza Bibi, a young woman who was interviewed as 
part of our LSE/BIGD study,

There are rules for everything – whether you are walking, eating 
or sleeping. There are prayers for when you get out of the house, 
board a vehicle, eat, go somewhere. You have to say your prayers, 
fast, recite the Quran in the morning, cover your head, go about in 
a way that you don’t look into a man’s eyes. Be careful women! You 
should buy and read the book called ‘Why don’t women stay within 
purdah’. You will feel as if Azrael has come to your door. If I read it 
at night, I feel scared going from this room to that one. (Fieldwork, 
Comilla, 2014)

The use of fear to recruit people to the righteous path meshes, as White 
(2012) points out, more easily with critiques of religion as a form of ideolog-
ical domination than as a pathway to women’s empowerment. Nor does it sit 
easily with the more tolerant understanding of religion that many people in 
 Bangladesh continue to subscribe to. Kanta, a young woman in Samia Huq’s 
study explained her reluctance to attend taleem classes:

I suppose what puts me off is that they believe that they’re better, 
and that’s arrogant. After all, it’s up to God to judge who He favours 
and why. We really shouldn’t worry about that … And I don’t really 
want to be frightened into connecting with God. (2011, p.331)

The other feature that stands out is the extent to which these classes,  
and the Islamist agenda more generally, embodied a form of ‘cultural jihad’, the 
determination to uproot local practices considered to be antithetical to purist 
Islam. Taleem classes were an effective vehicle for taking this cultural jihad 
to women from different sections of society. The religious rules that Hafiza 
Moni was pointing to were attempts to teach participants the correct way to 



WE FOLLOW SHARIAT, BUT WE FOLLOW MARFAT TOO 195

express their devotion to God. Learning the correct way meant unlearning the 
incorrect ways of the past.

These included long-standing religious rituals followed by Bengali Mus-
lims: milad mahfils, where people met to engage in religious prayer and song 
to mark special occasions; visiting of shrines and seeking guidance from pirs; 
and holding qul khani, a mourning ceremony 40 days after a death. They 
included long-standing cultural practices: elaborate wedding ceremonies 
marked by various rituals, folk and Sufi music festivals and the celebration 
of the Bengali New Year with flowers, dances and song. They also included 
modern day cultural practices, watching soaps on TV or films or listening to 
popular songs and music on the radio, since all were fraught with the danger 
of exposure to a polluted world (Rozario 2006). The quote at the start of this 
chapter summarises the attitudes of taleem participants in Samia Huq’s study, 
who dismissed ‘their mothers, grandmothers and women before them’ whose 
failure to separate out their religious practices from local cultural conventions 
meant theirs had been merely a ‘cultural Islam’.

8.4 Grassroots responses to the rise of orthodoxy
I want to turn now to what various studies tell us about women’s responses 
to the contradictory forces of ‘religion’ on the one hand, as represented, for 
instance, by the politics of Jamaat and taleem classes, and of ‘secularism’  
on the other, as represented, for instance, by NGOs and feminist organisa-
tions. The strongest support for the Islamist agenda in the countryside tended 
to come from women from elite rural families, those whose material condi-
tions made it possible for them to follow its strict prescriptions (Gardener 
1998; Shehabuddin 2008). Their ability to embrace the new Islamist practices 
reinforced the older traditions that had positioned them as bearers of honour 
and status in their families, engaging in forms of behaviour that could not be 
easily adopted by those from less privileged backgrounds.6

The Islamist agenda was also frequently supported by women somewhat 
lower down the status hierarchy who sought to emulate elite notions of pro-
priety in order to distinguish themselves from those even lower down. They 
attended taleem classes and adopted new forms of veiling and other visible 
signs of the new orthodoxy. They also sought to keep their distance from 
NGOs, a distance they could afford because of the regularity of male earnings 
in their households. Their aloofness sometimes expressed a religious opposi-
tion to microfinance but also, quite often, status considerations: As one said, 
‘I have not fallen so low that I would degrade myself by parading in front of 
strangers from other districts, doing physical drills and loudly chanting slo-
gans about Grameen Bank’ (Shehabuddin 2008, p.147).

But there were also large numbers of women from mainly poor households 
whose views about NGOs and religion were likely to vary a great deal from 
those better off than themselves and possibly from each other but whose 
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limited livelihood opportunities meant that they benefited considerably 
from NGO activities. Their refusal to succumb to the overtures of the Islamic  
parties or be cowed by the attacks on NGOs suggested that they did not nec-
essarily subscribe to the values that inspired the Islamist agenda. Equally, 
however, their continued membership of NGOs did not imply that they had 
turned their back on religion – as the Islamists maintained or secularists 
might claim. As the quote from Shehabuddin at the beginning of this chapter 
put it, poor rural women were anxious to improve their lives in this world 
and to ensure a good akhirat (afterlife). They had to find a way of keeping on 
the right side of those in power in their locality without jeopardising their 
access to services and opportunities provided by NGOs but they also looked 
to spiritual concerns for their afterlife.

Women had made up nearly half of the 75% voter turnout for the elections in 
1996 and 2001, so it was clear that they played an important role in the defeat of 
the Islamic parties. Why had so many of the women who voted, who said that 
they prayed, fasted, read the Quran regularly, conformed to notions of purdah 
and female modesty and generally saw themselves as good Muslims, failed to 
support Jamaat when it presented itself as the standard-bearer of these prac-
tices? This was the question that Shehabuddin (2008) set out to answer.

She notes that an informal survey carried out by ASK after the 1996 elections 
into the voting behaviour of women in different parts of the country found 
that 95% reported that they had not voted for Jamaat. Their reasons included 
pre-existing loyalties to other parties, obedience to husbands’ instructions, 
scepticism about Jamaat’s chances of winning and dislike of their local candi-
date but the overwhelming reason appeared to be that they were not prepared 
to support a party who clearly believed in women’s inferiority, constantly 
found fault with them, and refused to field women candidates in elections.

One woman pointed out that Jamaat might condemn dowry as an un-Is-
lamic practice, but it simultaneously blamed women for its rise. It claimed 
that women had cheapened themselves through their immodest behaviour in 
the public domain so that men’s natural attraction to women had been trans-
formed into repulsion; dowry had replaced the Islamic practice of mohrana as 
a payment to persuade men to marry them.

There was also fear that a Jamaat victory would take away women’s option of 
deciding for themselves how they chose to follow Islam. In an Islamic state, as 
they understood it, religion would no longer be left to an individual’s personal 
judgement but would be dictated from above. As one declared, ‘The Jamaat? I 
will never vote for them. My religion is my business’ (Shehabuddin 2008, p.184).

Finally, most women, and many men, were concerned that Jamaat would 
impose codes of conduct and dress that would make it impossible for women to  
work for a living outside the home. For all their efforts to appeal to women 
voters and to uphold the spiritual equality of men and women, Jamaat con-
tinued to insist on a strict form of purdah as the most important marker of 
authentic Islam, advocating restrictions on women working alongside men 
as they did in the garment factories and in NGOs, the two largest and most 
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visible employers of women in the country. Its counter proposals to offer 
interest-free loans for home-based enterprise, to train women in income- 
generating skills and to uphold the payment of mohrana to prevent divorced 
women from sliding into poverty fell far short of the support that women 
thought they needed.

Consequently, poorer rural women had little interest in a party that would 
take away the few freedoms they had won. One woman interviewed in the 
ASK study said:

If the Jamaat comes to power, they’ll say that I can’t leave my house 
anymore to earn a living. Who’s going to feed my children and me 
then? I’ll tell you this: none of those people who are so concerned 
about purdah now will rush forward to feed me. (Shehabuddin 
2008, p.184)

However, as Shehabuddin notes, this scepticism about Jamaat’s agenda was 
expressed in the privacy of the ballot box rather than openly in the public 
domain. A Jamaat activist had explained to her how Jamaat sought to influ-
ence rural female voters:

We tell them that this world does not matter, that it is the next one 
that counts, that goes on forever. And if you do not behave as you 
should here, you will have to pay the price when you face God on 
the Last Day. Does a mother not reprimand an unruly child? Simi-
larly, God punishes those who break His rules. In hell, one is made 
to lie down on a bed of fire and then covered with a blanket of fire. 
One cries out for it to end, but one does not die there. This contin-
ues forever. (p.200)

Shehabuddin inquired whether this method of communication had proved 
successful. The Jamaat activist shook her head and lamented, ‘The village 
women usually sit at our meetings and nod in agreement with everything we 
say. But then they leave and forget it all!’ (p.201).

This low-key, non-confrontational response by poor rural women to the 
efforts of Islamist parties also characterised their responses to Islamist attacks 
on their NGOs. The practicalities of earning a living and caring for their chil-
dren were at the forefront of their willingness to defend their NGO affiliation. 
In fieldwork carried out in 2006, White (2012) noted how NGO credit had 
become a routine practice in the local economy, just one option among others 
in helping families get by. Shehabuddin suggests that the NGO experience 
had made many women more articulate and self-confident, participating in, 
and even running, regular meetings, conversing with strangers and managing 
their own small businesses.

But few NGOs took a collective stand against the Islamist attacks and few 
sought to build women’s capacity to take collective action on their own behalf. 
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Most left their members to work out their own responses. Naher’s research 
in the village of Miyapur in the late 1990s describes some of these responses 
(2006). One was to investigate for themselves the veracity of the anti-Islamic 
accusations being levelled at NGOs. They solicited the views of relatives 
more educated than themselves, asked high school students to read them 
BRAC’s education texts and used their position on BRAC school committees 
to make their own assessments. They found little to support the accusations. 
Another was to persuade NGOs to change those aspects of their practices that 
appeared to draw particular hostility. BRAC, for instance, dropped elements 
of its ‘joyful education’ programme, such as clapping hands, singing and  
dancing, requested girls to cover their heads when they came to school  
and started offering weekly classes in Arabic. Grameen Bank members gave 
up the performance of physical exercises at the start of group meetings.

There were also examples of women drawing on their cultural repertoires 
to frame dissent, using the resourcefulness familiar from previous chap-
ters. They argued that NGO officials were like members of their own family 
who (depending on age difference) addressed them as their sisters or aunts. 
They emphasised their own virtuous behaviour:

We directly go to the centre to attend weekly meetings and for 
money transactions, and then come back to our homes. We do not 
talk to any male strangers on the way, neither do we spend time 
with the sir gossiping. (Naher 2010, p.322)

They stressed the pains they took to dress with modesty: wearing the burqa 
if they could afford it or covering themselves in other ways if they could not.

Several invoked the terms of the patriarchal bargain to justify their actions. 
They had been ‘sent’ to take loans by their husbands or they had only done so 
with family’s permission. If such activities were now regarded as un-Islamic, 
the moral responsibility lay with household patriarchs, not with them. Most 
were supported by men in their households as few men wanted their wives 
to give up NGO membership or their daughters to lose out on educational 
opportunities. In Naher’s study village, a group of fathers kept watch over the 
local school at night to protect it from attacks.

Women also pointed to the failure of the ‘moral’ community to give them 
the protection and provision embedded in the Islamic patriarchal bargain. 
One woman’s rejoinder to a mullah critical of her membership of Grameen 
Bank was that she would never have taken a loan if she had got financial sup-
port from virtuous Muslims like him (Naher 2010, p.321). Another expressed 
her anger at a community that was ready to criticise but not to help:

People said a lot of things when we first took money from the 
Grameen Bank – that we are becoming Christian, that we were los-
ing our religion. If we are, then we must. When have they ever lent 
us ten takas? We must do what we can to survive. Sometimes they 
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say these things because they are afraid that the poor will become 
rich. (Shehabuddin 2008, p.145)

They levelled accusations about the double standards of religious leaders sim-
ilar to those women had been making in the 1970s: ‘When the female mem-
bers from rich households go to town for shopping or to watch the cinema, 
nobody says anything about them. Mullahs always speak against the poor 
people’ (Naher 2010, p.322).

8.5 Building a culture of rights: the radical NGO sector
The mainstream NGO sector was largely focused on service provision, pri-
marily microfinance. Building the organisational capacity was not among 
their aims and without such capacity, it was not surprising that their mem-
bers adopted non-confrontational responses to the Islamist attacks on their 
organisations – but there were exceptions. Shehabuddin (1999) describes one 
of them:

At a waaz mahfils in November 1995, in the village of Chaita, Jama’at 
leader Abdur Rahman Azadi began, ‘Today I will not talk of Allah 
but of NGOs … I have burnt many schools of BRAC.’ His tirade, 
however, was directed at another NGO, Saptagram, which ran an 
adult-literacy program for women using a unique gender-sensitive 
syllabus. ‘Saptagram is conducting un-Islamic activities. They are 
forming cooperatives with women. They are educating women but 
not men; they are making women immoral. The books used by Sap-
tagram talk of divorce and dowry and include anti-Islamic teach-
ings—these will turn people into Christians and send them straight 
to hell.’ He referred to the largely female staff of Saptagram as ‘the 
offspring of traitors and dogs,’ who deserved to be tied up with a 
rope and their tongues cut off. When village women involved with 
Saptagram heard about this waaz, they banded together, brooms in 
hand, and confronted Azadi. They warned him, ‘In your next waaz, 
talk about Islam only, do not say such filthy things about women. If 
you do this again, we will beat you with our brooms.’ (pp.162–63)

Saptagram was part of the radical NGO subsector referred to in Chapter 5 
that had eschewed a service delivery role in favour of building the collective 
capacity of the poor. McCarthy (1993) provides early examples, drawn from 
the 1980s, of the kinds of collective actions being undertaken by members 
of these organisations: women from a Nijera Kori (NK) group who took on 
the local landlord and his muscle men who were trying to close their group 
down; Saptagram groups working on the Integrated Rural Works Programme 
who marched on the district commissioner’s office when they found they were 



200 RENEGOTIATING PATRIARCHY WE FOLLOW SHARIAT, BUT WE FOLLOW MARFAT TOO

being cheated of their wages by programme officials; and Proshika’s groups, 
which banded together to confront violent husbands in their community.

These were isolated examples. Other studies carried out more in-depth 
analysis of these organisations, highlighting key elements of their approach 
and what they were able to achieve (Devine 2002; Kramsjo and Wood 1992; 
Paprocki 2021; Westergaard 1994). A few, like Saptagram, worked primar-
ily with women, but the majority worked with both men and women. As 
I noted in Chapter 5, most had started in the 1970s, part of the country’s 
‘liberation dividend’, inspired by the values of the struggle for independence 
to frame their vision of social justice. They used regular savings by their 
members and weekly meetings as the basis of group formation but the pri-
mary emphasis from the beginning was on challenging the collective habi-
tus through popular education, drawing on variations of Freire’s pedagogy 
of the oppressed (1972) along with theatre, role plays, songs and storytelling 
to promote a critical consciousness among their groups and the collective 
capacity to fight for their rights. 

Over the years I have carried out my own studies of this sector, using  
both surveys and qualitative research in order to both quantify and to under-
stand the kinds of changes their members believed had been brought about 
in their own lives and within their communities (Kabeer and Haq Kabir  
2009; Kabeer and Huq 2014; Kabeer and Matin 2005; Kabeer and Sulaiman 
2015; Kabeer et al. 2012). The survey results suggest that members of these 
organisations had greater awareness of their constitutional rights than others 
in their community, including those belonging to mainstream NGOs; were 
frequently called on for advice by others in the community; interacted rou-
tinely with elected officials; were more likely to vote, campaign and stand dur-
ing local elections; were more likely to be elected to village committees; and 
were more likely to be called on to participate in shalish called by local elites 
or by the upazila chairman but also to hold their own shalish. Both men and 
women from these organisations engaged in collective action and protests 
around a variety of issues, including the unfair distribution of public goods, 
rights to khas land promised by the government, bargaining for fairer wages 
and, most frequently, violence against women. Finally, they were more likely 
to believe that the quality of justice had improved over recent years.

Qualitative research provides insights into changes in consciousness that 
had been brought about by their membership experiences. According to  
Ibrahim, his years with NK had allowed him to imagine a radically different 
vision of society – and a radically different future for himself. His father had 
been a sharecropper, he himself had been a sharecropper and he believed that 
this was the preordained order of things: those who had assets would remain 
rich, the poor would remain poor. But through his membership he had learnt 
that the wealth of the country belonged to its people and that their fundamen-
tal rights as citizens were written into the constitution. He no longer looked to 
the landlord for support and advice but to his organisation (Kabeer and Haq 
Kabir 2009).
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A similar shift occurred in Nilu Begum’s thinking. She had grown up  
accepting her preordained fate as a woman, an early marriage and a life that 
revolved entirely around her husband and household: ‘I have seen my grand-
mother, my mother and my aunts, they all did the same’. But she found herself 
changing through her membership of NK: ‘I am an illiterate woman, so was my 
mother. But I have dreams for my children which my mother never had for us’ 
(Kabeer 2011, p.336). She had not been able to send her older son and daughter 
to school but was determined to educate her youngest daughter till college level.

According to Rasheda, Saptagram had taught her the most important  
lessons of her life: how to mix with people, how to sign her own name, how to 
stand on her own feet and the value of unity. She had learnt that she had the 
same rights as her husband:

I didn’t get rights earlier and I cannot say that I get them all even 
now. But at least I now know what they are and I can teach my 
children … If I didn’t know that we have a right to my father’s prop-
erty, then I wouldn’t have been able to get it from my brothers … 
Whether I get my rights or not, I can still demand them. (Kabeer 
and Huq 2014, pp.262–63)

Nasima related how her participation in the struggle by NK groups for the 
rights of the landless to government khas land had crystallised her own think-
ing about women’s land rights. She recalled how her grandfather had willed 
his 30 bighas of land to his two sons, thereby depriving his daughters, includ-
ing her mother: ‘In a case where a father can deprive his daughters, what are 
the guarantees that a husband would not do the same to his wife?’ (Kabeer 
2011, p.515).

The khas land allocated to her household by the government had been reg-
istered in her husband’s name, but if the opportunity arose again she would 
insist that it was jointly registered. In the meanwhile, she had managed to 
persuade her own father to write half of any land he had acquired over his 
own lifetime in his wife’s name:

My father did not agree at first, though I have only one brother. But 
both my mother and my father have been toiling hard and so any 
land he buys from their income should be shared with my mother. 
My father is a very peaceful, simple man. If a person like him does 
not easily want to surrender any ownership to his wife, what will 
other men do? (Kabeer 2011, p.516)

These struggles also opened men’s eyes to the discrimination that they them-
selves had practised. Abdur Rahman said:

Before joining Samata, I hardly recognized women’s roles. We really 
had no idea that women worked as hard as we did in running the 
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family. Now I realize that our family is a result of our joint effort. 
When we received two bighas of land in 1994, it was in both our 
names … because I now believe that land should be allotted jointly 
in the name of both husband and wife. (Kabeer 2011, p.516)

These organisations never achieved the mass membership of the mainstream 
microfinance organisations and most had begun to disappear by the late 1990s 
for a variety of reasons, including internal mismanagement, the inability to 
scale up their operations and the decision by some to prioritise microfinance 
under pressure from donors to become financially sustainable. The NGO 
sector is now dominated almost entirely by microfinance organisations, with 
the exception of Nijera Kori, though BRAC continues to offer legal education 
(Lewis 2017). Despite their disappearance, radical NGOs are part of the par-
adox story. They were not able to bring about the transformation of society 
they had sought, but their achievements were proof that there was nothing 
inherent within the local culture that made it impermeable to ‘secular’ ideas 
about justice and human rights. These could be seen as perfectly compati-
ble with religious beliefs as long as religion was not defined in orthodox and 
exclusionary terms.

8.6 Interrogating the veil
Beyond the intense contestations about women’s place in society that were 
being conducted in the political arena and within civil society, ordinary men 
and women were enacting their own interpretations about the right and proper 
ways to conduct themselves as they went about their daily lives – interpreta-
tions that were by no means homogenous. I want to continue my exploration 
of conflicting ideas about female virtue, this time through an examination of 
an aspect of everyday life that had become very central to these contestations: 
how women dressed in the public domain.

This has, of course, been a perennial preoccupation within Bangladesh 
society. Traditionally, a woman covered her heads with the anchal of her sari 
in deference to the norm of female modesty. The burqa was imported into 
the country some 50 or more years before liberation by those who had gone 
on hajj (pilgrimage), but it was confined to women from more affluent con-
servative families as a signal of their status (McCarthy 1967). There was a 
period after liberation when it was generally believed that the observance of 
purdah was declining because of poverty, the need for many more women 
to work and because increased education was leading to new ways of think-
ing and behaving. Women from respectable households continued to cover 
themselves, but the additional clothing represented by the burqa remained a 
minority practice.

As a result, Siddiqi (1996) was able to observe in a study in the early 1990s 
that Bangladesh had not been characterised by a ‘return to the veil’, the 
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phenomenon evident in a number of countries in the Middle East where large 
numbers of women were voluntarily adopting full veiling in protest against 
excesses of consumerism and westernisation. ‘Nor,’ she added, ‘is the veil itself 
a central subject of political discourse and contestation’ (p.143).

This began to change some years later as a very visible increase in veiling, 
and a proliferation in the forms it took, began to take place across the country. 
It is not easy to pinpoint exactly when this began but a comparison of narra-
tives by different generations of women (or even different cohorts of siblings 
within the same family) in fieldwork carried out in 2010 suggests that it coin-
cided with the spread of taleem classes across the country, in other words in 
the early 2000s. So one interpretation of the rise in veiling was that it signified 
a growing adherence to Islamic orthodoxy, and that taleem classes with their 
focus on everyday practices had succeeded in promoting a degree of modesty 
on the part of Bangladesh’s women that the Islamist political forces had failed 
to enforce.

This was the interpretation offered, for instance, by Samia Huq on the basis of 
her study of taleem participants. She found that ‘most women covered first and 
foremost out of religious obligation’ (2011, p.233). It marked them out as women 
who were striving towards piety. But, of course, her study was based on a highly 
selective sample of affluent, educated and urban women. In a population the size 
of Bangladesh in which large numbers of women were opting for the veil, it was 
highly unlikely that any single motivation could explain the trend.

In exploring some of the different meanings and practices associated with 
veiling by women from different walks of life, I will draw on the secondary lit-
erature, but my main source will be the 2008 IDS/BIGD survey and qualitative 
interviews carried out between 2014 and 2017, supplemented with informa-
tion from the 2015 LSE/BIGD survey (Appendix 1). Table 8a in Appendix 5  
provides information on changes in veiling practices for different age groups 
of women in 2008 and then followed up in 2015.7

In 2008, the percentages of women saying they always veiled themselves 
when they left the house and the percentages saying they never veiled them-
selves was evenly divided for the different age groups. By 2015, a much higher 
percentage of the same women, particularly in the younger age groups, 
reported that they always veiled themselves when they left the house and far 
fewer reported never veiling. Though not shown in the table, women who 
belonged to NGOs were as likely to veil as those who did not. The surveys did 
not distinguish between different kinds of veiling, nor did they ask about the 
reasons for veiling. For this, I will draw mainly on qualitative research that 
was carried out with 80 women from four study districts carried out in 2014 
as part of the LSE/BIGD study.

The meanings that emerged from this research had cultural as well as reli-
gious dimensions. Cultural interpretations expressed concerns with gender 
propriety and social status, with men’s ability to act as breadwinners and guard-
ians of family honour and the need for women to behave in a seemly manner 
in the public domain to uphold the family’s standing in the community. These 
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concerns could be found in Hindu households as well, emphasising the fact 
that they cut across religious boundaries.

By contrast, religious interpretations sought conformity to Islamic norms 
of female piety. These had been undergoing considerable change in recent 
times through efforts to promote the more ‘authentic’ forms of veiling associ-
ated with the rise of orthodox Islam. The practice of veiling now included the 
customary covering of the head with a sari or the traditional burqa but also 
variations of veiling imported from the Middle East, the abaya (a long outer 
garment or cloak worn over normal clothes), combined with the hijab, a scarf 
which completely covered the head and, often, the niqab, which covered the 
face. Many taleem teachers also encouraged additional items, such as gloves, 
socks and even dark glasses for more effective covering.

Religious interpretations of purdah emphasised differences between reli-
gious communities. Those who subscribed to them disapproved of Hindu 
women who were willing to move around in the public domain without fully 
covering themselves but they disapproved equally of Muslim women who 
did not abide by strict purdah norms. Hindu women, in turn, were bemused 
by the preoccupation with ever-increasing forms of veiling among Muslims. 
Radha Rani, for instance, believed it was important for women to cover their 
heads in public or men would stare at their breasts but did not see the point of 
some of the new forms of covering that women were wearing: ‘They look like 
banana trees’ (Fieldwork, 2014, Comilla).

Both interpretations of purdah encouraged women to stay within the home 
and imposed restrictions on their mobility and conduct in the public domain 
so that the distinction between them was not always clear-cut. Indeed, the 
same person could articulate both versions, weaving them together seam-
lessly in her account. Consequently, while the more extreme forms of veiling 
(socks, gloves, dark glasses) could generally be taken to signify strict adher-
ence to religious norms, the explanations given by other women suggested 
that a somewhat fluid and diverse set of meanings and motivations charac-
terised other ostensibly similar practices, in line with the diversity of ways in 
which women practised Islam.

Veiling, piety, and status

Let me begin with women who said that they wore full veiling when they 
went out, either the traditional burqa or the new abaya–hijab, very often with 
the addition of face covering, socks, gloves and perhaps sunglasses. Women 
who regularly attended taleem classes – the affluent suburban women in Haq’s 
study, as well as most taleem participants interviewed by Huq and Khondaker 
(2011) and by Rozario (2006) – were in this category and subscribed to strict 
religious views about female piety.

Some of the rural women in the LSE/BIGD study also fell into this cat-
egory. Jahura (Comilla) said that not only did she cover herself fully every 
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time she stepped out of the house but she only ever left the house for a 
limited number of reasons, to go to the doctor or visit her daughters. Lutfa 
(Comilla) lived with her in-laws, a very religious family. Her husband 
worked in Oman. He had sent her a burqa and she wore it whenever she 
went out, adding an orna (long scarf) over her head and a mask over her 
face (niqab). Her sisters-in-law also wore gloves and socks but she herself 
did not because ‘it was too hot’.

Full veiling on grounds of piety was not confined to better-off women. A 
number of garment workers reported that they wore a burqa to and from the 
factory, expressed their appreciation of employers who made provision for 
workers to pray and said that they attended taleem classes in their neighbour-
hood whenever possible.

A feature that recurred frequently in the narratives of these women was 
their disapproval of ‘improper’ forms of veiling. According to Jahura, stand-
ards of morality had deteriorated considerably:

In the past, our mother and aunts would wear 18-feet long saree, 
they would wear it in a way that their body and head was fully cov-
ered. But today’s women can’t cover themselves well even if you pro-
vide them 21-feet long saree.

Najma (Narayanganj) expressed similar disapproval and took it on herself to 
reprove others:

Everyone wears a burqa these days, but no one wears it the way it 
should be worn. Some wear a burqa but behave in the worst possible 
way. They are giving those who wear a burqa a bad name. You are 
supposed to wear it to cover your dignity and your honour (izzat) 
so that no man gets to see you, your beauty … I love wearing the 
burqa. Sometimes I stop people on the road and say that you haven’t 
worn the burqa properly. Your head may be covered, but the outline 
of your body is showing.

There was also a number of women in this category whose motives for full 
veiling were a mixture of religious beliefs and status concerns. Nushat from 
Comilla, for instance, said she wore a burqa to ensure her face and body were 
covered: ‘Wearing burqa, hijab has increased because it is beneficial in terms 
of Islam, it guards against sinning.’ But she added:

People criticize anyone who goes out without wearing one. A daugh-
ter-in-law of a reputed family can’t go around casually. People might 
say, ‘That Member’s wife wasn’t wearing a Burqa when going out’.8
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Veiling, poverty and work

The majority of those who said that they did not veil were from poorer house-
holds. This did not mean that they rejected veiling. Some yearned to be in a 
position to adopt the veil, combining the desire for piety with the protected 
life associated with the ability to observe purdah. A domestic worker spoke 
of her regret that her need to work made it impossible for her to avoid sin by 
observing purdah. She would have liked to hide away from everyone’s sight 
so that she could claim a pious life on judgement day but she had to earn to 
support herself and her children.

But Hafiza (Tangail), who had been to taleem classes in her village, did not 
see how injunctions about the veil applied to her:

These instructions are given to us who work but the taleem apa does 
not have to work so she does not understand … If you have to feed 
yourself by working, then you cannot wear burqa. They tell us what 
we have to do, we comply as much as we can … But I raise cows, if 
my cow runs out of the house or my goat escapes, then I have to go 
out and catch them, with or without a burqa. What we can observe, 
we observe, what we can’t, we can’t.

Others, like Shirin (Chapainababganj), expressed anger at those who defined 
piety in ways that were out of reach for women like herself whose husbands 
had remarried and who had to work as wage labour to earn their own living:

They tell us about the right way to live our lives, to observe purdah,  
to wear burqa when going out, they discuss the hadith and  
Quran. They talk about the religious restrictions on women regarding 
going outside and working. But women of poor families have to work 
for their survival … They may forbid poor women to go outside, but 
will that hold them back? … After all, those women at taleem meet-
ings will not help a poor woman with even 10 takas, will they?

Purdah of the mind

As noted, many of the women who subscribed to orthodox views about veil-
ing expressed their disapproval of the ways that others chose to veil. It was 
their view that veiling did not count as virtue if it was not done with virtuous 
intent. A version of this view was, interestingly, also subscribed to by women 
who chose not to veil. They argued that the veil signified very little; it was pos-
sible, even easier, to engage in immoral activities while fully veiled. A version 
of this argument was put forward by Mochona (Comilla):

Taleem is within yourself … You can find out things by reading a 
book and looking it up on the internet. In the taleem classes they 
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tell you to pray and fast, remain within purdah, wear a burqa, recite 
your prayers. But you can carry out robbery wearing a burqa … A 
man can enter an empty house wearing a burqa. Would I be able to 
recognize him if he is wearing a burqa and covering his face?

These women did not reject the idea of purdah but by defining it as state of 
mind, as purity of thought and intention, something they carried inside them 
rather than an expensive outer garment, they defined themselves as pious 
Muslims even as they went about their daily business in the public domain 
(Rozario 2006). I discussed versions of this in Chapter 7.

Also within this group were a number of women who were extremely 
devout in their religious practices but followed Sufi pirs and were satisfied that 
their own efforts at modesty were sufficient. Rubina (Chapainababganj) had 
left her husband when he took a second wife. Since then she had been earning 
her own living selling snacks in a small stall by the ferry. She was a devout fol-
lower of the Atroshi Pir, the holy man of Faridpur. She actively recruited dis-
ciples for him and regularly attended his classes. She was taught about prayer 
and fasting, the need to put on the veil, what prayers to say before igniting 
the stove, and all about tariqat, shariat, marfat.9 She wore a burqa when she 
went to Atroshi, but otherwise a sari and a scarf around her head: ‘People who 
know how to cover their body well with their sari don’t need to wear a burqa.’

Fashion burqa

The pious women in our study reserved their most scathing criticism for those 
who treated the veil as a form of fashion. In the view of Rekha (Bagerhat),

It is the new fashion now. People wear tight-fitting burqas. They 
are available in multiple colours, different collar and sleeve styles. 
But they don’t cover their face so what’s the point of wearing burqa 
anyway?

Momena (Bagerhat) was also disapproving: ‘In the old days you could not tell 
a woman’s age or the shape of her body when she veiled.’

These criticisms had validity. For some of the younger generation, veiling 
had indeed become part of fashion rather than an expression of piety. In place 
of the standard loose, tent-like black burqa that had been the old way of full 
veiling, these women wore many different styles and colours.10 As Hussain 
(2010) observes,

During my study women argued that as a result of cultural  
flows from abroad, modern westernized women are accepting  
jeans and shirt as a style from the West, while modern Muslim 
women are accepting hijab as a fashion from the Middle Eastern 
countries. (p.326)
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Joya (Narayanganj) was of the opinion that women wore burqas to look 
beautiful: ‘There are so many fashionable burqas now and many designs. My 
daughters and granddaughters have bought them because they look beautiful.’ 
Marufa, who worked as a tailor in Narayanganj, reported an increase in the 
number of orders for ‘fashion’ burqas she was getting from young women:

In fact, it has become the new shalwar kameez. Take for instance, 
my daughter – she has four burqas. She goes for coaching – she 
doesn’t feel like wearing this burqa, she will wear another.  
She doesn’t like that one, she will wear another one. They tend to 
wear different burqas instead of different shalwar kameezes. Some 
older women wear it as purdah, but the young women especially 
wear it as fashion.

The instrumentality of the veil

Finally, there were examples of women who veiled for instrumental reasons –  
with their reasons ranging from the mundane to the strategic. Among the 
mundane reasons was that veiling dispensed with the need to worry about 
ironing clothes every day or about wearing the same clothes as the day before 
or about wearing cheap and unfashionable clothes (Huq and Khondaker 
2011). As Shona (Narayanganj) said,

Girls think, why waste time changing into a good shalwar kameez 
… Now each girl has 10 scarves, what we call hijab. They pleat the 
hijab and wear it around their head, put on a burqa and off they go.

More strategic reasons related to the anonymity that full veiling provided.  
For women working outside the home, it helped to mitigate the trade-off 
between women’s economic value and social status. Veiling allowed women 
to go to work in garment factories or provide community-based services 
or attend NGO meetings without drawing attention to themselves. Anwara 
(Bagerhat) told us how, when her husband was posted out of town, she would 
put on a burqa, load a hired rickshaw van with fruits and vegetables from her 
farm, instruct the driver to park near the bazaar in town and sell her produce 
to passers-by safe in the knowledge that she would not be recognised by any-
one who knew her.

Nilufa (Comilla) had been engaged in smuggling saris across the border 
from India. She said that she subscribed to the idea of ‘inner purdah’. But 
she also spoke of the instrumental advantages of full veiling when she was 
engaged in her smuggling activities:

It gave me an advantage … If we were bringing back saris and we 
were traveling without covering ourselves, they would catch us and 
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put us in jail. If we wore a burqa, they would not be able to catch 
us … they wouldn’t be able to see the saris tied to our bodies under 
the burqa.

There were women who opted to veil in response to the kind of behaviour that 
they frequently encountered from men when they moved in the public domain: 
leering, suggestive propositions and unwelcome touching and grabbing. They 
hoped that by veiling themselves they might avoid, or at least minimise, this 
sexual harassment. Veiling was also reported as a form of assurance to families. 
Families were more likely to feel secure about the safety and reputation of their 
female members if they dressed in ways that signalled their virtue to others. 
Young girls wore the burqa so that they could get their parents’ permission  
to attend university. Married women veiled themselves to get family approval to  
take up work. Bano, an educated young woman from a middle-class rural fam-
ily in Chapainababganj, who worked in BRAC bank, told us that, when her 
husband found out that she would be working alongside men, he asked her to 
wear a burqa to work. She said she complied willingly:

If I don’t … I will be the one facing problems. Maybe many people 
in society will say I am bad … It’s good from society’s point of view 
and from the religious point of view.

But, according to her, neither she nor many of the young women she knew 
wore the burqa because of taleem instruction: ‘If I am to worship God, I will 
do it voluntarily, not because someone else tells me to.’ She turned her veiling 
into a form of fashion:

The reason I am saying that burqa is a fashionable attire is because 
usually burqas are supposed to be loose. But see the one I am 
wearing, this one is tight-fitting, see there is a lot of design on it.  
Burqas are supposed to be black and without any designs. Why 
black? Because there is no beauty in black. People will not look at 
you. But when the burqa is bright and your scarf has a design, then 
it becomes fashionable … Wearing burqa is not mandatory; it’s 
everyone’s own choice.

Reviewing these various rationales for veiling, it would appear that they were 
generally characterised by some degree of voluntarism but there were cases 
when this was clearly not the case, when women were required to veil them-
selves by husbands, in-laws and other family members. Nor was voluntarism 
evident in the comments of women who asserted that veiling had spread to 
such an extent that, in a fairly short space of time, it had taken on the status of 
a norm. Not veiling could be interpreted as the absence of modesty and hence 
likely to attract unwanted attention.11
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8.7 Alternative pathways to personhood
The contradictory views and practices reported in this chapter suggest that 
ordinary men and women in Bangladesh varied considerably in their prac-
tice of religion and the extent to which it incorporated the orthodox version 
of Islam being actively promoted across the country. The phrase used in the 
title of this chapter was repeated in a number of interviews I have carried out  
over the years, and, while different meanings were intended by different peo-
ple, they all referred to a certain approach to religious belief: the moderation 
of the strict rules of the sharia by the reflexivity of individual conscience.12 It 
allowed them a greater space to carve out alternative pathways to personhood, 
while still considering themselves devout Muslims, a possibility that would 
have been ruled out had the new orthodoxy attained hegemonic status.

Identity and exclusion

To understand better why there had not been a more uniform acceptance of 
a version of Islam that was powerfully backed, both internally and externally, 
I want to draw on Stuart Hall’s proposition that the politics of identity-based 
movements can be evaluated based on how narrowly they define their bound-
aries and the degree to which these boundaries are open or closed (Hall 1996). 
While movements built around a sense of shared identity, as Islamist move-
ments are, may carry a great deal of significance to their members, Hall sug-
gests their broader appeal must be judged by asking whether they function 
primarily as modes of exclusion, so that those regarded as ‘the other’ are firmly 
relegated to the outside, or whether they are sufficiently open to differences 
around them to be able to recognise and move beyond their own exclusionary 
tendencies. There is, he says, a critical distinction between movements that 
are able to live with ‘difference’ and those that must eradicate it, destroying, or 
expelling the despised ‘other’, in order to survive.

I would argue that the orthodox Islamic groups that are seeking to embed 
their worldview in the social order in Bangladesh operate as modes of exclu-
sion. They welcome those who subscribe to their religious worldview and 
indeed actively recruit adherents but are intolerant of those who do not. The 
steady desecularisation of political and civil life, the declaration of Islam  
as state religion, the growing strength of Islamist groups and their stigma-
tisation of all non-Muslims as ‘infidels’ have, as the UN Special Rapporteur 
on Freedom of Religion and Belief reported, heightened feelings of vulner-
ability and insecurity among religious minorities.13 Islamist groups are not 
unique in the persecution of Hindu minorities. Systematic discrimination 
and sporadic riots over the years has seen a steady but ‘quiet’ migration of 
Hindus from Bangladesh to India and a decline in their share of the popula-
tion from 22% after partition to 9% in 2001. But attacks on religious minor-
ities tend to escalate when Islamist groups are on the political ascendant 
(Riaz 2004).



WE FOLLOW SHARIAT, BUT WE FOLLOW MARFAT TOO 211

The non-Bengali indigenous minorities in Bangladesh, who make up 
around 1% of the population, follow Buddhist, Hindu, Christian and animist 
religions and are largely concentrated in the Chittagong Hill Tracts. Efforts 
to assimilate them into the dominant nation-building project following 
 Bangladesh’s independence led to an extended period of attempted ‘pacifica-
tion’ through military means. It was not until the 1997 Peace Accord steered 
by the AL that a degree of self-governance for indigenous groups was recog-
nised. While it remains poorly implemented, it is significant to note that it was 
opposed by the BNP and Jamaat-i-Islami. Moreover, the only NGO allowed 
to operate in the Hill Tracts till the AL came to power in the mid-1990s was 
a Saudi-funded Islamic organisation whose mission was to convert the local 
population (Chakma 2010).

Islamists have also sought to expel the ‘other within’. They have denounced 
the Sufi traditions of Bangladesh, targeted Sufi shrines and called for the arrest 
of Sufi folk singers. In 2020, the Baul singer Shariat Sarker was arrested after a 
complaint by an Islamic scholar that he had ‘hurt the sentiments of Muslims’: 
he had told the audience at his concert that neither the Quran nor the Hadith 
had forbidden singing and announced a reward of Tk. 50 lakh if anyone could 
prove the contrary.14 Islamists have called for the law to declare the Ahmadi 
sect within Islam to be non-Muslims, mounted increasing physical attacks on 
their people and mosques, had their publications officially banned in 2004 
and issued a fatwa in 2005 against any interaction with them. They have also 
demanded the introduction of an anti-blasphemy law that would carry the 
death penalty for anyone who hurt Islamic sentiment. They show little con-
cern for hurt caused to other religious sentiments.

It is these exclusions and closures, the inbuilt intolerance of ‘the other’ 
within as well as outside the Islamic umma that feminist organisations, 
human rights activists and other progressive secular forces in the country, 
many of them practising Muslims themselves, continue to resist. They have 
not been able to rely on the state because the ambivalence and contradictions 
that different regimes have displayed on the issue of secularism and toler-
ance have made it an unreliable ally. At the same time, as I have noted, this 
ambivalence has at least allowed a space for contestation rather than closing 
it down altogether. Bangladesh has so far not, despite the pressure from its 
Islamist forces, adopted sharia law or declared itself an Islamic state. It is also 
the unusual example of a country, and a Muslim-majority one at that, that has 
been governed for the last 30 years by women leading both the party in power 
and the opposition.

Nor has it only been a ‘small urban coterie’ that has resisted the intolerance 
of Islamic orthodoxy. The studies cited in this chapter provide a small glimpse 
into the diversity of ways in which ordinary people continue to understand 
and practise Islam, despite efforts to impose a singular meaning and practice. 
It is evident in the contestations in the political domain between ‘secular’ and 
Islamic parties and in the quiet resistance of so many women to the efforts  
of Islamists to win their votes. It is evident in the range of meanings given 
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to the practice of purdah and in conflicting views expressed about the  
relationship between veiling and piety. It is also evident in the efforts of NGO 
members to navigate their own pathway between those who denounce NGO 
membership as antithetical to Islam and those who interpreted it as an accept-
ance of secular values. The affluent suburban taleem participants who featured 
in Haq’s fieldwork in Dhaka reserved their greatest contempt for ‘women’s 
lib’ and liberal/secular groups. By contrast, many of the poor rural women 
cited in this chapter who featured in research by Shehabuddin and by Naher 
focused their antagonism on the matabors, mahajans and mullahs who sin-
gled them out in their denunciations of immorality and un-Islamic practices.

There are strong reasons why many women, but poorer women in particular, 
are ambivalent about the Islamist agenda. Its rhetoric of the spiritual equality 
of men and women does not disguise its support for the fundamental material 
inequalities between them and its intense preoccupation with policing women’s 
conduct and clothing. It has failed to acknowledge the changes that have led 
many women to question the terms of a patriarchal bargain that has become 
increasingly unstable and unreliable. Instead, it has asked them to give up the 
material gains that they have won in recent years in return for the promise to 
shore up the old bargain through appeals to the authority of the Quran.

Identity and belonging

The Islamist agenda also asked women to give up important aspects of their 
cultural identity, aspects they have come to value over the course of their 
lives. As I noted, it contains a strong critique of the Islam that flourishes in 
 Bangladesh, including its use of music and song as both devotional practice 
and an integral aspect of Bengali culture. For Islamists, music is seen to take 
away from the cultivation of an ideal pious disposition and has to be banned 
from the lives of those seeking to become good Muslims. I want to conclude 
this chapter by drawing attention to the role that music and song played in the 
lives of three women who have featured in different research projects.

The taleem apa who taught the urban middle-class women in Samia 
Haq’s study equated music with the culture of the ‘secular-liberal’ Bengali. 
She exhorted her students to shun it at all costs as they struggled to leave 
behind their Bengali middle-class notions of femininity and emerge as pious 
Muslim women. Suhaila, one of her students, was an accomplished classical 
singer and had long enjoyed singing: it gave her peace, it carried her away to 
another world, a better place. When she learnt that singing was un-Islamic, 
she resolved to give it up as part of her journey to authentic piety. It was a dif-
ficult struggle because of what her singing meant to her. She began by singing 
alone in her room, hoping that she was still complying with the discipline 
required of her but she came to realise it was not enough. It still took her two 
years before she finally gave up her singing.

We interviewed Jobeda in 2014. She was in her late 50s, lived in Narayan-
ganj with her husband and son and sold saris in the neighbourhood to earn 
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her living. She said that it was in the shariat to live within purdah but she 
had to go out to sell clothes because of family need: she respected the shariat 
but she followed marfat too. In fact, expressions about her desire to remain 
at home in virtuous seclusion were half-hearted efforts to ‘perform’ propri-
ety for the benefit of her interviewer. She soon announced that she was an 
enthusiastic disciple of the pir Babaji and had travelled to different parts of 
Bangladesh with her Bhandari sisters to participate in religious events. They 
travelled by bus to these places and sang and danced throughout the entire 
journey. What was memorable about her narrative, which was periodically 
interspersed with bursts of song, was the importance of music and song in 
her life. She spoke about the hardships of her life that made her sometimes 
think that death would be a welcome release. At such times, she would go 
to the Kollar Chat tomb or to Bhandar Shorif, where she could find peace 
singing the songs of Shorif. The music that she spoke about was not the same 
music that Sohaila struggled to give up but each was as much a part of Bengali  
culture as the other.

My third example comes from fieldwork I carried out in rural Comilla in 
2002 as part of a project that explored how households believed they had 
fared economically over the previous 10 years. Out of interest, I sometimes 
asked the people I interviewed what made them happy. The answers generally 
revolved around the issue of livelihood security, but one woman responded by 
talking about what music meant to her:

People now and again will sing a song. We hear them and we say, 
look there is a wave coming out from a lake with no water. To free 
your mind from sorrow, you sing a song … I have no brother, no 
sister, no father, no mother, when I think about that, I want to weep. 
At that time, if I can hear a song somewhere, my sorrow diminishes 
a bit. If I can’t hear a song, then I have to cry away my sorrow.

Notes
 1 The terms in the chapter title refer to different doctrines of Islam: shariat 

refers to external adherence to doctrinal Islam, while marfat refers to 
inner conscience. Tariqat, referred to later, is the pursuit of inner vision. 

 2 While the language of the campaign against NGOs was couched as the 
defence of Islam against ‘Christianity and its agents’, Naher (2006) notes 
that the Islamists did not seem particularly concerned with the activities 
of NGOs that could credibly labelled ‘Christian’ such as Caritas and the 
Christian Commission for Development. They reserved their energies 
to attack ‘secular’ Bangladeshi NGOs such as BRAC and Grameen 
Bank, which no one seriously thought were seeking to convert people to 
Christianity. She suggests that reason for their emphasis was that their 
main audience for their propaganda were rural peasants, for whom the 
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category ‘Christian’ was probably the nearest equivalent to the word 
‘Western’, which would have no ready meaning to the vast majority of 
villagers. In this sense, it could be seen as an attempt, in part at least, to 
articulate how many villagers must have viewed these organisations in 
the rural setting – as an ‘alien’ presence. 

 3 In response to frequent allegations of this kind, BRAC issued a statement 
in 2008: ‘BRAC strongly believes that it is the responsibility of the  
state to ensure quality primary education for all. BRAC does not  
believe in the privatization or commercialization of primary education’ 
(http://www.brac.net/latest-news/item/356-). What BRAC had done 
in the 1990s was to target the third of children, particularly girls, from 
poorer households who were left out of the primary school system and, 
with UNICEF support, start a system of non-formal schooling geared to 
reaching these children (see Chapter 5). 

 4 While Jamaat did not generally approve of the Tabliq because of their 
lack of commitment to building an Islamic state, a Jamaat activist  
nevertheless viewed its members as performing a valuable function in 
creating a population likely to be generally receptive to Islamist ideas. 
Equally a women follower of the Tabliq, while distancing herself from 
Jamaat, accepted that they shared the same vision and she had no quarrel 
with the idea of a state governed by sharia law (White 2012).

 5 A similar justification for polygamy was given by Jamaat’s secretary 
general when questioned about this in 1996: ‘This matter is tied up with 
conjugal life. However, if one person experiences a practical need and 
the other person does not recognize that need and it is not dealt with, if a 
person feels a need and it is suppressed, then he may drift in the direc-
tion of anti-social behaviour and indiscipline’ (Shehabuddin 2008, p.93). 
Marrying a second woman legally was a preferred alternative to illicit 
relations with multiple women. 

 6 Our IDS/BIGD 2008 survey also suggested that women from the wealthi-
est third of households were far more likely than those from poorest 
third to ‘always’ cover themselves when they left the house (78% and 
55%, respectively). 

 7 Table 8b provides the same information for the sub-sample of women 
from Amarpur.

 8 She was married to a member of the local union council. 
 9 See Note 1. 
 10 It is worth noting that, even among the older-style burqas, there were 

differences between the ‘newer, more stylish long black satin burkhas of 
the more economically secure families’ with netting around the eyes so 
women could see and the ‘white or green cotton cloth ones where only 
two holes have been cut for eyes’ (Hussain 2010, p.953). 

http://www.brac.net/latest-news/item/356-
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 11 This may partly explain why a higher percentage, particularly of younger 
women, in our 2015 LSE/BIGD survey said they always veiled themselves 
outside the home than did younger women in our IDS/BIGD 2008 survey. 

 12 It was generally used by my respondents when they wanted to explain 
forms of behaviour that seemed to go against stricter versions of Islam. 

 13 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(2016). Report of the Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or 
Belief on his mission to Bangladesh (A/HRC/31/18/ Add.2). United 
Nations.

 14 https://advox.globalvoices.org/2020/01/20/baul-singer-shariat-sarkar 
-arrested-in-bangladesh-for-insulting-islam 

https://advox.globalvoices.org/2020/01/20/baul-singer-shariat-sarkar-arrested-in-bangladesh-for-insulting-islam
https://advox.globalvoices.org/2020/01/20/baul-singer-shariat-sarkar-arrested-in-bangladesh-for-insulting-islam




9. Unruly sons, compassionate daughters: 
reconfiguring the intergenerational bargain

People are happier when they have sons … A son will bear the torch 
of the family. Girls cannot do that. They cannot live in their father’s 
house their whole lives. When you have daughters, you get them mar-
ried and they leave. (Rokeya, 60 years, fieldwork, Faridpur 2010)

I hear from a lot of people now that they prefer daughters. No, earlier 
their faces would fall if they had a daughter … My aunt had a daughter –  
she tried to smother her with her hand, but if Allah decides to make 
her breathe, who can stop Him? They were happy with sons because 
they would be able to bring their earnings home. They don’t feel like 
that anymore, now they think girls are better. (Farah, 48 years, field-
work, Faridpur, 2010)

This chapter returns to the original impetus behind this book, the decline 
in son preference in Bangladesh and the revaluation of daughters. Chapter 1  
noted that the ensemble of patriarchal structures in Bangladesh – and the 
northern plains of South Asia more generally – could not have been more 
purposefully designed to ensure that parents longed for, and cherished sons, 
while subjecting their daughters, ‘the neighbour’s tree’, to malign neglect. Yet 
there has been a steady decline in key aspects of gender discrimination in 
Bangladesh – health, nutrition, survival rates, education and work. Fertility 
has also declined but, in marked contrast to neighbouring India, it has not 
been accompanied by the resort to female-selective abortion by parents seek-
ing to reconcile persisting son preference with their desire for small families.

These facts point to a decline in son preference, which in turn suggests 
important shifts in the underlying structures of patriarchy. Preceding chap-
ters have explored the processes by which the long-established desire for large 
families gave way to the small family norm and why it was accompanied by 
a decline in discriminatory practices in the care of children. This chapter 
focuses more closely on this shift in reproductive preferences and practices.  
It explores how the changes in social meanings and material practices 
described in previous chapters contributed to this shift and to the accom-
panying change in the value that parents attached to sons and daughters. It 
therefore brings together disparate strands of the analysis in preceding chap-
ters and links them more directly to the central concerns of this book.
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9.1 Tracking changes in reproductive preferences
Findings from a series of studies on reproductive preferences and practices 
since the late 1960s are summarised in Box 2 (Appendix 4). They show some 
clear trends. First, there has been a marked decline in both desired and 
achieved family size. Second, there has been a weakening in the desire for 
sons as measured by behavioural outcomes, as well as by expressed prefer-
ences with regard to ideal sex composition of children. Notably, early stud-
ies showed that mortality rates were considerably higher among second and 
higher-birth-order daughters than sons (Muhuri and Preston 1991) but this 
parity-specific effect faded after 1995 (Alam, Roy and Ahmed 2007). Later 
studies show a shift towards balance in the preferred sex composition of chil-
dren, with a sizeable minority of women saying that they did not want any 
more children even if they had only daughters (Talukder et al. 2014). The 
latest study cited in the box suggests that women wanted small families and a 
balanced composition, with one boy and one girl as the ideal – although it also 
suggests that male preferences for larger families, and for more sons, could 
override this in practice (Asadullah, Savoia and Mahmud 2021).

Some of these trends are evident in comparisons of findings from my sur-
veys of Amarpur village during my PhD fieldwork in 1979 and from the 
2008 IDS/BIGD survey, listed in Appendix 5. Table 4 shows that all women 
who were, or had been, married at least once (who I refer to as ever-married 
women) covered by my 1979 village census reported a mean parity of seven 
children by the end of the childbearing period – similar to fertility rates pre-
vailing in the rest of Bangladesh. By 2008, mean parities had declined to 5.76.

Table 5 reports on the value of number and sex preference scales in the two 
periods. The 1979 estimate is based on my survey of ever-married women. 
The majority of women, particularly the younger ones, were clustered at the 
lower end of the numbers scale but around half of the women in the survey, 
particularly the older ones, were clustered at the strong son preference end of 
the sex preference scale.

The 2008 estimates in Table 5 show that the desire for large families had 
declined since 1979 and that there had been a marked shift in son prefer-
ence: 50% expressed a preference for daughters, while most of the rest opted 
for a balanced composition. In response to a question asking women what 
their preference would be if they could have only one child, 47% expressed a 
preference for a son, while 47% said they were indifferent (Kabeer, Huq and 
Mahmud 2014).

A follow-up survey of the same women was carried out by the LSE/BIGD 
team in 2015 along with a survey of men from the same districts. We added an 
additional question to our questionnaire that allowed an alternative assessment 
of preferred number and sex composition of children. We asked women and 
men whether they wanted any more children and compared their answers with 
the number and sex composition of their surviving children. The results for 
men and women in the age group 15–49 in the total survey samples for the two 
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years are reported in Tables 6a and 7a, respectively – with findings for Amarpur 
reported separately in Tables 6b and 7b. The results for the full samples and for 
Amarpur show similar patterns but, since the sample for Amarpur is very small, 
I will focus the discussion on findings from the larger samples.

Tables 5 and 6 divide their samples into three groups. The first group is 
made up of men and women with one son and one daughter. The result for 
this group supports the finding that one boy and one girl has become the 
ideal: the largest percentage of men and women in the survey samples were in 
this category and very few wanted any more children: just 6% of women and 
7% of men.

The second group is made of those with either zero sons or zero daugh-
ters. While both men and women with zero sons were more likely than those  
with zero daughters to want more children, the desire for more children 
diminished rapidly with numbers of children. So, for example, among women 
with one daughter and zero sons, 77% wanted another child, while, among 
those with one son and zero daughters, 69% wanted an additional child. On 
the other hand, among women with three or more children, only 11% of those 
with zero sons wanted more children and just 3% of those with no daughters. 
We find a similar pattern among men, but the results suggest that men want 
more children than women. A total of 88% of men with zero sons and one 
daughter wanted more children, compared to 84% of those with zero daugh-
ters and one son. Once again the desire for additional children declined with 
more children. Of men with three or more children, 24% of those with zero 
sons and 15% of those with zero daughters wanted more children.

The third group was made up of those with three or more children, includ-
ing at least one son and one daughter. The desire for additional children was 
very low in this group and it was generally lower among those who had the 
same number of sons and daughters. Among women, only 0.7% of those 
with the same number of sons and daughters wanted more children, com-
pared to 0.4% of those with more sons and 0.8% of those with more daugh-
ters. Among men, the figures were 1.6%, 2.9% and 3.3%, respectively. The 
general pattern in Amarpur mirrors that of the larger population but sug-
gests an even weaker desire for large families. Most men and women with 
three or more children did not want more children regardless of whether 
they had only sons or only daughters.

These results support the findings reported in Box 2 (Appendix 4). They 
suggest that small families have become the norm for both men and women; 
the ideal is one boy and one girl. While both men and women were more 
likely to want more children if they did not have a son, they generally did 
not want more than three children, regardless of the sex of their children. 
In fact, many were prepared to settle for children of one sex, particularly if 
they had only sons but even if they had only daughters. Although not shown 
in the table, 35% of women with only daughters said they did not want any 
more children, compared with 50% of women with only sons. (In Amarpur 
these figures were 51% and 58%, respectively.) Among men, 39% with only 



220 RENEGOTIATING PATRIARCHY

daughters and 49% of those with only sons said that they did not want any 
more children. (In Amarpur, the figures were 45.7% and 50%, respectively.)

In the rest of this chapter, I draw on detailed interviews with 40 married 
women and 22 of their husbands carried out in Amarpur in 2010, along with 
some follow-up interviews in 2014. These explored the life histories of dif-
ferent generations and their views on the social changes that had taken place 
during their lifetime. I have added, in brackets, ages of the men and women 
cited in the discussion that follows; these are very approximate in the case 
of the older generation. Their narratives tell us how social practices have 
changed over time and what had led people to adopt new ways of thinking 
and doing. They discuss the shift in reproductive preferences and the aspects 
of change in the larger context that helped to explain it. These, as we will see, 
include many of the changes described in previous chapters.

As background to the analysis, Table 8a provides information on relevant 
data mainly drawn from the full 2008 survey sample, with the Amarpur data 
presented separately in Table 8b. The tables present information for three 
cohorts of women – an older generation of women aged 50+, a middle gen-
eration of women aged 30–49 years and a younger generation aged less than 
30. This allows us to track some of the changes highlighted by the qualitative 
analysis across generations. I will focus here on the Amarpur results.

9.2 Amarpur revisited
Life trajectories in the past: the way things were

In 1979, Amarpur was a rural economy, although it was just four miles 
from Faridpur town. It was far poorer than it is today. There were very few 
brick houses; most of the older generation had lived in huts of bamboo and 
mud with thatched roofs. Over 80% of the male population aged 15+ were 
economically active, mostly in agriculture, as farmers, agricultural labour-
ers and sharecroppers. Others were fishermen, weavers and traders. A few 
worked in formal government jobs. Only 12% of women were in paid work, 
most often in paid domestic work in other people’s homes. The rest were 
engaged in household work and crop processing or helped husbands with 
weaving, making fishing nets or bamboo work. The older generation had 
thus grown up with the idea that women did not undertake paid work. Even 
if poverty led some to search for it, it was not easy to find and they were 
generally paid in kind: ‘Women would go to five different places and never 
find any work. They never held a five taka note in their hand that they had 
earned’ (Bharati, 40).

That this was also a generation that had grown up in the pre-demographic 
transition era was evident in their frequent references to loss of mothers, sib-
lings and their own children, both in the actual numbers of deaths reported 
by some but also in the vagueness of others about these numbers: ‘my mother 
lost three or four children’ or ‘several of my father’s wives died’.
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Births took place at home, sometimes with the assistance of a midwife, and 
were shrouded in mystery and danger; miscarriages were described as giving 
birth to turtles or blood clots; babies were at the mercy of evil spirits and could 
die any time; fatalism about births was matched by fatalism about deaths – 
both were outside the control of human beings:

At that time babies would get tetanus while in the atoor ghar,  
but people didn’t understand. They thought that something had 
possessed the child. They would simply say that the baby turned 
red first, then blue, then black … a lot of children died this way. 
(Nadera, 58)

Education was not widespread. If a family were well-off, they might send 
sons to school; if not, they would put them to work. But going to school 
was rarely an option for girls. Schools were few and far between, people 
made disapproving comments, but most importantly it had no place in the 
future mapped out for them: to marry and go to live in their husband’s 
house where all they would do would be to ‘cook, wash dishes and take out 
the cow dung’.

Women were married off early, often while they were still children before 
they had a chance to know what they wanted but even if they knew what they 
wanted, it counted for very little. Sufia (55) had wanted to stay on in school, 
her parents could afford it, but her eldest uncle, a pir and the senior author-
ity in the family, had advised them to marry their daughters off before they 
reached puberty. She still resented the fact that her parents had chosen to 
educate her brothers, regardless of their interest or ability: ‘one did not even 
finish school because he didn’t have the discipline’.

There was sorrow too that mothers had been too busy looking after large 
numbers of children, in too much of a hurry to marry their daughters off, to 
have much time to care for them:

If my mother had had just two children, then our lives would have 
been very different. It was because she had so many that she did not 
have the motivation to keep me with her. (Sohela, 40)

Marriage was arranged by parents or elders in the family. Neither bride nor 
groom was asked if they consented to the marriage. Most of the older women 
had been married at a time when dowry demands were not common, when 
the groom’s family would gift money, jewellery or clothes to the bride. But,  
by the time I did my fieldwork in 1979, the practice of dowry previously asso-
ciated with higher-caste Hindus had displaced bridewealth as an established 
practice among Muslims.

Once a daughter was married, she was regarded as ‘belonging’ to her hus-
band’s family. If the marriage did not turn out well, there was little her parents 
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could do but exhort her to put up with her fate. Jamila (39) remembered her 
aunt, who had been married off at the age of seven or eight:

Her husband sometimes beat her into pulp, but her father would say 
that he had married her off to that family, so whether she lived or 
died, she would have to remain with them. A husband’s house was 
the same as a grave.

Marriage was a major transition in women’s lives. They left behind their fami-
lies and the village they had grown up in. They left behind the names they were 
given and would be known henceforth as the wife of their husband (Moni’s 
wife) or the mother of their sons (Anis’s mother). They would not be able to 
visit their own families without permission and it was a mark of generosity on 
the part of in-laws when this permission was granted. Given the poor state of 
communications at the time, they had to travel by tom-tom gari (horse-drawn 
vehicles) or covered palkis (palanquins) if their families could afford it. If not, 
they simply did not see their parents for long periods of time.

Many spoke of their fear of husbands they had never met before and moth-
ers-in-law who would monitor their every action to ensure that they did not 
shame the family in any way. Some were fortunate in having mothers-in-law 
who were kind to them, but most less so. Jorina (60+), who had been just 
12 when she was married off, described the servitude of her early years of 
marriage: sweeping the house, washing pots and pans, cooking and serving 
food, threshing paddy, feeding the young children of the house, washing their 
clothes, bathing and preparing them for bed and then tending to her father-
in-law. There was no time for play.

Then there was the pressure to have large numbers of children to ensure 
surviving sons. Modern forms of family planning were still rare. Safura (51) 
could recall when the first family planning workers had come to her village:

I remember clearly when I was nine years old, these women used to 
walk around the village to distribute the medicine. My mother and 
aunts used to chase them out. My grandfather and uncles would 
tell them not to enter our house and forbid my mother and aunts to 
allow them to sit in the house.

Life trajectories in the present: the way things are

Amarpur had prospered since those days. By 2010, most homes were made of 
durable materials, they had electricity, diets had improved, people ate fish and 
meat on a regular basis, they owned modern consumer durables, like cable 
TV (‘dish’) and mobile phones. Transportation links to Faridpur town had 
turned Amarpur into a peri-urban village, with people moving easily between 
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town and village for work, trade, shopping and social events. There had been 
changes in the structure of economic activities. Male labour force participa-
tion rates remained high but there was now much greater diversity in how 
men earnt their living. Many had moved into off-farm employment, working 
in trade and services, commuting to other districts and towns and migrating 
abroad. Female paid activity had risen from 12% in 1979 to 56% (Table 8b).  
The majority of women were engaged in home-based market activities, 
but there were also women in office jobs, wage labour, factory work and  
outside self-employment.

While the way that people lived and the options available to them had also 
changed, one thing remained constant. Despite rapid fertility decline, the 
average age of marriage had risen very slowly over time and still remained 
stubbornly low at 17, similar to the national average (Table 8b). Parents may 
have become more aware of the health risks of early marriage and childbear-
ing, but anxieties about reputational and sexual risks continued to exercise a 
downward pressure on their daughters’ age of marriage.

However, they were now far more likely to seek their children’s consent to 
the marriages being arranged for them. Just 29% of those over 50 reported that 
they had a say in who they married, rising to 83% of the youngest (Table 8b).1  
While having a say generally meant that parents sought the opinion of their 
children about the partners they chose for them, there had also been a rise 
in the incidence of ‘love’ marriages. The general increase in mobility among 
girls and the greater opportunity to meet boys at college or at work had made 
this possible. Mobile phones had also expanded the circle of men and women 
between whom unsupervised interactions could take place – to the disap-
proval of many of its older generation:

People are constantly saying ‘hello’ on the mobile. This ‘hello’ busi-
ness has taken over. A girl from one district talks on the phone to a 
boy from another district and the next thing you know, he appears 
on her doorstep. (Shukurjan, 60+)

Love marriages did not meet with the kind of social disapproval they had 
in the past. They were regarded as a sign of changing times and associated 
by many of the older generation with greater affection between couples, a 
contrast to the distance that had characterised their own marriages. Hajera 
(55) recalled that, in the past, husbands and wives did not understand each 
other properly, they had separate beds once they had children, and they never 
seemed to talk to each other, especially in front of elders.

The shift to smaller families in Amarpur, as elsewhere, was linked to the 
improvement in child survival that resulted from the expansion in health 
and family planning provision described in Chapter 6. Many of the younger 
generation still delivered their babies at home, but they were more likely to 
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seek pre- and post-natal consultation than the older generation (Table 8b). As  
Joygun (50s) commented:

Four or five of my mother’s children died, no one knew why they 
died. They couldn’t take them to the doctor, they were not given any 
advice. Nowadays if a child just farts their parents will take them to 
the doctor.

Women were well versed in various contraceptive methods and experimented 
to find one that suited them. They adopted it when they decided they did not  
want any more or when they wanted to space births. Abortion remained ille-
gal but menstrual regulation was easily available. It was often used if women 
got pregnant by accident or too soon after the previous birth or if they 
thought they had enough children – though what was considered ‘enough’ 
had changed considerably. Julekha (50s) had an abortion after her sixth child 
because she thought she had enough. Dipa (26) spoke of women she knew 
who had abortions because they considered two or three children ‘enough’.

The issue of ultrasonograms came up in relation to the increased prac-
tice of prenatal consultation. Ultrasonograms were routine among better-off 
women, but usually five or six months into the pregnancy to see if there were 
any problems and make sure the baby was positioned properly. By then it 
was too late to ask for an abortion. Some women said that doctors used to 
reveal the sex of the foetus after the test but they believed that there had been 
a government directive forbidding it, possibly related to the issue of son pref-
erence.2 A number said they knew of women who had sex-selective abortions 
but it was not clear if they knew them personally or had heard public service 
announcements on Indian TV cautioning against this practice.

As elsewhere in Bangladesh, the ‘quantity–quality’ transition was very 
much in evidence in the explanations offered for the desire for smaller fam-
ilies. Ensuring a proper upbringing for their children, bhalo bhabe manush 
kora (bringing them up as proper human beings) meant feeding and clothing 
them and providing them with as good an education as parents could afford. 
The phrase ‘this is the era of education’ was repeated in several interviews to  
describe this trend, as was the phrase ‘we had eyes but we could not see’, slo-
gans used by the government to persuade parents to send their children to 
school. And, as elsewhere in Bangladesh, greater value was given to girls’ edu-
cation than in the past. As Hameda (50s) put it, the days of purdah when girls 
had to be kept at home were over: ‘My husband I both took the decision to 
educate our daughters. Now everything is lit up with education.’  

The desire to educate daughters was bound up with various aspirations 
about their future of the kind discussed in earlier chapters: their status in soci-
ety, finding a good husband, reducing or offsetting dowry demands, becoming 
better mothers and wives, helping their children with their studies, gaining 
respect in the eyes of their in-laws and as the route to a good job. In fact, edu-
cation was singled out by the overwhelming majority of women in Amarpur 



UNRUlY sONs, COmPAssIONATE dAUGHTERs 225

(and in the larger survey) as the single most important force for change in 
women’s lives in general (Tables 8a and 8b). In their own lives, access to credit 
was more frequently mentioned by less-educated women.

Joygun Begum was educating her daughter as far as she could so that she 
could find a good job and make a good marriage: ‘I won’t have to give dowry 
for Jhuma. No one wants money from a girl who has a job. My daughter will 
be the dowry.’ For Shamsunahar (23), it did not matter that they had to pay 
twice for their daughter – once for her education and once for her dowry – 
‘the benefit of her education was that she will have something of her own. She 
will have a different value.’

For Shefali (32), education and work were bound up together in the ‘big 
dreams’ she had for her daughter:

I want her to be educated, to have a job, to build her own future. 
And she too will be motivated to educate her children. This cannot 
be seen as a question of profit and loss. You educate your daughter 
and she leaves for her husband’s home. Where is the loss? I see only 
that my daughter being educated and happy in her life. She is my 
only child. I wish I could keep her with me forever.

As elsewhere in Bangladesh, a particularly poignant force in bringing about 
these changes was the regret of mothers who had been denied an education 
by their own parents. Sufia, for instance, whose desire to study beyond pri-
mary level had been overridden by the strictures of her religious uncle, was 
determined that the same would not happen to her children. All three of her 
children, two daughters and a son, were graduates and, as her husband told 
us, it was largely due to her determination.

There was also awareness that men had been changing as part of the broader 
processes of change in gender relations. Like women, they learnt from the 
educational endeavours, seminars and awareness programmes conducted by 
government and NGOs, they watched TV programmes on these topics and 
they heard successive prime ministers declare the importance of women’s 
rights. Kulsum’s husband summarised what he saw as the main changes that 
had taken place in women’s lives: they were now educated, they had mobile 
phones, they knew which bus to take, where to get off, they knew how to go to 
different places: ‘They have shaken off the shackles of a restricted life.’

But views about social change were not unanimous. The more orthodox 
sections of the population decried the new talk of equality, the idea prom-
ulgated by the government and NGOs that boys and girls were equal, were 
equally entitled to jobs, and equally free to move around in the public domain. 
According to Islamic principles of equality, men were lords of work in the fields 
while women were lords of work in the home. Women did not have to leave 
the house to be equal; there was no need for women to try to over-achieve.

When summing up the nature of these changes, a number of villagers made 
an interesting distinction between ‘the Islamic perspective’ and ‘the social 
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perspective’. This was intended to relay their awareness that many of the gains 
that women had made would not meet with approval from more orthodox 
believers but that they themselves considered these gains in a positive light. 
So, for instance, Yasmin’s husband said:

All these things put together are bringing about changes in women’s 
lives. It is not good from an Islamic point of view, but otherwise it’s 
a good thing. Women are now ahead, with laws against dowry and 
violence backing them up. So they are more courageous … Now 
people cannot get away with doing anything they want to do, with 
harming women for no reason.

9.3 Shifting sex preferences
There was general agreement among those we spoke to in 2010 that ‘most 
people’ wanted small families and that strong son preference was a thing of 
the past: people valued both sons and daughters. However, it was not always 
possible to establish what their own preferences were because these were so 
often tangled up with their opinions about what other people wanted or with 
what other people might want now.

For the purposes of the analysis, I will distinguish between two broad groups. 
The first were those who either stated their own clear preference for sons or 
spoke of the importance of both sons and daughters but came down in favour 
of sons or else said that they wanted, or had wanted, their firstborn to be a boy 
because this reassured them of having at least one son. They were expressing a 
bias towards sons and hence some continuity with past norms. I draw on their 
narratives to better understand the persistence of son preference.

The second category consisted of those who were unqualified in their desire 
for both sons and daughters or who said that they wanted their firstborn to be 
a girl or who expressed a clear preference for daughters. They were engaged in 
a reassessment of reproductive preferences and hence a departure from past 
norms. I draw on their narratives to better understand what had led them to 
reassess the value they attached to sons and daughters.

The persistence of son preference

The explanations that people gave for their expressions of son preference 
reflected many of the beliefs and practices that had bolstered it in the past. 
The intergenerational dimensions of the patriarchal bargain had remained 
intact for them. They favoured sons in the distribution of their property and 
resources in the expectation that they would remain with, or close to, their 
parents after their marriage and, together with their wives, look after them in 
their old age. Parents might no longer have land to bequeath to sons but they 
invested what they could in their sons’ education and job prospects. Even if 
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their sons moved to other parts of the country or went abroad in search of 
work, they would remain bound by duty to look after their parents in their 
old age and to bury them when the time came. Daughters, on the other hand, 
would leave for their husbands’ household after marriage; they would be lost 
to their parents.

This was how Hamida (50+) saw it. She had been married off at 15 to a 
distant relative. Her husband worked as an accountant and they had been able 
to educate their children, one son and two daughters. Her daughters were 
married and she hoped to marry her son off to a nice, quiet girl to whom 
she would hand over responsibility for household affairs. Then she and her 
husband could devote themselves to prayer and visiting relatives. She did not 
have any expectations from her daughters but hoped that they would live well.

Some younger women also expressed these views. As Rohima (27) put  
it, whatever affection a daughter might have for her parents, she would only 
live with them for the first 17 or 18 years of her life. Once she got married she 
would have her own husband and children to look after. Even if she wanted 
to support her parents, her husband would insist that his parents should take 
priority: ‘Are you going to support your parents or mine?’

According to Kulsum (23), even if sons did not look after their parents, 
there was little that daughters could do: ‘they live in someone else’s house 
and they live under someone else’s rule’. They had to obey their husbands and 
in-laws; they had no right to support their own parents, the right that sons 
could take for granted. Sufia (26) spoke of the shame of being looked after by 
a daughter and son-in-law in old age when it was a son’s duty:

Listen, it doesn’t matter how old one is or how helpless … no par-
ent wants to be looked after living in their daughter’s house, they  
don’t want to have to die there.

Concerns with the preservation of the patrilineage was another factor that 
bolstered son preference. As Sona Rani (36) pointed out, such concerns were 
common to both Hindus and Muslims:

A son bears the torch for his lineage, the family expands when  
he gets married. But if you have a daughter, she leaves once she is 
married … That is why people, whether from your community or 
ours, want a son.

Without sons, Shaheda (46) pointed out, parents faced a lonely old age and 
would be forgotten after they died:

Of course I have a strong connection to my daughters, but girls 
leave for another home. If I have five daughters and I marry them 
all off, they will all leave and the house will be empty … When we 
die, no one will remember that we once lived here.
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And finally, of course, there were the costs associated with marrying off 
daughters – in contrast to the benefits that flowed from the marriage of sons. 
Whether people agreed with the practice of dowry or not, it appeared to many 
to be the price they had to pay to marry off their daughters. While parents 
might educate their daughters in the hope that it would reduce the burden of 
dowry, they could not always be sure that this would happen:

If you have a daughter then you have to educate them and then give 
a dowry when she gets married … Take our situation, my husband 
is working, I am also working. If we have to give fifty thousand for 
our daughter, is that not a problem? If we had a son, I wouldn’t have 
had to give dowry. How will I save so much money, where will I 
get it from? Is this not a cause for tension? I am wasting away with 
tension. This is why everyone wants a son. (Rahela, 43)

The revaluation of daughters

By and large, however, strong son preference was described as a thing of 
the past. The older generation recalled the time when people preferred sons 
because they could work on the farm or because they studied, got jobs and 
improved the condition of the family. They would have up to 15 or 16 children 
in the hope of sons. But now most men and women in Amarpur favoured 
small families and a balanced sex composition. In some cases, the desire 
for ‘balance’ overrode the desire for small families. Mahfuza (38) ended up 
with three daughters in the hope of having a son. Her husband said they had 
stopped trying as it was clearly not God’s will. Keya (39) had gone in the oppo-
site direction, ending up with four sons in the hope of having a daughter. She 
consoled herself that at least she had been spared the worry of saving for a 
daughter’s dowry.

More generally, however, the desire for small families overrode any prefer-
ence for balance that parents might have had. They were willing to stop at two 
children, or even just one, regardless of sex, so they could be sure of looking 
after them properly:

I don’t want any more children. With the little income that my hus-
band earns, if I cannot bring up my one daughter properly, then 
there is no point in having more children. It’s not a question of sim-
ply deciding to have more children, there is a question of bringing 
them up. (Fawzia, 28)

Now is the age of education … Now parents hope for two children –  
a son and a daughter. Even if they have two daughters, they do not 
have any more children. They think let me stop at two daughters. 
(Jamila, 49)
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As we can see from the quote from Farah that opened this chapter, there were 
also some who believed that there had a been shift in favour of daughters or 
who expressed a preference for daughters themselves. Dolly (24) had wanted 
a daughter first:

I like girls. You can dress up a little girl, do all sorts of things. But I  
prayed to Allah for a son the next time … My husband didn’t 
express any particular preference. He wanted whatever Allah gave.

Shaheda said that she had not cared when her firstborn was a daughter but 
had cried when the second was also a girl. Her husband’s reactions were very 
different. According to her, when he first saw his daughter’s face, it was as if he 
had been given the world: ‘He told me that I had no idea that I held heaven in 
my arms. Both his daughters are his love, his heart and soul.’

While dowry costs were mentioned in these narratives, they did not seem 
to be a strong enough reason for disfavouring daughters but rather a cost to 
be borne, as with their education, to improve their prospects in life. Worth 
noting, though, is the unexpected number of parents who declared that they 
would not demand dowry for their sons or pay dowry for their daughters. 
They wanted their children’s marriages to start off on an equal footing, some-
thing that dowry transactions were seen to jeopardise.3

The other noteworthy feature that emerged from these narratives was the 
difference in the language that parents used when they explained what they 
valued about sons and daughters. Their regard for sons was often expressed in 
the language of expectation, of anticipation of the filial duty of sons towards 
ageing parents written into the intergenerational bargain. Their language was 
more emotional when they spoke of daughters:

If you don’t have a daughter, then you have no affection. A house is 
brightened and filled with love if there is a daughter. Yes, of course 
there are expenses. But even though there are expenses, daughters 
bring a lot of joy. (Purnima, 35)

Daughters are a big asset. You can tell your daughters everything. 
Son’s wives don’t listen to your tales of sorrow. You look like some-
one who does, but there are not many daughters-in-law who are 
willing to listen to the long-winded stories of their mothers-in-law. 
Whereas you can tell your daughter everything, she listens and 
understands. (Hameda, 52)

It was also very frequently the language of hope that their daughters  
might be able to look after ageing parents if sons did not. It was believed 
that the affinity between daughters and their parents was different from that 
between sons and their parents, that it was based on love and care rather than 
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duty. Mothers believed that there was a special bond between mothers and 
daughters. Fathers claimed that daughters had a special place in their hearts 
for their fathers.

But there was a further dimension to these shifting preferences. Daughters 
had not suddenly started to become more loving and loyal, more attuned to 
their mothers’ feelings, more attached to their fathers. What had changed was, 
on the one hand, the relationship between parents and their sons, and the 
associated relationship with daughters-in-law, and on the other, the daugh-
ters’ emerging capacity to back up their feelings of love and loyalty for their 
parents with material support.

Unruly sons, insubordinate daughters-in-law

A growing disillusionment with sons was evident in many of the interviews: 
boys had become undisciplined, parents could no longer exercise control 
over them, command their loyalty or count on their sense of duty. Here is 
how Farzana’s husband explained the loss of faith in the old intergenera-
tional bargain:

The tradition was that sons would work and feed their parents, 
daughters would get married and leave their parents’ home. When 
sons got married, their wives would take care of his parents. But it 
is not easy to bring up sons these days. They do not listen to their 
parents. Once they are a little grown up, they no longer fear their 
parents. They get into trouble … They wander around, they get 
involved in dubious activities. They steal or get into fights … Many 
unemployed boys are into drugs now. They get money from doing 
bad activities.

Underlying this story of unruly sons was a broader one about the steady nucle-
ation of family life and the expansion of markets for male labour. In the past, it 
had been parents who decided when it was time for married sons to set up their 
own households, within the same bari, of course, and they continued to expect 
their sons’ support. This had changed. Sons had become increasingly independ-
ent of their parents. They were the ones who made the decision about when to 
separate from the parental home. They went to college, they migrated to other 
parts of the country or abroad in search of work, they mixed with different peo-
ple and they fell in love with and married unsuitable women.

Some parents accepted that they had to reconcile themselves to these 
changes, to accept that their sons’ first responsibility was to their wives and 
children: ‘They have their own future to consider. How will they manage if 
they have to feed everyone?’ (Suraiya, 53).

But the more common reaction was a sense of bitterness and betrayal. A 
son’s decision to set up a separate household, often very early into his marriage, 
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often at his wife’s instigation, was seen as an indication of his shifting loyalties 
from his natal to his conjugal family. A great deal of the resentment expressed 
by parents, particularly mothers, about their changing relationships with their 
sons singled out daughters-in-law as the root of the problem. They were seen 
to be selfish and independent-minded, very different from how they them-
selves had been in relation to their own mothers-in-law.

It was, of course, true that the younger generation of daughters-in-law were 
different from those of the past. They were more likely to have entered their 
in-laws’ families as a result of their husband’s choice rather than through 
arranged marriages and to have a closer relationship with their husbands 
from the outset. But, even with arranged marriages, this generation of women 
were starting married life with higher levels of education than the past, greater 
knowledge of the world and more ambitious dreams for themselves and their 
children. They had been less socialised into displaying the docility and obedi-
ence that their mothers-in-law had displayed when they had got married and 
that they had expected in turn from their daughters-in-law.

So, for the older generation of women, the daughter-in-law who had once 
lightened their burden of work at home, over whom they could exercise one 
of the few forms of authority available to them, now appeared to exercise an 
authority over their sons that they, as mothers, had expected to have. I have 
synthesised what various women said about their daughters-in-law in order 
to convey both the strength of their bitterness and the reasons for it. First, 
they recalled how it had been when they had entered their husbands’ homes:

In earlier times, our husbands remained in their parents’ house-
hold. We had to cook the rice, fetch water for our mother-in-law, 
wash their clothes, served them food. We used to fear her, creep 
around her … We lived on whatever she gave us to eat, wore what 
she gave us to wear. If we made a mistake, we knew we would have 
to face her anger. We were the ones who suffered but we made sure 
our elders lived in peace.

They contrasted this with the insubordinate and uncaring behaviour of 
daughters-in-law today:

Daughters-in-law used to fear their mothers-in-law but not these 
days. These days they enter the house as matabors, they strut 
around with self-importance, go wherever they please, swear at 
their husbands, swear at their mothers-in-law, refuse to cook. They 
don’t look after parents-in-law because they don’t like doing it, no 
one wants to clean other people’s faeces. If their mother-in-law tells 
them not to do something or not go to certain places, they will get 
into a fight, they will talk back and argue at every instance. So now 
elders are in a weaker position … They have no rights, they suffer, 
they are stuck in the house with no one to look after them. Older 
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people are suffering, but daughters-in-law are doing well, they are 
living in contentment.

They attributed this insubordination to the fact that daughters-in-law were 
likely to be educated and to have jobs:

Sons are educated, their wives are educated. They both have jobs, 
there is no scope for looking after aging parents. Will their wives 
wash their mother-in-law’s clothes? Serve her food? They come to 
visit us with grim faces. They do not recognise that even if their 
mother-in-law never had a job like them, she worked hard to bring 
up her children. When I ask my daughter in law what she would do 
if her sons’ wives behaved towards her in this way when she grows 
old, she says she will employ someone to look after her.

They also attributed it to the fact that their sons were afraid that their wives 
would leave them and return to their parents’ home:

If the mother-in-law says anything to her daughter-in-law, she gets 
angry, she returns to her father’s house and refuses to come back. 
Nowadays girls say that they will only stay with their husbands if 
they want to and if they don’t like it, they will return home. It is 
girls these days who break off their marriages, they say things like: 
‘I won’t stay with you, I’ll divorce you and this and that’. Sons listen 
to their wives because they want to minimise discord within their 
marriage, because they are afraid their wives would leave them, 
especially if they came from high status families. Earlier, no one 
dared to leave their husbands. It is the wives these days who want 
a separate household, not the sons. They want to earn their own 
money and live their own lives.

Capable daughters

So even parents who still looked to their sons for support in their old age 
did not do it with the unquestioning confidence of earlier times. This had a 
number of repercussions. It meant that parents were willing to stop having 
children once they reach the desired family size, regardless of the number of 
sons they had. If having sons did not guarantee their security in old age, the 
patriarchal risk associated with not having a minimum of sons was no longer 
as great as it had once been. It also meant that they started to make their own 
provisions for the future through savings, investments and pensions.

But the other repercussion was the emerging hope with regard to daughters. 
While it had never been part of the patriarchal bargain that daughters would 
support their parents in their old age, and it was still spoken of in the language 
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of hope rather than expectation, this possibility had certainly begun to enter 
into discussions about the value of daughters. As Firoza (34) explained,

People had wanted sons because boys earned incomes but daugh-
ters bring peace in the house, they look after their parents much 
more than boys do. Even when a girl is married, she comes and tells 
her brothers’ wives to take good care of her parents, to look after 
them properly.

Farah (48) expressed a view that was held by many: a son’s love for his parents 
had become fickle; a daughter’s love was steadfast:

If I had to have only one child, I would want a daughter … As soon 
as boys grow up, all they are interested in is finding a beautiful girl 
and once they find one, they take no further notice of their mother 
or father. But girls are pulled by feelings for their mother … Yes, 
they can keep a look out for you even after marriage if they want to.

For Jorina’s husband, who received a government pension and hence enjoyed 
a degree of financial security, money was not the main issue. He had an elderly 
bed-ridden mother; what he wanted for her was care:

Money is not going to buy me the things I need, the care … Is the 
government going to clean up when my mother urinates or def-
ecates, lying in bed or will somebody else? It has to be your own 
family who will do it … That is the thing for which you have to look 
to them. When you become old, you cannot walk, you become dis-
abled, and you need help with everything – eating, walking, talking.

Shireen’s husband had wanted a daughter from the outset and believed that 
this was the case with a lot of parents. He was of the view that they were more 
loyal to their parents. He cited the example of someone he knew who had five 
daughters and no sons. The daughters all worked and sent money to their par-
ents whenever they needed it. When one of their husbands raised objections, 
she had retorted that she wanted to send money to her parents because they 
had educated her and it was her money she was sending, not his.

As his comment shows, the idea that daughters could be ‘like sons’ had been 
taking root in local perceptions on the basis of observations of others in the 
community. Asma pointed to the case of the local landlord:

Even when people have two daughters, they accept it and bring 
up their daughters like sons. That means educating them properly. 
[The local landlord] has two daughters and no sons, but they are 
like sons. They are studying and one of them is going to be a lawyer. 
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If that girl earns an income, will she abandon her father who has 
done so much for her?

Thus, while the qualities of caring and compassion attributed to daughters 
were part of the reason for the value that parents had begun to attach to 
daughters and for the efforts they made to assure their daughters’ future hap-
piness, we can also detect the emergence of a new kind of intergenerational 
bargain, an instrumental rationale to the revaluation of daughters.

Parents had become more discriminating about who they married their 
daughters off to. The study in rural Rajshahi by Amin and Huq (2008) cited 
earlier had found that, though many girls had wanted to be married off within 
their natal village so as to remain close to their parents, societal norms and 
parental preferences generally dictated marriage outside the village. This 
seemed to be changing in Amarpur. Along with looking for a groom with 
a good education and job prospects, many parents wanted to marry their 
daughters into families living close by so that they were not lost to them after 
marriage. Even if married daughters did not live within the natal village itself, 
improved transport and mobile phones made it far easier than in the past for 
them to visit their parents regularly and to enquire after them on a routine 
basis to ensure they were looked after properly.

I have already discussed in previous chapters how many parents wanted  
to bring their daughters up with the capabilities they needed stand up for 
themselves, to earn their own income, to exercise greater voice in their  
marriages – in other words, the very ‘voice’ that mothers in Amarpur were 
decrying so passionately in their daughters-in-law. Kamrunahar (36) spelt  
out what these new capabilities made possible for the young generation of 
women – including the previously disapproved of, and almost unthinkable, 
possibility of walking out of marriages:

It is good that girls are now able to stand on their own feet … Her 
husband is earning, she is also earning. She doesn’t have to listen to 
anyone … If her mother-in-law says something, she can go off and 
live in a rented house with her husband … This was not the case in 
the past. At that time, even if the mother-in-law harassed you, you 
had no option but to put up with it, you did not know how to earn 
a living. The present situation is better. Now children are educated 
and they know everything. If they don’t like life with their in-laws, 
they can always leave.

Morjina (33) was divorced. Her experience had taught her that happy  
marriages were not preordained. She had suffered a great deal in her life and 
she did not want her two daughters to suffer: ‘Fate will determine what kind  
of life they have, but a mother can influence fate.’ As such a mother, she 
planned to educate her daughters so that they could get jobs and they would 
not have to look to their husbands for everything as their mother had.  
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She spoke of the values she sought to instil in her daughters that would allow 
them to be self-reflective, to constantly ask themselves:

What should I do, what do I want to do? I want to do well in my 
studies, I want to get satisfactory results, I want a good job. I want 
to be able to do things my way, freely and independently. I want to 
be able to hold my own in good society.

They might accept their husbands’ authority within marriage but, if he let 
them down, they had their education to fall back on, they could leave their 
marriages and set up their own households.

What is significant, of course, is that the same capabilities that allowed a 
daughter to consider walking out of an unsatisfactory marriage also gave her 
the ability to support her parents after marriage, often in the face of opposi-
tion from husbands and in-laws. So, even as mothers contemplated the shift-
ing power dynamics in their relationship with their daughters-in-law with 
varying degrees of resentment and resignation, they were bringing up their 
own daughters with the ability to stand up to their husbands and in-laws if 
necessary in order to help their own parents who had made so many sacri-
fices to bring them up. Rabeya Begum (50s) summed up this new thinking 
succinctly: ‘Girls can look after her parents these days. They couldn’t earlier 
… because they didn’t have jobs, they didn’t have rights and they had to obey 
their husbands’ commands.’

Rahela (43) said that she had been beaten and mistreated by her mother-
in-law because she came from a poor family and had no education. She had 
educated her daughter to make sure the same thing did not happen to her. 
She also hoped that her daughter would remember her parents’ sacrifices as 
she grew older:

If you bring up your daughter properly, then when she marries, she 
can get a job and earn five thousand takas, she can send some to 
her parents. But if you don’t help her to get to that level, how will 
she give anything? If she can stand on her own feet, if she can work 
independently, then she can tell her husband: ‘My parents have 
given me an education, they have spent money to educate me and 
now they are suffering … I want to give them something in return’. 
A good husband will allow her to do so but if he does not, a daugh-
ter with earnings of her own can always use different strategies to 
send money anyway.

Kulsum (37) believed it was important that daughters were brought up to be 
strong and independent:

Even if there is a cost if you have a daughter because of dowry, 
she can do the work of five sons. But not all parents bring up their 
daughters the right way … Women have a value nowadays but only 
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if they can act independently. Those whose hands and feet are tied 
can have no value. If she cannot look to the left or right, or go out, 
or be able to learn things, then she will have no value.

Sabura (47) explained why she had educated her daughters as well as her sons:

We could not leave them any financial assets but if we gave them a 
high level of education, then they could not say at a later stage that 
their parents left them nothing.

But her son and his wife had grown distant and, when she spoke of her own 
future, it was in relation to her daughters:

I have no claim on my daughters but if I make them qualified, then 
they will tell their husbands that ‘just as you are responsible for your 
parents, because they educated you, so too my parents qualified me 
and therefore have a claim on me’. But that won’t happen if you only 
teach your daughter to boil rice and throw out the cow dung.

To sum up, therefore, we can see that, while strong son preference persisted 
among some parents in Amarpur, preferences were changing among the 
majority, simultaneously reflecting and contributing to shifts in the patriar-
chal bargain. The intergenerational terms of the bargain had, in the past, been 
a taken-for-granted aspect of social practice, rooted in the realm of doxa, but 
many parents were losing confidence that they could rely on it in their old 
age. As they sought to reconfigure these terms in ways that shifted some of the 
responsibility onto daughters, their narratives took on a more explicitly trans-
actional element, spelling out a bargain that was not sanctioned by tradition 
but that they were bringing into existence through new kinds of practices. 
They attached greater importance to daughters’ education than they had done 
in the past, fed and looked after them more equally, and put greater effort into 
finding the right husband for them and marrying them closer to home so that 
ties remained strong. In return, they hoped that daughters would recognise 
the sacrifices that their parents had made and reciprocate by supporting them 
in their old age.

9.4 Gendered pathways of social change
In Amarpur – and elsewhere – the decline in family size had been accompa-
nied by a weakening in the intensity of son preference. Son preference lin-
gered on, but most families wanted a daughter as well as a son, with one of 
each the ideal. This chapter has gone into explanations for this revaluation of 
daughters in some depth in the context of Amarpur, but the changes it has dis-
cussed did not happen overnight nor were they confined to Amarpur. Early 
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signs of these changes are evident in studies dating back several decades and 
carried out in different locations.

We caught sight of them in research by Lindenbaum, Chakraborty and 
Mohammed (1985) in Matlab thana in the early 1980s, where new job oppor-
tunities for educated women were beginning to emerge and there was specu-
lation about whether daughters could play the role of ‘sons’ when their parents 
grew old. These views had become more widespread in Matlab by the late 
1980s when Simmons et al. reported that opinions were divided as to how 
reliable sons were likely to be as support to parents in their old age. During 
their fieldwork in rural Jessore in 1996, Caldwell and Khuda heard complaints 
from parents that sons were becoming less reliable, that they were looking  
to their daughters for old age support. When research was carried out in  
Matlab in the late 2000s, the belief that parents would be looked after by  
their daughters in their old age if their sons failed to do so appeared to have 
become widespread, along with reports by a number of married daughters that 
they were indeed looking after their parents (Schoen 2018). Studies with gar-
ment workers in the late 1980s and 1990s noted how working daughters spoke 
of being ‘sons’ to their ageing parents and how working mothers were educating 
their daughters in the hope of their support in later life. The 2006 World Bank 
survey cited in Chapter 7 found much higher percentages of younger married 
women than older ones said they would be willing to accept financial help from 
their daughters in their old age or to live with them (World Bank 2008). In 
addition, a number of earlier studies had also commented on the weakening 
authority of the older generation over the young (Balk 1997; Simmons 1996), an 
early sign of the growing precarity of the intergenerational contract.

As the possibility of financial support from daughters grew among many 
rural families, Lindenbaum, Chakraborty and Mohammed speculated that 
this might, in the future, lead to a more egalitarian treatment of sons and 
daughters. Over a decade after their study, Alam and Bairagi (1997) reported 
that the survival chances of girls were indeed improving relative to boys  
and that this improvement appeared to be occurring independently of the 
expansion of health and family planning services. They wondered if perhaps 
the various programmes undertaken by government and NGOs were bring-
ing about a ‘silent revolution’ in the status of women and girls.

Adnan (1998) makes a similar point:

Changes in women’s position still remain far from universal in 
Bangladesh, but the emergent trends were sufficiently recogniza-
ble by the 1980s. Insofar as these have had an impact on prevalent 
social norms and cultural perceptions, it is possible that a reas-
sessment of the value of female children might well have begun, 
even if it is not always consciously articulated. Since many of the 
factors which made girls less preferable than boys are ceasing to 
hold, it is likely that parents have also begun to find female children 
less undesirable than before … It … seems reasonable to postulate 
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the hypothesis that the preference for sons is on the decline, given 
increasing value of female children to parents. (p.1344)

Different chapters in the book have spelt out some elements of the ongoing 
silent revolution. As government stipends made girls’ education more afforda-
ble, parents were able to imagine a different future for their daughters. Some 
hoped that education would secure more desirable husbands for their daughters 
while also reducing the amount of dowry demanded. Others hoped education 
would lead to better jobs and that education and employment would allow their 
daughters to stand up for themselves within marriage. And, of course, as the 
view that sons were becoming increasingly unreliable as support in their par-
ents’ old age appeared to be spreading, it was being replaced by the belief that 
the role of daughters had changed and would change even further in the future: 
they were no longer dependents within the patriarchal family but were taking 
on breadwinning responsibilities; they were becoming ‘sons’.

So the explanations that we found in Amarpur for the weakening of son 
preference can be seen to some extent as reflecting material changes and 
attitudinal shifts that were unfolding across Bangladesh over the years. How-
ever, if we accept the validity of accounts of ‘unruly’ sons and ‘compassionate’ 
daughters that were circulating in Amarpur and elsewhere, what explained 
this divergence in views? For the answer, I believe we need to juxtapose the 
changes that I have described in the lives of men and women in Bangladesh 
with the continuities that characterise the wider context.

The long-established tradition of sons remaining in close residence to  
their parents had been based on the land they expected to receive as bequest 
when their fathers died. Such expectations were not relevant among the 
growing number of landless families; not only did nucleation set in much  
earlier among these families but they became more dispersed as landless  
sons became increasingly mobile in their search for work. Over time, as  
agriculture shrank in importance within the economy, it was not only the 
landless that became mobile in search of economic opportunities. Men from 
across the class structure took up work in a variety of non-farm occupations 
within their communities, in village and towns outside it, with many more 
now going abroad in search of more lucrative work.

The steady nucleation of family structures and a greater likelihood that sons 
set up their own independent households soon after, or even before, marriage, 
was accompanied by a decline in their willingness to support their parents in 
their old age; at least, that was how many parents in Amarpur saw it. The grow-
ing incidence of love marriages, the greater likelihood of educated wives, the 
joint aspirations of couples for their own children also added to the likelihood 
that sons focused their attention more on the welfare of their own families 
than on the welfare of their parents, particularly as the old material rationale 
for providing support, the expected inheritance of land, had weakened. Sons 
no longer looked to their parents for economic support in the way they had 
done before but looked instead to their own efforts to make their own way in 
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the world. They did not need their parents’ approval to decide who to marry 
and, if their marriages broke down, they could simply marry again.

Change had also occurred in women’s lives but their lives evolved very dif-
ferently. In the past, they had been permitted few, if any, resources of their 
own. They had been expected to move from dependence on their fathers in 
their early life to dependence on husbands as adults to dependence on sons as 
they grew older. This had changed in that they were now increasingly able to 
earn a living and to exercise some degree of independent purchasing power 
but their livelihood options remained limited by continued restrictions on 
their physical mobility and continued discrimination in favour of men. Their 
education and employment gave many a greater voice in their own lives 
but patriarchal risk had not vanished. Marriage was not a stable institution; 
husbands were not reliable sources of security. Both mothers and daughters 
spoke of the need for women to have an income of their own should their 
marriage break down or their husbands die before their sons had become 
adults. Divorce might be more frequent, less stigmatised, but the possibility of 
a woman on her own setting up an independent household was still rare and 
still frowned upon, particularly in rural areas.

So, while their earnings provided greater financial security to women than 
they had enjoyed before, they continued to need the support of their natal kin. 
If their husbands behaved badly or their marriages broke down, it was to their 
natal families that they turned. In the past, women had waived their rights to 
parental property in favour of their brothers so that they would still have their 
familial networks to fall back on if needed. Now they had the means to invest 
in their relationship with their natal family, particularly with their parents 
who were now more willing than in the past to struggle and make sacrifices 
to give daughters a better chance in life. Their natal families still remained 
their primary source of security. It remained in women’s interest to keep these 
family ties strong.

Notes
 1 The 2006 World Bank survey also noted this pattern of increasing  

consultation of women in marriage negotiations (World Bank 2008). 
 2 In fact, as Talukder et al. (2015) note, disclosure of the sex of the foetus 

was not legally restricted and was found to be widespread in the two 
districts they studied – but sex-selective abortion was extremely rare. 

 3 This seems consistent with the finding reported by Amin and Das (2013) 
that communities that reported more egalitarian attitudes on gender also 
reported a lower incidence of dowry. See Chapter 7, Note 11.





10. Resolving the paradox:  
concluding reflections

Some paradoxes are resolvable by showing that a premise was slightly 
false, that the inferences included unjustifiable steps, or that the 
conclusions turned out to be more plausible than initially thought. 
(Quine 1981, p.178)

This book took the idea of the Bangladesh paradox as its point of departure. 
My final chapter returns to the idea. The quotation from Quine above pref-
aces the argument that I want to make. Some paradoxes are more apparent  
than real: they can often be resolved by reassessing the validity of their prem-
ises, the logic of their inferences or the plausibility of their conclusions.  
I argue, on the basis of the analysis in this book, that the social progress that 
Bangladesh made despite high levels of poverty and poor governance may 
indeed have been ‘surprising’, even ‘astonishing’, but that characterising it as a 
paradox reflects misplaced premises about how progress was going to happen 
in the country. There are important insights contained in this analysis into 
the actual processes of social change that took place in the country. I will be 
drawing them together in this chapter.

I also want to return to the ‘reverse paradox’ in India that was touched  
on in the introduction. Despite its higher per capita income, more rapid  
rates of growth and a near-uninterrupted record of democratic governance, 
India has not only reported continued inequalities in the survival chances  
of girls relative to boys but also rising sex ratios at birth since the 1980s:  
the new phenomenon of prenatal discrimination. I offer a brief account of 
how the practice-based approach adopted in this book might explain the 
diverging patterns in the two countries. Finally, I conclude by asking whether 
the social progress reported by Bangladesh is likely to be sustained in the 
foreseeable future.

10.1 Privileging sites of knowledge production
In her book on the production of scientific knowledge, Krause (2021) points 
out that it is generally organised around two basic elements: a set of research 
objectives, the conceptual focus of inquiry, and the concrete empirical forms 
through which researchers seek to achieve these objectives. While the concep-
tual concerns are rooted in the specific disciplinary and intellectual traditions 



242 RENEGOTIATING PATRIARCHY

to which researchers belong, a common practice across these varying tradi-
tions is to use specific empirical objects of their research to ‘stand in’ for the 
general phenomena they are interested in, since it is rarely possible to study 
such phenomena in their entirety.

Moreover, within the different disciplines, certain empirical objects acquire 
privileged status in that they are used repeatedly to ‘stand in’ for the more 
general phenomena they are taken to represent. For instance, while cities  
are generally taken to stand in for processes of urbanisation in general, par-
ticular cities, such as Berlin, Chicago and Mumbai, have been repeatedly 
selected in such studies, to the neglect of others like Monaco City, Jackson-
ville or, for that matter, Dhaka. Well-known classics in the sociology of work 
have been more likely to deal with doctors and lawyers than with priests or 
exterminators. And, while revolutions in general are used to ‘stand in’ as 
instances of political upheaval, the French Revolution has featured far more 
frequently than others, such as the Haitian Revolution or even the American 
one. These privileged ‘stand-ins’ become what Krause calls the ‘model cases’ 
for their discipline, shaping its understanding of categories and concepts in 
disproportionate ways, generating knowledge that becomes part of the gen-
eral knowledge in that field.1

The privileging of certain stand-ins over others in the construction of model 
cases has not been random. In some instances, the selection process reflected 
scientific criteria, the closeness of ‘fit’ between the research question and spe-
cific empirical choices. So certain research objects and sites were elevated to 
the status of the model case because they were assumed by collective con-
sensus within the discipline to have the capacity to generate important and  
generalisable insights. In other cases, the selection process reflected practical 
concerns: convenience, funding availability, job opportunities and sponsor-
ship deals have all made certain empirical choices more appealing than others.

In addition, researchers’ ideological predispositions have often created a 
strong bias towards empirical examples that are framed as ‘the most advanced’ 
within the category under study. For instance, there has been a tendency to 
focus on growing cities on the assumption that they would provide insights 
into what other cities would later become. Similarly, within the study of 
work, activities using the latest technology attract disproportionate attention 
because they are seen to offer insights into the future world of work.

This ideological predisposition towards ‘the most advanced’ has been par-
ticularly clear in the field of development studies. The field emerged at the 
end of the Second World War and the beginning of the Cold War, a period 
when many of the previously colonised countries in Africa and Asia were 
gaining their independence and preparing to embark on state-led processes 
of import-substituting industrialisation that would allow them to catch up 
with the West. From the viewpoint of the major capitalist powers, there was 
a real danger that, without adequate socio-economic progress, these coun-
tries would be drawn into the communist sphere of influence. This had to be 
pre-empted through large-scale financial aid and policy advice to steer them 
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towards a capitalist road to development. The inception of the aid industry 
can be traced to this historical moment.

An important objective of the new industry was investment in research that 
could inform its policy efforts. Developed countries looked to their own past 
for lessons on how to shape the future of developing countries in their own 
image. Europe, and the West more generally, became ‘model cases’ in this field 
of research, an approach Chakrabarty (2000) dubbed ‘first in Europe, then 
elsewhere’ (cited in Krause 2021, p.48). The unilinear stages-of-development 
narratives that characterise its early theories – of growth, modernisation and 
demographic transition – reflected attempts by researchers to capture styl-
ised facts about the processes through which capitalism evolved in the model 
cases (Lerner 1958; Notestein 1945; Rostow 1960).2 Their narratives formed 
the basis of the industry that grew up around the provision of aid to less devel-
oped countries, offering funds, job opportunities and sponsorships to pro-
mote their ideas and policy prescriptions.

Of course, these theories have been modified over time. The rise of neolib-
eralism saw the displacement of the state’s earlier role in steering the devel-
opment process, the deregulation of markets, the opening up of economies to 
free trade and a greater stress on ‘good governance’. But there has remained 
a strong strand within development studies that continues to evoke the logic 
of the early ‘model cases’. It reflects the persisting belief that historical expe-
riences of the West could provide a generalisable account of how developing 
countries were likely to evolve should they follow the West’s advice. Their pro-
gress could therefore be monitored by classifying them according to the stage 
of growth, modernisation or demographic transition they had achieved.

This belief held back the recognition that the countries in question rep-
resented sites of research in their own right, that they could offer valuable 
insights into how change was likely to happen in contexts that were very dif-
ferent from those that had prevailed in the West. Indeed, many developing 
country contexts had been reshaped to suit the interests of the West, most 
dramatically through the colonial encounter. It was unlikely that any progress 
they made would follow faithfully in the footsteps of model cases. Many of the 
so-called paradoxes that litter the field of development studies reflect the fact 
that these other sites had their own dynamics of change that failed to conform 
to ‘the model’.

The idea of the Bangladesh paradox emerged out of this intellectual tra-
dition. It reflected the general puzzlement that the country appeared to be 
reporting a pace of social progress that the development canon assumed could 
only occur after it had achieved a certain stage of socio-economic develop-
ment. Efforts to explain the paradox have tended to follow a pattern. Starting 
from the observation that Bangladesh had not conformed to the canonical 
model of change, they sought out the deviations from the norm that might 
explain why this was so. The deviations in question were generally dictated by 
the development canon itself: an interventionist family planning policy that 
had not been considered necessary in the demographic transition that took 
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place in the West, the adoption of vertical low-cost health solutions that made 
it possible to bypass the country’s poverty, the role of NGOs in compensat-
ing for governance deficits, and continuity in policy across different regimes 
dictated by donor interests. As I have noted, these are valid elements of any 
explanation but they do not explain why these enabling factors occurred in 
Bangladesh in the first place, allowing it to defy the doom-laden prophesies 
that accompanied its independence.

An alternative approach would be to study the processes of change in 
Bangladesh as phenomena of interest in their own right. This would cer-
tainly include the enabling factors mentioned above, but it would locate them 
within the history, culture and economy of the country. And it would seek to 
deepen its understanding of the processes in question by exploring the role 
played by different actors, those in privileged positions in the country as well 
as ordinary men and women, and tracing how their actions translated these 
factors into social change.

10.2 Multilevel stories of change: structure, agency  
and practice
‘Big picture’ stories and structural change

A particular manifestation of structural change motivated my interest  
in the ‘Bangladesh paradox’: the steady ‘normalisation’ of child sex ratios 
and the continued ‘normality’ of its sex ratios at birth. The increased value 
given to daughters indicated by this change was part of the larger story of 
social progress that the idea of the paradox sought to capture. My desire to 
retell this story from the bottom up, to take the perspective of ordinary peo-
ple and how they responded to the changing world around them, explains 
the theoretical framework that guided my analysis (Chapter 1). The open-
ended methodological approach I adopted to tell the story allowed me to 
draw on a range of different sources representing different forms of data 
collection at different time periods. I have sought to weave these together 
to form a coherent narrative about the processes of structuration that had 
taken place in the country, the changes in its structures and in the social 
practices that mediated how these changes played out on the ground.

Chapter 2 offered a very compressed history of Bangladesh, tracing its tran-
sition from an agrarian subsistence economy to its current status as a semi- 
industrialising country in an unequal global order. This ‘big picture’ account 
drew attention to what it was about the history and geography of the country 
that explained its context at the time of its independence: its abject poverty, its 
population density, the oppressive nature of its patriarchy – but it also hinted 
at a certain fluidity of social relations and practices that lay below an appar-
ently intransigent surface (picked up in greater detail in Chapter 4).

While the fertility of the land in the Bengal delta lent itself to cultivation 
by waves of migrants, the vagaries of its natural environment gave rise to a 
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society that had to adapt to sudden shifts in its circumstances. Its location on 
the eastern margins of the Indian subcontinent isolated its people from the 
cultural, political and economic mainstream of the north Indian plains for 
many centuries. This did not prevent various rulers, mainly from outside the 
region, from attempting to impose their rule on it. But it did mean that the 
belief system that flourished in the region had strong roots in its early indige-
nous culture, albeit shaped by these different external influences.

This history helps to explain why the achievement of national sovereignty in 
1971 represented such a major watershed, despite the dire situation that per-
sisted for many years after the country’s independence (Chapter 3). It marked 
the transition from several centuries of rule by elites from outside the region 
with little in common with the majority of the population to a new era of rule 
by an emerging domestic elite that shared its culture and beliefs. More respon-
sive to the needs of the people, it undertook bottom-up policies that sought at 
the very least to meet their subsistence requirements (Chapter 5).

A second important structural element contributing to progress in the  
country were different kinds of ‘connectedness’. One was social in nature 
(Chapter 5). The domestic elite who took up leadership roles in politics, 
administration, NGOs and the emerging private sector shared similar 
backgrounds: their families knew each other, they may have been students 
together. This elite cohesiveness, combined with its social proximity to the 
majority of the country, was an important factor in explaining the extent and 
effectiveness of collaboration across sectors that has been commented on in 
the paradox literature. The same social homogeneity and the relative absence 
of rigid social barriers also enhanced the likelihood of upward mobility in the  
general population. The ‘capacity to aspire’ could take root, even among  
the poor, as new possibilities came into view because they believed that many 
of these possibilities were within their reach.

The density of population generated physical connectedness, contributing 
to the speed with which new ideas took hold and spread. Increased invest-
ments in roads, transport, media and digital technology meant that the  
population could reach each other easily. The widespread presence of NGOs 
contributed further. Connectedness also enabled growth in non-farm activ-
ities, the diversification of rural livelihoods and the spread of social services, 
contributing to the decline in different dimensions of poverty.

Also part of the big picture was the influence of different institutional 
actors. Western donors played a major role in opening the country to global 
competition and seeking to modernise it in their own image. Impelled by 
Malthusian doomsday scenarios, they promoted a degree of state and NGO 
intervention in the intimate sphere of family-based reproduction that had 
not been dreamt of, or considered, necessary, when the West was undergo-
ing its demographic transition. They also made modern technologies of birth 
control and child survival, which had not been invented in the 19th century, 
widely available to the population. Important early changes in women’s lives 
were thus programme-led. NGO activities had a particularly important role 
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to play in opening up new possibilities to women, different futures to those 
they had grown up with, futures frequently premised on secular ideas about 
women’s rights and gender equality.

The pressure exerted by donors combined with the interests of the emerg-
ing national elite to open up the country to global forces, creating both new 
livelihood opportunities in the shape of the export garment sector and inter-
national migration and increasing the cross-current of ideas and images that 
shaped consumer aspirations and models of modernity.

External forces also included the flow of orthodox Islamic beliefs into the 
country through the aid provided by countries in the Middle East, through 
the beliefs and practices brought into the country by migrants returning  
from the Middle East and, of course, through the efforts of Islamist forces 
operating within the country. These were adopted by successive regimes in 
search of legitimacy and disseminated through various channels, including 
media, education and religious NGOs. While they offered an alternative form 
of modernity to that associated with the West, they did little to contest the 
privatisation agenda of Western donors or the structures of classic patriarchy.

‘Small picture’ stories and women’s agency

A key objective of this book was to bring together the multitude of ‘small pic-
ture’ stories that featured in ground-level research carried out over the years. 
I wanted to understand how the actual processes of social change unfolded 
in people’s lives and, in particular, to explore the agency exercised by women 
from different social groups in driving processes that led to greater gender 
equality. Fieldwork carried out in Amarpur in 2010 helped to formulate the 
key research questions that guided my research. In a patriarchal system which 
deprived women of material resources of their own, of knowledge about the  
outside world, of symbolic capital that would allow them to challenge  
the gendered limits to permissible behaviour and of social networks other 
than those they were born or married into, what led women to seek to recon-
figure some of the more oppressive manifestations of this system and what 
forms of agency did they draw on in order to do so?

If I had to summarise the main forces that motivated women to seek change, 
I would single out poverty on the one hand and opportunity on the other. 
Poverty brought home to many women the precariousness of the patriarchal 
bargain on which they had relied for protection and provision from male fam-
ily members and which had led them to accept the unfairness of its terms. 
Opportunity gave them the means to renegotiate these terms in a way that 
mitigated their status as perennial dependents without necessarily jettisoning 
the entire bargain. A great deal of the agency that women exercised in these 
processes of negotiation relied on their cultural capabilities, the creativity and 
resourcefulness they could bring into play as a result of their intimate knowl-
edge of how the structures that shaped their lives played out for their families 
and communities. This knowledge helped to shape the tactics and strategies 
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they could use to expand their ‘room for manoeuvre’ without jeopardising the 
relationships they valued or at least depended on.

Where their ‘preferences’ aligned with government policy objectives,  
they benefited from the legitimacy bestowed on their efforts by the official 
discourse (Chapter 6). The messages that accompanied government interven-
tions in the intimate and value-laden domain of reproduction were often as 
critical to bringing about change in practices as the actual resources they dis-
tributed. So we found that women’s family members were generally receptive 
to the idea of change in certain aspects of reproductive behaviour – those 
relating to the care of children, for instance – so that new practices were 
adopted without much opposition. But where women’s own desires diverged 
from those of their family or community, as in the adoption of new contra-
ceptive technology, government endorsement gave them the courage and the 
arguments to stand up to opposition.

Such officialising discourses were absent in the processes through which 
women began to take up paid work outside the socially approved boundaries 
of their homes (Chapter 7). These processes were driven by the responses of 
individual women – often in defiance of their families and communities – to 
the circumstances of their lives rather than to incentives offered by govern-
ment policy. One reason that so many women opted to take advantage of the 
new microfinance services that became available from the 1980s onwards was 
that it made home-based income generation possible. It allowed some of them 
to move out of backbreaking and demeaning wage labour in the fields and  
by the roadsides and others to move from unpaid family labour to earning an 
income of their own.

But there were others who were either excluded or excluded themselves from 
microfinance services or else wanted to avail themselves of better-paid opportu-
nities outside the home. While they did not constitute the majority of working 
women in the country, their growing presence in the public domain was a clear 
departure from past norms and a visible challenge to the patriarchal status quo. 
Women from poorer families had long been forced by the imperatives of sur-
vival to break with the norms that governed their economic activities. But the 
entry of educated women from better-off households represented the exercise 
of a certain degree of agency on their part. In the face of hesitation or out-
right opposition from family members or hostility from the community, these 
women drew on the cultural repertoires of the community to downplay or even 
deny transgression of its norms (Chapter 7). As practice theorists have pointed 
out, there are limits to the change that can be brought about by discursive strat-
egies in the face of resilient material constraints but, where reinterpretations 
of norms are reflective of, and made possible by, cracks and openings in the 
structure, they become part of the process by which old ways of doing things are 
modified and gradually evolve into new ways of doing things.

Women from poorer households were the main beneficiaries of the activ-
ities of development NGOs who played a major role in providing access to 
various social and financial services as well as to new kinds of social networks. 
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It was these gains that shaped their responses to the rising tide of orthodox 
Islam in the country (Chapter 8). While affluent women in urban and rural 
areas could afford to adopt the restrictions imposed by the orthodox ver-
sion, poorer women resisted interpretations of Islam that sought to block off 
economic opportunities and to close down the organisations that had been 
instrumental in providing them. Most opted for non-confrontational forms 
of resistance, but those from the radical NGO subsector were less compro-
mising. It was among its members that we found the greatest willingness to 
challenge the realm of the doxa as well as the new orthodoxies, the clearest 
articulation of ‘bigger dreams’ for a fairer society.

While the history of the region helps us to understand the larger struc-
tures that were in place at the country’s independence, one of the important 
insights that emerged through the analytical focus on women’s agency was  
the motivating power of individual histories as a force for social change 
(Chapters 7, 8 and 9). Women spoke passionately about what it felt like to 
grow up as a daughter whose mother’s attention was focused on cherished 
sons. They had seen their brothers favoured in the distribution of household 
resources as the future breadwinners of the family, while they themselves were 
regarded as liabilities for whom dowry would have to be paid to marry them 
off and who, once married, would be cut off from their natal home.

They spoke of the abuse and harsh treatment that many had faced at the 
hands of their husbands and in-laws, their knowledge that their parents were 
unlikely to come to their aid since they now belonged to their husband’s lin-
eage. Their bitter memories of coming to adulthood in a society in which 
they were only ever regarded as the ‘neighbour’s tree’ shaped their dreams 
and aspirations in later life and the value they attached to ‘standing on your 
own feet’.

It explained their efforts to mitigate their dependent status within their 
families by taking up the forms of paid work that were newly available as 
part of larger changes taking place. In some cases, they reported that their 
greater role in the household breadwinning activities made them more central 
in household affairs, gave them a greater sense of ‘mattering’ in the family, the 
feeling that their preferences and priorities were heard and taken account of. 
In other cases, it allowed them to seek out greater independence, turning their 
backs on uncaring parents or abusive husbands and taking responsibility for 
their own future.

It also explained the determination of these women to ensure that their daugh-
ters would not have to experience the costs of dependency that their mothers 
had, that their happiness and wellbeing would not depend in the same way on 
what others decided for them. We saw a concerted effort on the part of parents, 
and mothers in particular, to invest in their daughters, in the hope of giving them 
a sense of self-worth, a ‘strength of their own’, so that they had the ability to stand 
up to the arbitrary exercise of power on the part of husbands and in-laws and to 
take responsibility for their own lives if necessary.3 While each of these dreams 
for their daughters represented a departure from the conventions of the past, the 
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fact that many mothers – and fathers – seemed to contemplate with equanimity 
the possibility that their daughters might walk out of marriages if these proved 
oppressive was probably the most radical departure from the past. In these nar-
ratives, as Reay (2004) puts it,

we begin to get a sense not only of the myriad adaptations, responses, 
reactions and resistances to ‘the way the world is’, but also of indi-
viduals struggling to make the world a different place. (p.437)

Middle-range stories and changing practice

While women’s agency was an important part of the story of change that fea-
tured in the Bangladesh paradox, it was not exercised as the isolated acts of 
individuals. It contributed to, and was made possible by, changes initiated by 
other actors in society around the same time. The chapters in this book illu-
minate some of the mechanisms that allowed these individual responses to 
coalesce into new social practices that redefined the wider social context.

As I noted in Chapter 6, the speed at which policy-initiated changes in 
reproductive practices occurred owed a great deal to the dynamics of sequence 
and synergy within the policy process. The adoption of the doorstep delivery 
of contraception by female family planning workers was credited with the 
dramatic decline in fertility rates, but the close sequence in which different 
interventions in the reproductive domain occurred and the synergies between 
them is likely to have hastened the pace of change and amplified its impact.

Parents were motivated to adopt family planning to look after their chil-
dren better and they were able to adopt new ways of looking after their  
children better because they could control the number of births. Policy dis-
semination efforts intended to change reproductive practices built on each 
other in ways that reinforced and amplified the messages of each: small fam-
ilies consisting of a boy and a girl were ‘happy’ or ‘modern’ families; the 
happiness of the family and the health of the mother required daughters to 
be sent to school and to marry later.

There were gains also from institutional collaboration in the delivery  
of social services, which were particularly important when they went against 
social norms. Fieldworkers found their efforts eased when they were part of 
government programmes that had the stamp of public authority and when 
their workers were regarded as the government-in-person. NGOs sought to 
associate their efforts with government, to involve local officials when they 
could, so as to benefit from this authority. NGOs, in turn, compensated for 
the government’s capacity deficits, reaching poorer sections who government 
officials failed to reach and experimenting to find out what worked best, les-
sons that the government then adopted.

Programmes used various routes to communicate new meanings and prac-
tices to the population at large, creating a discursive space for the spread of 
these practices. The metaphor of the ‘pebble in the pond’ (Mita and Simmons 
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1995, p.4) used in the family planning literature provided a vivid description 
of how these efforts worked. The community-based health worker was the 
‘pebble’ who brought about changing practices among the women and fami-
lies they encountered, changes that rippled outwards through conversations 
between these families and others in their community, conversations that 
took place across generations so that the younger generation grew up familiar 
with the idea of family planning. These ripple effects were further amplified by 
more generalised forms of communication such as poster campaigns, radios, 
newspapers and TV that were aimed at the large population.

While the widespread promotion of education by government and NGOs 
assisted the transition to quality in parental strategies, making education more 
affordable for both boys and girls, the increased investment in girls’ education 
proved to be a potent force for change. Parents themselves put a great deal 
of store on the transformative power of education (Chapter 6). As we noted, 
women in the 2008 IDS-BIGD study were almost unanimous in declaring that 
access to education was the resource that had had made the biggest difference 
in women’s lives (Tables 8a and 8b). These emic views were supported by a 
large number of quantitative studies testifying to the strength of the association 
between female education and a range of immediate, longer-term and intergen-
erational outcomes in their lives (see Chapter 6, Note 11). Education worked 
in indirect ways as well to catalyse change in the public domain. The require-
ment of some level of education for various government and non-government 
jobs helped to legitimise the employment of educated women from higher- 
status households in forms of work that could be defined as respectable – partly 
because they were closed off to women from poorer households.

The narratives related in this book gave us a ‘close up’ view of the work-
ings of some of the mechanisms of change that feature in the social science 
literature: role models, demonstration effects, tipping points, spillovers and 
feedback effects. In particular, they uncovered their relational dimensions. 
These mechanisms may have been put into motion by individuals as a result 
of their changing ideas and aspirations, but these changes were the product of  
their observations of those around them, observations that helped them to 
change their views of what was possible or desirable and provided them with 
the impetus to make change.

I have cited many examples of the power of role models to generate change, 
role models that were themselves products of wider change. There was the 
rickshaw puller who observed the polite behaviour of the children he took 
to school every day and decided that he would educate his daughters so that 
they would also learn to conduct themselves with dignity. There was Sham-
iran and her schoolfriends living in a village in the early 1980s who had been 
so impressed by the dress and confidence of the family planning worker who 
came to advise married women in their village about birth control that they 
decided that when they grew up they too would take up jobs distributing 
pills and helping others to have fewer children while being able to buy nice 
clothes for themselves. There were the young women in rural Bangladesh who 



REsOlvING THE PARAdOx 251

observed with envy the confidence and earning power of the garment workers  
who came to visit their village home and gained the courage to migrate them-
selves in search of such jobs. As one young woman told me in my earlier 
research, ‘If they could do it, why couldn’t I?’ (Kabeer 2000, p.359).

Demonstration effects were also at work. There were the negative lessons 
learnt from observing families who had too many children and could not 
afford to feed them so that they could be seen wandering around the vil-
lage with plates in their hands, begging for food. Sights like this persuaded a 
number of women that birth control was a good idea. There were the positive  
lessons reported by women who decided to join microfinance organisations 
after initial reluctance because they observed the increased prosperity of 
those who had taken loans. There were also mothers and fathers who were 
motivated to educate their daughters because they knew of people whose edu-
cated daughters got good jobs and assisted their parents in a way that had not 
been possible before.

There were spillover effects that worked through the diffusion of ideas. 
Schuler and Hashmi (1994) found that, while Grameen Bank members were 
more likely to adopt family planning than non-members, non-members in 
villages with a branch of Grameen Bank were more likely to adopt family 
planning than non-members in villages without such a branch. Bora et al. 
(2023) report that the proportion of educated women in a community influ-
enced the fertility behaviour of less-educated women in that community.

There was the feedback effect reported by Heath and Mobarak (2015), who 
note that the observed availability of garment jobs for women with some 
level of education by families living in close proximity to garment factories 
increased the likelihood that they would invest in their daughters’ education.

There were also examples of ‘tipping points’, change that became self- 
sustaining after a critical mass of people had adopted it. One reason why fertil-
ity decline was so rapid in Bangladesh was that, while those who were among 
the first to adopt family planning were harshly condemned for violating 
social norms, those who adopted it just 10 years later faced far less criticism;  
the norms of the community had undergone change (Schuler et al. 1996a).

Similarly, the early cohort of garment workers had borne the brunt of  
the social condemnation directed towards women who had departed from 
cultural norms in such a visible way. Delowara, who I interviewed in 1987, 
protested at how unfair it was for the public to judge all garment workers by 
the ‘misbehaviour’ of just a few: ‘don’t say women, say woman’ (Chapter 7). 
Over the years, their numbers grew and their presence on the streets became a 
familiar sight. The workers interviewed three decades later did not attract the 
same disapproving comments and when they did they dismissed them with a 
firmness that was in marked contrast to their earlier defensiveness:

What is so bad about falling in love, it is a natural thing and could 
happen anywhere. Do girls in schools and colleges not also fall in 
love, elope with men of their choice? No one points a finger at them. 
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Why is it only garment girls who are given a bad name? (Kabeer, 
Huq and Rahaman 2021, p.19)

More generally, the presence of large numbers of women engaged in  
various kinds of income-generating activities may not have displaced the 
dominance of the male breadwinner model, but it gained wide acceptance 
for the idea of women as ‘secondary’ breadwinners and, implicitly, for  
the dual breadwinner family.

The process by which growing familiarity led to the routinisation of practice 
that had once been seen as a departure from norms was also evident within the 
policy domain. It meant that the extra effort necessary to bring about early stages 
of behavioural change did not necessarily have to be maintained over time in 
order to sustain these changes. We saw the efforts made by government and 
NGOs at the start of their field-based programmes to ensure the social accepta-
bility of their female work force in order to minimise any hostility they might 
encounter. They sought to accommodate the community habitus as far as pos-
sible, using familiar materials and images, invoking religious authority to legit-
imise their efforts, enforcing proper behaviour on the part of their staff. These 
efforts were relaxed as the new practices became more familiar and the changes 
self-sustaining. Family planning became as mundane as the daily diet of rice 
and lentils; parents sent their daughters to school ‘because everyone was doing 
it’; microcredit was absorbed into the routine of everyday livelihood activities. 
As new practices took root, rules of behaviour for field staff became less strict. 
Organisations were able to move from the doorstep delivery to fixed location 
clinics for the distribution of contraception. Nutritional education through 
face-to-face interaction with mothers gave way to more impersonal forms of 
communication. Microfinance organisations relaxed the principle of group lia-
bility as timely repayment of loans became the norm. As time went on, assump-
tions about what women could and could not do had to be rethought in recog-
nition of the fact that ‘times had changed and so had gender relations’ (Hossain 
2017, p.116).

Finally, the book has provided some important insights into structuration 
processes as they played out in relation to the patriarchal bargain. In the intro-
duction, I discussed the power of habitus in enforcing conformity to social 
norms through the internalisation of these norms by individuals and by those 
around them. Gender injustices were taken for granted, part of the realm of 
doxa. This changed over the period studied in the book through processes 
which modified and attenuated this habitus as perceived and real gaps opened 
up between the promise of the patriarchal bargain and its practice.

A great deal of the agency that women sought to exercise was a response to 
this widening gap, the increased instability of the patriarchal bargain it signi-
fied and the realisation that they could no longer rely on men to fulfil their 
side of the bargain, regardless of how faithfully they themselves observed 
theirs. Unquestioning compliance became rare, although compliance contin-
ued to be performed in the effort to evade sanction by husbands and in-laws 
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or by the wider community. More often, though, the research cited in this 
book uncovered a repertoire of tactics and strategies through which women 
sought to destabilise or renegotiate the terms of the patriarchal bargain, rang-
ing from hidden forms of subversion, the performance of outward compli-
ance with norms even as they circumvented them, to more overt dissent and 
even open defiance.

I found that many of the factors that had led to growing uncertainty about 
the patriarchal bargain also increased uncertainty about its intergenerational 
dimension. Parents no longer had the same faith that the support in old age 
by their sons that they had once assumed would be forthcoming. Their uncer-
tainty reflected the great mobility of young men as they sought jobs in various 
parts of the country and spent a great deal of their adult lives living inde-
pendently of parents. It also reflected the shift away from arranged marriages 
among the younger generation. Children expected to be consulted about 
potential spouses or to select spouses of their own choice – although daughters  
were still more likely than sons to seek the approval of parents. Sons, on the 
other hand, did not require parental approval to the same extent, nor did they 
look to parental support to the same extent if their marriage did not last.

This led to altered relationships between parents, on the one hand, and their 
daughters and daughters-in-law, on the other. Patriarchal risk had not dis-
appeared from the lives of young women and they sought to retain their ties 
with their natal families as insurance against abusive husbands or the break-
down of their marriage. As a result, parents spoke of greater closeness with 
their married daughters than had been the case in the past while at the same 
time speaking of the greater distance from their increasingly independent 
daughters-in-law. The greater compassion they attributed to daughters came 
to the foreground as the expectations they had of their sons’ support in old age 
receded. Indeed, there were growing expressions of the belief that daughters 
were ‘becoming like sons’. Thus, just as structural changes had changed the 
context in which the individual agency of men and women was exercised, so 
too, shifting relations of co-operation and conflict brought about by the exer-
cise of this agency translated into changes in the terms of patriarchal bargain. 
These forms of change go a considerable way to explaining the increased value 
attached to daughters.

10.3 Son preference and daughter aversion in India:  
a paradox in reverse?
In the earlier stages of the book, I referred to what appeared to be a reverse ver-
sion of the Bangladesh paradox that was unfolding in neighbouring India. India 
was extremely successful by standard development criteria. It had an almost 
uninterrupted record of democratic governance along with higher rates of per 
capita income, higher rates of economic growth and lower levels of poverty than 
Bangladesh. But, as we saw, not only did it perform less well than Bangladesh 
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on a range of social indicators (Chapter 1), its fertility decline was accompanied 
by a steady rise in its child sex ratios, evidence of intensified gender discrimina-
tion: the ratio of boys to 100 girls in the 0–6 age rose from 105.8 in 1991 to 107.9 
in 2001 and then to 109.4 in 2011 (John 2011).

While adverse child sex ratios have long reflected excess female mortality 
in the under-five age group, and excess female mortality remained high, it 
did not appear to have risen over this period (Das Gupta and Bhatt 1997). 
Instead, as noted in Chapter 1, the rise in child sex ratios reflected the emer-
gence of female-selective abortion and rising sex ratios at birth (SRBs). The 
resort to female-selective abortion reflected effort on the part of parents to 
reconcile their desire for smaller families with their continued strong, even 
intensified, preference for sons and the deepening ‘emotion and practice of 
daughter aversion’ (Borooah and Iyer 2004; Das Gupta and Bhatt 1997; John 
et al. 2008, p.72).4

From the ‘normal’ SRBs of 105 that had prevailed in the country till the 
1980s, India recorded a rise to 111 in the late 1990s and then to 113.6 in 2004 
before declining to 110 in 2012, an improvement but still above the norm 
(Kaur et al. 2016). In fact, these national averages obscured regional differen-
tials: in the classic patriarchal states of northern India, SRBs had reached 120 
by the end of the century (Guilmoto 2009).5

Moreover, although the deterioration in sex ratios at birth was first reported 
among the landed upper castes in these northern states, which already had a  
long history of adverse sex ratios, and, while it was remained pronounced 
among these groups, it gradually spread to lower castes and to the southern 
states, where adverse sex ratios had not previously been a problem (Agniho-
tri 2000; Basu 1999; Das Gupta and Bhatt 1997; John 2011; Kaur et al. 2016; 
Siddhanta, Agnihotri and Nandy 2009). This went directly against the expecta-
tion that fertility decline in India would involve a natural progression from the 
high-fertility, inegalitarian gender regime that characterised northern India to 
the lower-fertility and more egalitarian pattern that prevailed in the south – in 
line with the predictions of demographic transition theory that fertility decline 
was brought about by improvements in women’s status (Basu 1999).

The other unexpected finding related to the religious differentials, specifi-
cally those between Hindus, the majority religious group in India, and Mus-
lims, the largest minority. The depiction of Islam as antithetical to gender 
equality has long been part of the ‘common sense’ in the Indian context (as 
elsewhere): as Lahiri and Self (2005) cautiously put it,

It is possibly not wrong to say that the conventional wisdom – 
at least outside the Islamic World – is that bias against women 
is more pronounced among Muslims than among other religious 
groups. (p.17)

While demographic data had established that Muslims had higher fertil-
ity rates than Hindus in India, the conventional wisdom was proved wrong 
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on the matter of sex bias in the treatment of children (Borooah et al. 2009;  
Government of India 2006).6 Despite lower levels of education and employ-
ment and the greater poverty of their households, Muslim women were less 
likely than Hindu women to express a preference for sons relative to daughters 
when asked to specify their ideal sex composition of children; they were less 
likely to report gender differentials in infant child mortality and nutritional lev-
els; and they were less likely to report male-biased sex ratios at birth (Borooah 
et al. 2009; Visaria 2015). In regional terms, Muslim preferences and practices 
did not vary a great deal between the north and south, but as son preference 
was somewhat weaker among Hindus in the southern states, religious differ-
ences tended to be larger in the north than in the south (Borooah et al. 2009).

As Borooah et al. point out, a number of studies sought to explain these 
religious differentials in reproductive behaviour in terms of a ‘pure religion’ 
effect. They drew on theological sources to search out doctrinal differences 
in such matters as the value ascribed to sons and daughters, contraceptive 
behaviour and so on. However, not only is it possible to find pronouncements 
on the subordinate status of women in both sets of theological sources, but 
these pronouncements are themselves highly debated within each religion. 
Furthermore, it is difficult to believe that doctrinal differences in beliefs and 
values could, on their own, constitute an adequate explanation for religious 
differences in reproductive preferences, given the considerable diversity in sex 
ratios and son preference reported by Hindus by state, caste and class across 
India and the differences reported between the Muslim-majority countries of 
Bangladesh and Pakistan.

A more plausible explanation is likely to be found in the interaction 
between social norms, values and beliefs, of which religion is one aspect, and  
the organisation of kinship and family life within different communities  
and across different contexts in South Asia.7 The rules, norms and values gov-
erning the intergenerational contract are of particular relevance here because 
of their significance for how different communities seek to preserve, repro-
duce or transform their status and identity within the larger society and, more 
immediately, for how the costs and value of sons and daughters are structured 
within these communities.

The early literature from South Asia reviewed in Chapter 1 told us that the 
interlocking elements of the intergenerational contract that characterised  
classic patriarchy in northern India and Bangladesh underpinned what 
appeared to be an enduring culture of son preference and a history of adverse 
child sex ratios. But more recent studies suggest that the processes of growth 
and modernisation that have since taken place in India and Bangladesh have 
led to a divergence in the ‘emotion and practice’ of son preference and in 
accompanying patterns of sex ratios.

I would like to draw on the practice-theoretic approach that has informed 
the analysis in this book to explain these diverging patterns. I will provide 
a broad-brush account of the processes of socio-economic change as they 
played out in India and summarise explanations for why they led to the 
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intensification and spread of adverse sex ratios across the country. I will  
then draw on the analysis in previous chapters to explain the absence of this 
phenomenon in Bangladesh. The main argument that I want to make is that, 
while religious norms are an important dimension of social practice among 
different communities, their significance varies. There is an important dis-
tinction to be made between communities in which religious norms consti-
tute the prescriptive core of the collective habitus and those where religious 
norms are interwoven more loosely with other aspects of that habitus.

Stories from the Indian context

The ‘big picture’ story of economic development in India can be divided 
into two broad phases. The first phase was in the three decades or so after 
independence when India adopted a capital-intensive, import-substituting 
and largely state-led industrialisation strategy in order to build its indus-
trial capacity and infrastructure. Economic growth through this period was 
low, fluctuating around an average of 3.5% a year, which, given population 
growth rates, translated into per capita growth rates of 1% a year (Varshney 
2017). Growth also failed to generate much employment and large swathes of  
its population continued to live in abject poverty and remained concen-
trated in agriculture (Basu 2018). There was a spurt in growth rates in the late  
1960s with the onset of the Green Revolution and rising agricultural produc-
tivity. This began in the highly irrigated wheat growing regions of northern 
India and later spread, but unevenly, to other parts of India, mainly coastal 
areas and areas with canal irrigation. The main beneficiaries in all cases were 
the wealthier landowning castes (Basu and Maertens 2007; Patnaik 1990; Sen 
and Ghosh 2017).

With the adoption of market-oriented reforms in the 1980s and its acceler-
ation in the 1990s, growth rates began to rise rapidly – an annual average of 
6.3% between 1980 and 2015 with per capita growth rates at 4.5% – but still 
failed to generate sufficient employment to absorb the working population. 
So, while agriculture’s rates of growth and share of the GDP declined over 
time, a typical feature of structural transformation, agriculture continued to 
account for a disproportionate share of the country’s work force, indicative  
of the incomplete nature of the transformation (Dev 2012; Varshney 2017). 
The jobless pattern of India’s growth contributed to a widening of regional and 
urban–rural disparities and to growing inequalities between different classes 
and occupational groups (Deaton and Drèze 2002; Varshney 2017).

The other aspect of the big picture story was the persistence of a dualistic 
employment structure. Since the colonial era, the employment structure had 
been stratified into, on the one hand, a highly coveted formal, largely public 
sector, monopolised by members of the educated upper castes, and, on the 
other, a large informal economy that accounted for over 90% of the labour 
force. Economic growth in recent decades was spearheaded by the service sec-
tor, particularly the more advanced sectors of ICT and finance, but generated 
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relatively few formal jobs and did little to challenge the stratified structure of 
the economy.

For rural families, an important goal was to escape from reliance on uncer-
tain agricultural livelihoods into the non-farm sector, preferably into ‘good’ 
jobs: white-collar, service and government jobs. Education was essential for 
gaining access to these jobs and became a key dividing factor within caste and 
kin groups; not all families could afford to educate their children and not all 
who were educated would get salaried jobs. It was once again the prosperous 
upper and middle castes who were best positioned to take advantage of these 
new opportunities.

Opportunities were also stratified by gender. As the economy modern-
ised, women’s traditional roles in the agricultural economy declined, but they  
were largely excluded from employment in the modernising economy. In the 
context of a largely jobless economic trajectory and given the various norms 
that restricted women’s economic mobility, men were better positioned to 
take advantage of the emerging opportunities and hence favoured in family 
investment strategies.

While this divergence in economic opportunities varied in different regions 
of the country, the consequences were generally unfavourable to women. 
They were either confined to the shrinking agricultural sector or else dropped 
out of the labour force altogether. As a result, women’s labour force participa-
tion, already low, declined further over time (Duvvury 1989; Jackson and Rao 
2004; Lahoti and Swaminathan 2016; Pattnaik et al. 2017). According to 2015 
estimates, India’s female labour force participation rates of 21.7% were, after 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, the lowest of eight South Asian countries (World 
Bank 2014).

This gendered divergence in access to market opportunities was a major 
reason for the spread of dowry across the country to castes, religions and 
regions where it had not previously been practised and for the steady infla-
tion in amount of dowry needed to marry off daughters (Caldwell, Reddy and 
Caldwell 1983; Epstein 1973; Kapadia 1995; Srinivasan 2005). Dowry became 
the most widely cited factor in studies seeking to explain the spread and 
intensification of ‘unwantedness’ of daughters (John et al. 2008, p.72; Kaur 
2007, p.240; Srinivasan 2005, p.608).

But, on its own, the growing importance of dowry is not sufficient to explain 
the divergence in sex ratios between India and Bangladesh since dowry had 
also spread to Muslim-majority Bangladesh and Pakistan, where it had not 
previously been practised (Anderson 2007). If, however, we analyse dowry as 
one aspect of the broader social organisation of marriage, family and kinship, 
other possible explanations come into view. In a country as large as India, we 
would not expect a uniform set of explanations to apply across its different 
contexts. What I would like to do here is to focus on two sets of explanations, 
each highlighting a different aspect of the processes of change. Each links the 
kinship practices associated with classic patriarchy to the growing adversity 
of sex ratios across India but traces the change through somewhat different 



258 RENEGOTIATING PATRIARCHY

processes. The first seeks to explain the intensification of son preference in 
the northern states, while the second focuses on the spread of son preference 
to the south.

The first set of explanations revolves around the social organisation of mar-
riage, family and kinship within the classic patriarchy of the northern states 
of India (Agnihotri 2000; Das Gupta 1987; Das Gupta et al. 2003; John et al. 
2008; Kaur 2007). What stands out in all these explanations is the prescriptive 
power and resilience of the rules, norms and values that spell out its patriar-
chal bargain, many of which had Brahminic and Shastric sanction and could 
be traced to the ancient lawgiver Manu (Basu 1999; Desai 1994).8 These were 
most strictly enforced among the landed upper castes of the north-western 
states. The rigidity of these interlocking elements underpinned the prevailing 
culture of what Larsen (2009) describes as the necessity of sons. Only sons 
could continue the patrilineage, inherit land,9 become the family breadwin-
ner, look after parents in their old age and light the funeral pyre when they 
died. Daughters had to be married outside their village and lineage and were 
lost thereafter to their natal family; their labour and progeny would hence-
forth belong to their husband’s family (Agarwal 1994). The rules of caste 
endogamy meant that marriage had to be within the same or allied jati groups 
but women had to be married ‘upwards’ into families of socially and ritually 
superior status within their caste hierarchy. As noted earlier, the inferiority 
of ‘wife-givers’ was signified by the payment of dowry, which has thus always 
been a visible symbol of the devalued status of daughters among these groups.

According to recent studies, changes in the wider economy had set off the 
reconfigurations in the patriarchal bargain, including its intergenerational 
dimension, but these had the effect of intensifying son preference. Whereas 
‘marrying up’ had previously been defined in terms of marrying into a high-
er-status family, the changing structure of opportunities meant that marrying 
up now also included marrying more educated grooms, preferably in sala-
ried employment. Consequently, the higher the position of men in the socio- 
economic hierarchy, the more educated they were, the larger the dowries they 
could command – even those who were currently without jobs (John et al.  
2008). Upwardly mobile families sought to consolidate their social status  
by marrying their daughters to men in good jobs in higher-status families  
and to signal their achievement with expensive weddings and lavish dowries. 
But this strategy required investment in the education of daughters as well, 
further increasing the costs of having daughters, for whom dowry would have 
to be paid but who were only ever ‘transient’ members of the natal family.

While studies noted that although parents expressed concerns about whether 
their sons would observe their obligations to ageing parents, as well as their 
belief that daughters were more caring and more dutiful10 (though surprisingly 
rarely, according to John et al. 2008), they nevertheless implemented their desire 
for smaller families by ‘avoiding’ daughters and concentrating their resources 
on ensuring sons’ future prospects (John et al. 2008; Kaur 2007; Larsen 2009). 
The reasons given for this apparently counterintuitive response were, according 



REsOlvING THE PARAdOx 259

to John et al., that ‘there [was] some probability of a son earning and support-
ing his parents while the latter [could not] hope or desire this from a daughter’ 
(John et al. 2008, p.81). A similar logic was described by Kaur:

Paradoxically, insecure economic circumstances for males may  
propel families to increase rather than decrease their investments 
in male children, hoping for their eventual success. Unchanged 
ideologies of males as the primary breadwinners contribute to this 
anxiety. (p.240)

In other words, quite aside from the decline in daughters’ earning prospects, 
cultural norms did not permit married women to provide any form of sup-
port to their parents or natal kin, even if they were in need (Das Gupta 1987, 
p.92).11 Any income she earnt after marriage had to go to her in-laws (Agarwal 
1994; Das Gupta et al. 2003). Not surprisingly, as Kaur (2007) observed in the 
course of her fieldwork: ‘Old, widowed mothers said that they would rather lie 
at an unwelcoming son’s doorstep than ask for help from a daughter’ (p.240).

The second set of studies I want to touch on seeks to explain the rise of son 
preference, and the accompanying rise in adverse sex ratios, in the south-
ern states of India where they were previously unknown (Caldwell, Reddy 
and Caldwell 1983; Kapadia 1995; Srinivasan 2012). As noted in Chapter 1, 
southern states had been characterised by greater diversity in their kinship 
practices, which encompassed patrilineal as well as matrilineal inheritance, a 
preference for marriage within kin and hence within families of similar sta-
tus, and the practice of bridewealth alongside the practice of dowry as well as 
more equal forms of exchange. Daughters retained their natal ties after mar-
riage and could continue to maintain mutually supportive relationships with 
their parents (Das Gupta et al. 2003). This diversity began to diminish as, first, 
Brahmins and then other upwardly mobile groups, who had been in a position 
to take advantage of the Green Revolution technology and of new opportuni-
ties in the off-farm economy, now sought to signal their improved status. They 
began adopting Brahminical practices associated with the north Indian patri-
archal regime (Caldwell, Reddy and Caldwell 1983). When Epstein (1973) 
first undertook fieldwork in rural Karnataka in the 1950s, bridewealth was a 
taken-for-granted practice. When she returned in the 1970s, she found that it 
had given way to dowry, led by wealthier farming families who had benefited 
from the spread of irrigation and then spreading to the other castes who had 
gained a foothold in the formal economy. Similar trends were reported from 
other parts of south India (Kapadia 1995; Srinivasan 2012).

While marrying upwards expressed aspirations to social mobility, the 
increasing status asymmetry between wife-givers and wife-takers was sig-
nalled by the payment and size of dowry (Caldwell, Reddy and Caldwell 1983). 
The search for grooms from higher-status families led the move towards non-
kin marriages and to marriage outside the village in order to increase the pool 
of potential husbands but the relative scarcity of such husbands meant that 
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it increasingly became a ‘seller’s market’. Dowry demands became larger in 
magnitude, more insistent and lasted well into the years after marriage.

The fact that marital practices were changing across the southern states of 
India suggests that they had not been rigid, and they responded to changing 
material circumstances associated with the wider political economy of the 
region. But it was not coincidence that they were changing in the direction 
of practices long associated with the upper castes of north India. Rather, it 
reflected another important aspect of the caste system in India: the hegem-
onic status occupied by the Brahmin castes and their preponderance in the 
upper classes of the country. While their status had always been a central 
component of the caste system, it had been reinforced over time by various 
historical processes. It had been elevated in the course of the consultations 
carried out in relation to the codification of religious personal law by the colo-
nial rulers where Hindu law had been codified as ‘Shastric laws’ as interpreted 
by Brahmin priests (Chapter 2). A similar process took place in independent 
India. Menon (1998) points to the homogenising intent of legislation passed 
by the government in relation to the Hindu religious code. The rejection of 
practices and lifestyles that did not conform to the north Indian upper-caste 
constructions of the family was legitimated on the grounds that these other 
practices were not ‘Indian’ (p.246). These processes of codification, as Menon 
points out, put an end to the diversity of Hindu laws as they were practised 
in different regions, in the process destroying the more liberal provisions that 
existed in many of these regions (p.245).

The tendency of lower and middle castes across India to signal their rise  
in the social hierarchy by adopting the customs, rites and beliefs of the Brah-
mins and adopting the Brahminic way of life commented on by Epstein in 
the 1970s had been documented in earlier anthropological studies. Srinivas 
(1956) describes this as a process of ‘Sanskritisation’, pointing out that caste 
created a stratified social framework within Hindu society within which the 
best way to stake a claim to a higher position was to adopt the custom and 
way of life of a higher caste (p.483). As this process was common to all castes 
except the highest, it meant that Brahmin customs and ways of life spread 
across the population, including to the lowest castes.

Later authors have argued that the language of ‘Sanskritisation’ was mis-
leading (Basu 1999; Caldwell, Reddy and Caldwell 1983; Kapadia 1995; Srin-
ivasan 2012). It was not Brahmin values per se that were being emulated but 
the values of the upper classes. Brahmins had long predominated in the high-
est ranks of the class hierarchy in India and had been the first to benefit from  
processes of education and modernisation in the colonial era. Upwardly 
mobile castes, drawn from the upper and middle castes, were attracted to 
Brahmanical values and practices because they were the values and prac-
tices of the dominant class (Fuller 1999, pp.36–37). Their concern was with 
becoming ‘modernised’ and ‘urbanised’, not with spiritual upliftment. The 
resilience of the practice of caste endogamy meant that they could not change 
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their caste, but they could signal their increasing prosperity by adopting the  
practices of the most privileged class.

The influence of the norms and values of the dominant groups in a society 
in shaping its hegemonic values and practices can be found in many socie-
ties. What is striking about the Indian context, as Basu points out, is that its 
hegemonic values and practices are the values and practices of the groups  
in its social structure that are most conservative with regard to women:  
‘Sanskritization results in harshness towards women’ (Srinivas 1962, p.61). 
This point was reiterated by Agnihotri (2000) in his analysis of the growing 
adversity of sex ratios across India and the ‘negative prosperity effect’. He 
found that women in prosperous regions, groups and households experienced 
the greatest disadvantage. He concluded that the ‘high’ culture that accompa-
nies and is emulated with prosperity was marked by a distinct ethos of female 
subordination (p.247). The critical element in the story of the growing adver-
sity of sex ratios in India therefore is that core values of son preference – and 
the accompanying aversion to daughters – have been strengthened in the 
course of caste and gender stratified processes of growth and spread through 
processes of ‘Sanskritisation’, the dominant form taken by modernisation and 
class mobility in India.

The Bangladesh story

Bangladesh, as we have seen, shares several features in common with the clas-
sic patriarchy of north India but there are some important differences. Islamic 
law allows women to inherit land as both wives and daughters, although in 
both cases it is a fraction of male inheritance. Most studies noted that daugh-
ters tended to waive their rights to land in favour of their brothers, giving 
them a material basis for claims to brothers’ support, but there was also evi-
dence of daughters claiming their inheritance, under pressure of poverty or 
pressure from husbands (Kabeer 1989; Nath 1984). Such action had religious 
legitimacy even if it went against cultural norms. Both my study of Amarpur 
in 1979 and a more recent study by Arens (2011) suggest that many more 
women from landowning households claimed their share than the general 
literature suggested (Arens 2011; Kabeer 1986). Women from landowning 
households were thus not entirely assetless when they entered marriage; 
they were entitled to a valued form of capital, which they generally left with 
their natal family to stake a claim to their support but which they sometimes 
claimed for their conjugal one.

There are also important religious differences in the structural meaning of 
marriage. As various authors have noted, despite variations in the practice  
of Hinduism across India, marriage is regarded as a ‘sacrament of transcen-
dental importance’, arranged by families but with an element of divine guid-
ance (Aziz 1979; Caldwell, Reddy and Caldwell 1983, p.345; Borooah et al. 
2009). By contrast, marriage among Muslims is seen as a civil contract, signed 
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by the two parties, with the procreation of children as its main objective and 
the rights and duties of husband and wife spelt out in the kabin nikah (mar-
riage contract). They include the husband’s obligation to provide for his wife 
as long as the marriage lasted and provision for her maintenance (mehr) in 
the event of divorce. Both widows and divorced women could, and frequently 
did, remarry. Such an ‘exit’ clause does not feature among Hindu communi-
ties, although the law has made it easier than it used to be.

Many of the marriage practices that prevail in northern Indian states can 
also be found in Bangladesh but tend to express cultural ‘preference’ rather 
than religious ‘prescription’.

Caste hierarchies never put down very deep roots in the East Bengal delta 
so caste endogamy was irrelevant among its Muslim population.12 Discussions 
about desirable qualities in a spouse tended to mention the occupation, edu-
cation and economic prospects of the groom and the beauty, age and educa-
tion of the bride. It was, and still is, only among Hindu families in Bangladesh 
that caste is mentioned as an additional consideration.

While most marriages in Bangladesh tend to be outside the lineage, close-
kin marriage is accepted and is widespread in some districts (Bleie 1990; 
Ellickson 1972; Joshi, Iyer and Do 2014).13 There may be a growing pref-
erence for marrying daughters ‘up’ even if it means paying larger dowries,  
but earlier anthropological work by Aziz (1979) found that marriage tended 
to be between ‘equals’, in terms of social status and economic position, while 
other scholars found considerable mobility, with daughters being married 
‘sideways’ into families of similar status and also married ‘down’ (Bertocci 
1972; Lindenbaum 1981). Equally, there may be a preference for marrying 
daughters to someone from a different village to widen family networks and 
alliances, but there is no religious prescription to this effect. They can also be 
married within their natal village.

We see this flexibility in marital practices put to work in strategies to min-
imise dowry payments: marrying daughters off to close kin or within the 
natal village or to someone with lower status all reduced the size of dowry or 
eliminated the need to pay it (Amin and Huq 2008; Joshi, Iyer and Do 2014; 
Lindenbaum 1981). The rise in love marriages has also reduced the need  
to pay dowry. Other strategies included educating daughters since dowry 
was less likely to be demanded for educated brides. The exception was in  
the case of brides with higher-than-average education when higher-than- 
average dowries were demanded because it was harder to find equally or 
more educated husbands. However, the World Bank survey (2008) found 
that this problem was being partly circumvented across Bangladesh through 
the increasing practice of marrying off educated daughters to men with 
lower levels of education.

And, of course, one reason why this diversity of practices to get around 
dowry was possible was because dowry itself had no religious authorisation. 
It had only appeared among Muslims in Bangladesh sometime in the second 
half of the 20th century. The national survey figures cited by Amin and Das 
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(2013) confirm that its incidence was lower among Muslims than Hindus. 
Hindus had not only been paying dowry from earlier times but, even in the 
contemporary era, paid larger dowries than Muslims (Amin and Das 2013; 
Amin and Huq 2008).

In short, parents in both countries face particular challenges when it comes 
to ensuring ‘good’ marriages for their daughters in marriage markets whose 
rules systematically expand the pool of women that make suitable brides 
while restricting the pool of men that make suitable husbands. But parents in 
the Indian context have to deal with the prescriptive force of caste and lineage 
consideration over and above the concerns with occupation and social status 
that were likely to preoccupy parents in Bangladesh.

This difference between prescription and preference may also help to 
explain why parents in Bangladesh were more willing to look to their daugh-
ters for support in their old age as expectations of support from sons looked 
less certain. The patriarchal bargain may have placed responsibility for care 
of parents in their old age on sons – and there is still shame expressed by 
some parents about taking help from married daughters – but this has not 
prevented a shift in expectations when sons fail to live up to their obligations. 
In addition, the steady rise in women’s paid activity rates in Bangladesh has 
meant that daughters are increasingly in a position to provide material as well 
as emotional support to their parents. Son preference has not disappeared, but 
daughters no longer face the same degree of discrimination from their birth 
onwards that they once did.

10.4 Is the Bangladesh paradox sustainable?
Returning to the question of the Bangladesh paradox, I have cited the consid-
erable body of literature that has built up around attempts to explain it, but we 
are now beginning to see the emergence of studies asking whether the paradox 
is sustainable (Mahmud 2021; Raihan, Bourguignon and Salam 2023). While 
much of this book has focused on the positive aspects of Bangladesh’s develop-
ment story for reasons explained in the introduction, a shift in focus to its neg-
ative aspects suggests that, without radical reform, the answer is probably no. 
To explain why, I want to return to the issues that helped to frame Bangladesh’s 
social achievements as a paradox in the first place: the dismal state of its econ-
omy, the poor quality of its governance and the steady rise of Islamic orthodoxy.

Starting with the question of economic performance, it is indeed the case 
that Bangladesh’s social progress began at a time when the country was char-
acterised by very low growth rates and high levels of absolute poverty. The 
early stages of progress were made possible through strategies which allowed 
the country to circumvent what would otherwise have constituted major 
obstacles to progress (Mahmud 2021). The adoption of low-cost vertical solu-
tions to basic health problems meant fewer demands on the public budget 
and bypassed the need for investment in a broad-based system of public 
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health. The reliance on NGOs in the delivery of social services helped to  
compensate for capacity deficits within government, including its financial 
and governance deficits.

However, there are limits to gains from low-cost solutions while the cheq-
uered history of the NGO sector and the growing diversity in their commit-
ment and capacity suggests that it cannot compensate indefinitely for more 
systematic approaches to progress on the social front. The fact that some 
social indicators have been stagnating over the past decade raises question 
marks about the sustainability of the solutions that Bangladesh has relied  
on so far and directs attention once again to the possibility of income-led or 
policy-mediated pathways to social progress in the future (Mahmud 2021). 
Neither looks promising.

The country has been growing at a rapid pace, fuelled by garment exports, 
remittances and resilient agricultural growth, but, as in other parts of the 
world, it has been accompanied by an accelerating growth in inequality:  
the Gini coefficient, which measures income inequality, increased from 0.34 
in the early 1990s to 0.48 in 2016 (Mahmud 2021). This does not bode well 
for the possibility of an income-led pathway to future social progress. Such 
progress would depend on private expenditures by households at a time when 
rising income inequality has meant that wealthy households are capturing an 
increasing share of the benefits of growth while the pace at which growth is 
trickling down to the poor has slowed down considerably (Sen, Mujeri and 
Shahabuddin 2007).

At the same time, continuing problems of governance curtail the likelihood 
of a policy-mediated pathway to social progress. Bangladesh has been ranked 
among the top 15 countries in the world in terms of per capita growth for 
more than a decade; it also outperforms many richer countries in terms of its 
human development indicators but it consistently ranks among the bottom 
20% of countries in most international rankings of governance and institu-
tional quality (Raihan and Bourguignon 2023). There is not much evidence 
that government is interested in embarking on a policy-mediated pathway. 
While domestic revenue will be needed to finance such a pathway, its tax pol-
icies continue to reflect the interests of the elite: Bangladesh has one of the 
lowest tax-to-GDP ratios in the world (Chapter 5, Note 12). The corruption, 
bribery, nepotism and ‘deal-making’ that characterise how things are done in 
the country are not confined to the political sphere or to the current regime 
but have become routinised practice in all spheres of public life (Raihan, 
Bourguignon and Salam 2023).

The final element of the paradox discussed in this book relates to the rising 
tide of Islamic orthodoxy. While progress on gender equality was achieved 
in spite of this, there is a question mark about whether this progress will be 
sustained in the future. This will depend on which of the competing national 
imaginaries currently at play will prevail in the coming years: one that can 
accommodate diversity and difference among the country’s citizens or one 
that seeks to eliminate dissent and eradicate ‘the other’.
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There has been a proliferation of Islamic parties and organisations in recent 
decades. Some appear to be gaining a foothold in the political sphere; others 
have turned to terrorist tactics (Allchin 2019; Parvez 2019). While the Awami 
League continues to be regarded as more tolerant of religious diversity than 
the other main contenders for power, it has not only been willing to form 
alliances with Islamist parties when convenient, it has increasingly resorted 
to the repression of opposition politicians and independent critics in order to 
stay in power.

Its democratic backsliding has tended to erode trust in democracy itself. 
The voter turnout at the 2024 elections, which the Awami League won with an 
overwhelming majority since it was boycotted by the main opposition parties, 
varied from the initial estimate of 28% from the Election Commission to a 
hastily revised estimate of 40% but either way was considerably lower than the 
80% in 2018.14 Bangladesh has now been relegated to the lowest category in 
the international ranking of countries by the openness of civic space.15

At the community level, Islamist organisations and networks have increased 
their proselytising efforts while radical NGOs have either closed down or 
moved into the business of microfinance. The earlier efforts to build inclusive 
forms of citizenship through group-based deliberation and discussion have 
largely faded. In their place, a space has opened up at the grassroots level for 
taleem classes and Islamic welfare organisations that offer alternative forms of 
sociality as an effective means of ‘domesticating women’, reasserting the values 
of classic patriarchy and marginalising minorities.

At the same time, we have to keep in mind that that the progress reported 
in the paradox literature was due in no small measure to the agency and initi-
ative that the ordinary men and women of Bangladesh demonstrated in their 
daily lives, an agency and initiative that drew on cultural traditions that have 
long accommodated religious difference, encouraged flexibility in the face of 
structural challenges and relied on pragmatism rather than dogma to adapt to 
changing circumstances.

The vision that inspired the founding of the new nation, and was inscribed 
into its first constitution, continues to be invoked by progressive forces around 
the country in their struggles for a better future. Their sense of nationalism 
has expanded beyond the ethno-linguistic identity of the majority to encom-
pass the indigenous people of Bangladesh. While the early commitment to 
socialism has been replaced in the constitution by a commitment to economic 
and social justice, this is still a goal worth fighting for and likely to have more 
meaning for ordinary people than the earlier socialist ideal.16 What has not 
changed is the importance given by progressive forces to a democratic and 
accountable state capable of carrying these commitments through for all citi-
zens in the country. What has also not changed is the significance attached to 
secularism as the foundation of such a state. As religion is being turned once 
again turned into a politicised and divisive force in the country, secularism 
offers the promise of protection to religious minorities from persecution by 
the Muslim majority. But, just as importantly, it offers protection to men and 
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women from the Muslim majority from the harsh orthodoxies of their own 
religion, leaving them free to practise their faith as they understand it and to 
carve out their own pathways to personhood.17 The prognosis may be bleak 
but Bangladesh has managed to defy the prophets of doom in the past. It may 
do it again.

Notes
 1 Interestingly, in the light of some of the discussion in this book,  

Krause observes that the singular focus on the European experience  
of modernisation led to its theorisation as secularisation, a theorisation 
that might not have occurred if studies had included the US context and 
the significance of religiosity in American life. 

 2 Rostow posited five stages of economic growth through which all  
countries had to pass to become developed: 1) traditional society,  
2) preconditions to take-off, 3) take-off, 4) drive to maturity and  
5) the age of mass consumption.

  Modernisation was seen to entail the transition from ‘traditional to 
‘modern’ forms of organisation, attitudes and values of the kind that 
characterised the West (Lerner 1958): ‘the ideal of modernization  
without Westernization is self-contradictory’ (Bauer 1981, p.205). 
Demographic transition models linked demographic behaviour with 
different stages of development (Davis 1945). The pre-industrial stage 
was characterised by high rates of birth and death so populations 
remained stable. This was followed by an urbanising/industrial stage that 
saw improvements in health care delivery and medicines, sanitation and 
infrastructure, which led to a sharp drop in death rates but little change 
in birth rates so populations began to grow. During the mature industrial 
stage, crude death rates continued to decline but economic development 
created incentives to reduce birth rates sufficiently to slow down the rates 
of population growth. Processes of modernisation underpinned demo-
graphic transition by breaking down traditional kinship domination of 
the reproductive behaviour of couples, changing sex roles, generating 
alternatives to early marriage and large families for women and stimulat-
ing new aspirations that encourage the move to smaller families. 

 3 The frequent references in this book to the special efforts made by  
mothers to provide daughters with better chances in life than they 
themselves had appears to be supported by recent quantitative analysis of 
the 2007 and 2011 DHS data on ever-married women in Bangladesh by 
Heath and Tan (2018): they found that mothers of daughters were more 
likely than those of sons to take up waged work and that they did so in 
order to direct more resources to their daughters than did their fathers. 
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 4 The concept of ‘daughter aversion’ was added to this literature to  
emphasise that the existence of son preference in a society does not  
necessarily have to be accompanied by discrimination against daughters. 

 5 Like Miller (Chapter 1, Note 14), Guilmoto also predicted rising sex 
ratios at birth in Bangladesh (p.523) but, a decade later, this had not 
happened. Recent evidence suggests that sex ratios at birth have started 
to decline in India, though, at 108 boys to every 100 girls, they remain 
higher than normal (Tong 2022). There is clearly important research to 
be done as to what brought about this positive turnaround but this is 
outside the scope of this book. 

 6 In 2001, for instance, the child sex ratio among Muslims in the 0–6 age 
group was 105.2 boys:100 girls, compared to 107.8:100 for the overall 
population (Government of India, 2006). 

 7 See Kabeer (1996) for an earlier attempt to explore the association 
between regional variations in kinship regimes, the ‘quantity–quality’ 
trade-off and the incidence of adverse sex ratios. 

 8 In their analysis of the persistence of son preference in India, China and 
South Korea, Das Gupta et al. (2003) emphasise that it was not their 
patriarchal practices per se that distinguished them – after all, many 
other cultures share versions of these practices – but the rigidity which 
characterised the logic of their kinship systems and the limited scope for 
deviation that it permitted. It is a version of this explanation that I am 
putting forward here. Sopher (1980) notes that the present-day concen-
tration of adverse sex ratios in the northern plains of India recalled  
‘an ancient geographic division of Indian cultural space’, ‘the Brahmanic 
land proper of antiquity’ (p.149). Clearly India has been through enor-
mous economic and social changes through the centuries and in the last 
decades but some aspects of caste-based social practices have shown 
astonishing resilience, particularly caste endogamy (see Reich 2019, 
pp.140–53). Estimates from 2011 suggest that inter-caste marriage in 
India was as low as 5.8% (Ray, Chaudhuri and Sahai 2017). 

 9 Although the law had been reformed for Hindus to permit daughters to 
claim their share of family property, a daughter that sought to do so was 
likely to be alienated from her family or worse (John et al. 2008, p.72). 
In her study in rural Punjab, Das Gupta (1987) found that there was no 
question of a women owning land, despite the legislation: ‘If she should 
try to insist on her right to inherit land equally under the civil law, she 
would stand a good chance of being murdered’ (p.92).

 10 See for instance Da Costa (2008). 
 11 For instance, Desai (1994) notes that the belief that a married daughter 

belongs to her husband’s family, and that little economic support can be 
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expected from them was so strong in north India, ‘that many parents, 
while visiting their married daughters, do not accept food or other  
hospitality from them’ (p.45).

 12 Caste organisation does exist among Muslim groups in India (and can 
also be found in Pakistan; see Gazdar 2007) but is recognised by scholars 
to be ‘looser, less rigid and more amenable to fairly rapid individual and 
social mobility than is the Hindu caste system’ (Mines 1972, p.333). 

 13 Some information on the prevalence of close-kin and within-village mar-
riage comes Joshi, Iyer and Do (2014). Using 1996 survey data of around 
4,000 women from the Matlab area, they found that around 18% had 
married a relative while 14% had married a non-relative within the same 
village. Dowry was less likely to be paid in marriages between kin but, 
more generally, 36% of women and 18% of men reported the payment 
of dowry at the time of marriage. The conflicting estimates may reflect 
differences in interpretation of what constituted dowry, but the low per-
centages are still worth noting. 

 14 See: https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/pm-hasina-set-extend 
-tenure-main-bangladesh-opposition-boycotts-election-2024-01-06 

 15 I should note here that the Awami League government was ousted by a 
popular movement in August 2024 as this book was going to print. The 
movement was fueled by outrage at the increasingly autocratic nature of 
the government. See: https://monitor.civicus.org/globalfindings_2023

 16 As Rahman noted in 1972, ‘socialism was in the air but had yet to land 
on the ground’ (Chapter 3).

 17 I draw here on Rajeev Bhargava’s comments about the need for secularism 
in India: https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/secularism-is-also 
-to-protect-hindus-from-their-own-orthodoxies/article67353357.ece.

https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/pm-hasina-set-extend-tenure-main-bangladesh-opposition-boycotts-election-2024-01-06
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/pm-hasina-set-extend-tenure-main-bangladesh-opposition-boycotts-election-2024-01-06
https://monitor.civicus.org/globalfindings_2023
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/secularism-is-also-to-protect-hindus-from-their-own-orthodoxies/article67353357.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/secularism-is-also-to-protect-hindus-from-their-own-orthodoxies/article67353357.ece


Appendices

Appendix 1. Description of the main research projects 
drawn on in this book
While a great deal of the book is drawn from published articles, books and 
reports, including many of my own books and articles, I have drawn more heav-
ily on certain research projects than others. In particular, I have drawn on my 
PhD research carried out in 1979 and from my two most recent research pro-
jects. I therefore describe the approach to data collection taken in these projects. 
Tables 3 to 8 in Appendix 5 draw on these research projects, which are cited 
as sources for the different tables. Where I use quotations from our qualita-
tive interviews that come from published articles, I cite the article in question. 
Where the quotations come from more recent interviews and have not been 
used in publications, I refer to the place and year of fieldwork.

1) My PhD research was carried out in Amarpur village in Faridpur dis-
trict, where I lived from 1979 to early 1980. I carried out a census of 
all 437 households that made up Amarpur village at that time. This 
included separate questions to all ever-married women aged 15+ in 
these households – a total of 667 women (Table 4). A more detailed 
household survey was then carried out on 234 Muslim households 
randomly selected from the census. I carried out a separate survey of 
528 ever-married women in these households (Table 5). The Coombs 
preference scales, which were estimated from responses to the survey 
of ever-married women, are described Appendix 2.

2) The second research I draw heavily on was carried out as part of the 
Research Partners Consortium on Pathways of Women’s Empowerment 
(2006–10). It was funded by DFID and led by the Institute of Develop-
ment Studies, Sussex (IDS), with partners from a number of countries 
in the global South including Bangladesh. I worked with BRAC Insti-
tute of Governance and Development in Dhaka to carry out research on 
women’s paid work and empowerment. The IDS-BIGD team conducted 
a survey of 5,198 women randomly selected from village censuses that 
we carried out in eight districts of Bangladesh, including Amarpur. I 
refer to this as the IDS-BIGD 2008 survey (Tables 3, 4, 5, 7 and 8).

  I had become interested in the Bangladesh paradox by this time, 
particularly in evidence of declining son preference: a specific 
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research component on this in Amarpur was funded by IDRC. In 
2010, the research team returned to Amarpur to carry out qualita-
tive interviews with 80 married women and 22 of their husbands to 
explore the question of son preference in greater detail. We were not 
able to interview more husbands because they either worked else-
where in the country or outside it or else the women were widowed, 
divorced or separated.

3) The third research project was carried out after I joined LSE. It was 
titled ‘Choice, constraints and the gender dynamics of labour mar-
kets in Bangladesh’ and funded by the ESRC-FCDO Joint Fund for 
Poverty Alleviation (ES/L005484/1) between 2014 and 2017. I col-
laborated with the same research team at the BRAC Institute of Gov-
ernance and Development. The LSE/BIGD team was able to follow 
up on 4,606 women out of the 5,198 women from eight districts that 
we had interviewed in 2008. We also surveyed 2,622 men randomly 
selected from our censuses of these districts. I refer to data from these 
as the 2015 LSE/BIGD surveys (Tables 6, 7 and part of 8). We carried 
out qualitative interviews in 2014 before the survey with 80 women 
from four of the study districts, including Amarpur, and so were able 
to revisit some of the women in Amarpur we had spoken to in 2010.  
A number of follow-up interviews were also carried out in 2017. 
Where I cite from women interviewed in the 2014/2016 round,  
I refer to the district where they are from to distinguish between 
urban and rural locations.

Appendix 2. Note on the Coombs preference scales
One way to measure desired number of children and their sex composition 
is through single-valued questions. What is the ideal number of children you 
would like? What is the ideal number of boys and girls you would like? The 
preference scaled developed by Coombs, Coombs and Mcclelland (1975) goes 
beyond this to allow respondents to rank their preferences beyond their initial 
preferences and offers independent measures of preferences for number and  
sex of children. Respondents are placed on a continuum ranging from 1 to 7. 
The information needed to locate individual position on the scales is obtained 
by asking respondents to order their preferences between different-sized fam-
ilies, given equal number of boys and girls and between different sex composi-
tions, given a total family size of five. The IN scale, which measures preference 
for numbers of children, asks them to choose between two children, four chil-
dren, six children and eight children – so each choice included equal numbers 
of boys and girls. The IS scale measures preferences for sex of children asks 
them to order their preferences about sex composition, when the number of 
children is held constant at five. The choices range from all girls (IS 1) to all boys 
(IS 7) to combinations with more boys or more girls. IS 4 indicates a preference 
for balanced sex composition.
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Appendix 3. Note on sex ratios as indicators of gender 
discrimination
The use of gender differentials in births and deaths as indicators of gender ine-
quality/gender discrimination has to take account of differentials that reflect 
biological differentials, and hence to be expected, and those that reflect social 
discrimination. In other words, the fairness or otherwise of observed gender 
differentials will depend on how they compared to expected differentials. Sex 
ratios at different stages of the life course are frequently used to capture possi-
ble gaps between observed and expected gender differentials.

The biological likelihood of survival for men and women differs across the 
life course so that sex ratios vary in different age groups and in the overall 
population. As a ‘rule of nature’, the sex ratios at birth (SRBs), the number  
of boys born for every hundred girls, is fairly constant at between 103 and 105 
boys to every 100 girls. This is regarded as the ‘biological norm’, the bench-
mark for gender parity. Deviations in observed ratios from this norm suggests 
prenatal intervention. The higher-than-expected ratio of boys born to every 
100 girls discussed in this book is generally accepted as evidence of female-se-
lective abortion in line with strong son preference (Ritchie and Roser 2019). 
It can also reflect a differential ‘stopping rule’; in other words, parents stop 
having children once they have had the desired number of sons.

Boys are more susceptible to birth complications and infectious diseases in the 
early years of life and hence more likely to die than girls in much of the world, 
regardless of wealth and income. The worldwide norm for gender differentials in 
under-five child mortality is 120 male deaths to 100 female deaths: girls are 20% 
more likely to survive in the under-five age group than boys. However, discrimi-
nation against girls increases their mortality rates and can reverse the differential 
so that girls are more likely to die than boys in some countries or among certain 
groups: this ‘excess female mortality’ is an indicator of gender discrimination. 
Gender differentials in mortality rates are often measured by child or juvenile sex 
ratios: the ratios of boys to girls early and childhood years. A female deficit in this 
age group indicates discrimination against daughters.

The other gender differential that features in the literature is life expectancy. In 
general, women can expect to have higher overall life expectancy than men. This 
differential reflects biological, environmental and behavioural factors that influ-
ence male and female mortality differently. Global estimates for life expectancy in 
2019 were 74.2 years for women and 69.8 years for men (Thornton 2019). But the 
gender gap can vary across countries. It was smaller in lower-income countries 
in 2016 – 64 years for women and 60 years for men because of women’s poorer 
access to healthcare relative to men. It was 83.4 and 78.2 in high-income countries. 
Extreme gender discrimination can lead to a reversal of the gap so that men have 
higher life expectancy than women. For instance, South Asian countries reported 
higher male life expectancy than female in the 1960s: it was 41.0 and 39.9 respec-
tively for Bangladesh, 43.2 and 41.3 for India, and 47.8 and 45.9 for Pakistan. The 
sex ratio of the overall population can thus be used as a measure of gender dis-
crimination. In the absence of marked gender discrimination, the expected ratio 
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of women to every 100 men is around 105. Marked gender discrimination leads 
to lower sex ratios. However, the sex ratio of the overall population can be affected 
by various social phenomena such as migration. As a result, indicators of gender 
discrimination tend to use child or juvenile sex ratios as a more accurate measure.

One final point to note is that, while the international convention in report-
ing on sex ratios reports them as the ratio of males to every 100 females, the 
Indian literature tends to report on number of females to 1,000 boys. So, for 
instance, excess SRBs would be expressed according to international conven-
tion as more than 105 boys born to every 100 girls, but the Indian convention 
would report it as less than 950 girls born to every 1,000 boys. I have recalcu-
lated the Indian estimates in the text to reflect the international convention 
(see Tong 2022 for the conversion chart).

Appendix 4. Boxes: timelines and summary of key research 
on reproductive preferences

Year Event Casualties 
1769–76 Great Bengal Famine ‘Eliminated almost a third of Bengal’s 

population’ (A. Ahmed 1962, p.140),  
although impact was less severe in East 
Bengal (N. Ahmad 1968, p.327)

1784–88 Floods and famine; 
radical shift in course of 
Brahmaputra River (1787) 

Unknown (N. Ahmad 1968, pp.33, 101)

1873–74 Famine Unknown (A. Ahmed 1962, p.141) 

1876 Bakerganj cyclone and 
tidal wave

c.400,000 deaths (N. Ahmad 1968, p.51)

1884–85 Famine Unknown (Bhatia 1967, p.164)

1897 Chittagong cyclone c.175,000 deaths (N. Ahmad 1968, p.51)

1918–19 Influenza epidemic c.400,000 deaths (M.R. Khan 1972b, p.384)

1943 Bengal Famine 2–2.5 million deaths (A. Ahmed 1962, p.141; 
M. R. Khan 1972b, p.384) 

1947 Partition of India Unknown; total deaths in partition c.1 million, 
but most were in west (Davis 1951, p.197)

1970 Cyclone and tidal wave 200,000–500,000 deaths (L.C. Chen 1973)

1971 War of Independence c.500,000 deaths (Curlin, Chen and Hussain 
1976, p.31)

1974 Famine Officially c.30,000 deaths (Majlis 1977), 
although some estimates are much higher 
(e.g. 500,000 – Baldwin 1977; 80,000 in 
Rangpur district alone – Haque et al. 1977)

Box 1. Major disasters in Bangladesh between 1700 and 1975

source: Arthur and mcNicoll (1978), Table 1, p.29. see source table for all citations above.
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Box 2. Summary of findings from studies on reproductive preferences 
and behaviour (1970s to 2020s)

Author(s)
Source of 
data Summary of findings

Stoeckel 
and 
Chaudhury 
(1973)

1968 survey – 
Matlab

Women with no living children wanted a total of 
four children, those with four children wanted seven 
children, while those with six or more children wanted 
between eight and nine children. 

Ahmed 
(1981)

1975–76 
survey – 
Matlab

Use of Coombs scales on sex and number preference 
suggested a strong preference for large numbers of 
children and an even stronger preference for a large 
number of sons. A third of the survey respondents 
expressed son preference so extreme that it excluded 
any desire for a daughter. 

Nag (1991) National 
surveys in 
1969, 1975 
and 1979 

Women without sons were more likely than those 
with one or more sons to say they wanted additional 
children, regardless of how many children they had. 
For instance, among women with just one child, 13% of 
those who had a son were likely to say they did not want 
any more children, compared to just 8% of those who 
had a daughter. Among women with four children, 79% 
of those with at least one son, 85% of those with two 
sons and 89% of those with three sons said they did not 
want any more children, compared to just 43% of those 
with only daughters. However, among those with four 
sons, those wanting an additional child declined to 79%, 
suggesting the desire to try for at least one daughter. 

Muhuri 
and 
Preston 
(1991)

Matlab DSS 
and 1982 
census data

Mortality rates were considerably higher for higher-
birth-order daughters than for the firstborn. Birth-order 
mortality effects were also evident for sons but were only 
evident after the second son and were weaker.

Rahman  
et al. 
(1992) 

Matlab DSS 
and 1982 
survey data

Son preference had significant effects on contraceptive 
use, suggesting parents’ desire to have two or more 
sons and at least one daughter.

Razzaque 
(1999)

1984 
survey and 
longitudinal 
data 1984–89

Among couples where wives who did not want any 
more children but husbands did, the likelihood of 
giving birth was 1.78 times higher than with couples 
where neither wanted any more. Among couples 
where wives wanted more children, but husbands did 
not, the likelihood was just 0.63 times higher. 

Saha and 
Bairagi 
(2007)

1999–2000 
Bangladesh 
Demographic 
and Health 
Survey and 
data from 
Matlab DSS 
1978–2000

Fertility declined with parity, while, within each parity, 
fertility declined with increasing number of sons. So, 
among women with two children, 46% of those without 
a son at the start of the study period had an additional 
birth between 1999 and 2000, compared to just 30% of 
those with a son. Once again, there was evidence of son 
preference, but also the desire for at least one daughter: 
among women with two or more children. Those with 
at least one son and a daughter had the lowest fertility.

(Contd.)
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Author(s)
Source of 
data Summary of findings

Hossain, 
Phillips and 
Mozumder 
(2007)

Matlab DSS 
data and 1998 
survey 

Non-contracepting wives whose husbands desired 
additional children were 57% less likely to adopt a 
contraceptive method than women whose husbands 
did not desire additional children.

Gipson 
and Hindin 
(2008; 
2009)

Cross section 
survey in 
1998 in 
Jessore and 
longitudinal 
survey 
1998–2003

Subsequent pregnancies were more likely in 2003 
among couples who had both agreed in 1998 that they 
wanted more children (70%) and least likely among 
those who both agreed that they did not want any 
more (17%). Twenty-nine per cent of couples who 
had agreed in 1998 that they did not want any more 
children were likely to have terminated a pregnancy, 
compared to 2% of those where both had wanted more 
children. Where couples disagreed about wanting 
another child, around 6–7% reported a termination.

Couples with only girls at the start of the period were 
7–8% more likely to say they wanted another child 
than couples who had at least one of each. By contrast, 
couples with only boys at the start of the period were 
3% more likely. The ‘ideal’ family size and composition 
appeared to be two sons and one daughter: 96% of 
couples in this group agreed that they did not want 
any more children. Much lower percentages were 
reported by all other groups. Among those with one 
son and no daughters, around 70% of couples agreed 
they wanted more children, compared to 80% of 
couples with one daughter and no sons. Among those 
with two daughters and one son, 24% wanted more 
children, compared to just 4% of those with two sons 
and one daughter. In other words, those with fewer 
boys than girls were generally more likely to try for 
another child than those with fewer girls than boys.

While the incidence of pregnancy decreased over the 
study period for most couples, it increased among 
couples in which only the husband wanted more 
children. This suggested that wives who disagreed with 
their husbands about having more children were either 
less able to prevent pregnancy through consistent use 
of contraception or else acquiesced to their husbands’ 
desire for more children.

Finally couples who experienced a child death 
were over three times as likely to have a subsequent 
pregnancy than those who did not have a child death, 
reinforcing earlier evidence that the ‘replacement’ 
motive for having children was taking the place of the 
previous ‘insurance’ motive.

Box 2. Contd.

(Contd.)
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Author(s)
Source of 
data Summary of findings

Alam, 
Roy and 
Ahmed 
2007

Matlab DSS 
and censuses 
in 1974, 1982 
and 1996

Excess mortality of higher-order girls persisted in 
Matlab after 1974 in most birth orders but declined 
and then disappeared for children who were born after 
1995. According to UNICEF (2011), excess female 
mortality in the under-five age group disappeared in 
1997. Thereafter male mortality rates exceeded female. 

Talukder  
et al. 
(2014)

Demographic 
and Health 
Surveys 1991 
and 2011

Mean ideal family size declined from 4.5 to 2.2. This 
was accompanied by an increase in the proportion of 
women who wanted a two-child family – from 54% at 
the start of the period to 63% at the end. While there 
was still a moderate preference for sons, they found a 
decline in the desired sex ratio at birth (based on ideal 
number of boys and girls) from 124 boys to every 100 
girls in the 1990s to 111 boys in 2011 – in other words, 
a nearly balanced composition. While 21% in the 
early 1990s had expressed a preference for two boys 
and a girl, this had declined to 8% in 2011. Only 1% 
expressed a preference for two girls and a boy.

Among those with one boy and one girl, 27% had 
wanted more children in 1993. This had declined to 
just 9% in 2011. Among women with two children, 
those with two girls were still more likely to want 
children in the future than those with two boys, but 
this had declined from 64% in 1993 to 36% in 2011. 
Thus a sizeable minority did not want any more 
children even if they had only girls. 

Asadullah, 
Savoia, and 
Mahmud 
(2021) 

2014 
nationally 
representative
Women’s Life
Choices and 
Attitudes 
Survey. 
Women aged 
20–39. 

Sex composition of existing children continued to have 
an effect on women’s desire for future children, but 
increasingly in the direction of a balanced composition. 
Women who had not yet had any children wanted an 
average of 1.54 children and expressed very similar desire 
for number of sons and daughters (mean values of 0.766 
and 0.733). Among women with two children, the mean 
desire for additional sons was close to zero if they had at 
least one son. The mean desire for additional daughters 
was also close to zero if they had at least one daughter. 
On the other hand, the mean desire for children of a 
particular sex was significantly higher among couples 
who did not yet have a child of that sex than among 
couples who did. However, the study found that the 
preference for balanced gender composition was not 
reflected in fertility behaviour. A firstborn daughter was 
followed more rapidly by a pregnancy than a firstborn 
son. Among women with two children, the likelihood 
of a further pregnancy was much higher if neither was 
a son. Whether or not they had a daughter did not have 
this effect. They suggested that the gap between women’s 
expressed preferences and actual behaviour was likely 
to reflect their deference to male preference for larger 
families as noted, for instance, in Gipson and Hindin. 

Box 2. Contd.
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Appendix 5. Tables: demographic and socio-economic indicators
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Table 4. Mean parity by age group in Amarpur: 1979 and 2008

source: Kabeer (1986) and Ids/BIGd survey 2008.

Age group 1979 (N) Mean parity 2008 (N) Mean parity
15–19 137 0.34  6 1.00

20–24  92 1.74  60 1.47

25–29 108 3.81  83 2.01

30–34  55 5.73  45 2.71

35–39  51 6.75  73 2.97

40–44  47 7.30  53 3.74

45–49  53 7.45  47 4.66

50+ 124 7.00 128 5.76

Total 667 495

Table 5. Number and sex preference scales in Amarpur: 1979 and 2008

source: Kabeer (1986) and Ids/BIGd survey 2008.

Number preference by age group
1979 IN1 IN2 IN3 IN4 IN5 IN6 IN7

N % % % % % % %
<35 years 203 48 33 9  5 2 2  2

35+ years 142 32 31 12 11 1 3 10

Total 354 41 32 10  8 1 2  5

2008 IN1 IN2 IN3 IN4 IN5 IN6 IN7
N % % % % % % %

<35 years 309 90 6 – 2 2 – –

35+ years 298 73 12 – 9 5 – –

Total 607 82 8 – 5 6 – –

Sex preference by age group
1979 IS1 IS2 IS3 IS4 IS5 IS6 IS7

N % % % % % % %
<35 years 201 13 10 13 19 14 14 16

35+ 141 11 5 5 26 12 16 25

Total 341 12 8 10 22 13 15 20

2008 IS1 IS2 IS3 IS4 IS5 IS6 IS7
N % % % % % % %

<35 years 315 26 23 3.2 17.8 13.3 12.1 4.8

35+ years 313 17 23 5.8 18.5 18.2 13.4 4.2

Total 628 21.5 22.9 4.5 18.2 15.8 12.7 4.5
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Sex composition of surviving 
children 

Total 
(N)

Wants more 
children (n)

Wants more 
children (%)

1 son, 1 daughter 602 37 6.15

0 sons, 1 daughter 252 195 77.38

0 sons, 2 daughters 219 81 36.99

0 sons, 3 or more daughters 100 11 11

0 daughters, 1 son 292 200 68.49

0 daughters, 2 sons 279 42 15.05

0 daughters, 3 or more sons 123 4 3.25

Those with more than one son and 
one daughter (3+ children)

Daughters = sons 143 2 0.7

Daughters > sons 495 4 0.81

Sons > daughters 481 2 0.42

Total 2986 577 19.32

Missing values 249

Table 6a. Desire for additional children by sex composition of surviving 
children: women aged 15–49 (2015 full sample)

source: lsE/BIGd survey 2015.

Table 6b. Desire for additional children by sex composition of surviving 
children: women aged 15–49 (2015 Amarpur sample)

source: lsE/BIGd survey 2015.

Sex composition of surviving 
children 

Total 
(N)

Wants more 
children (n)

Wants more 
children (%)

1 son, 1 daughter 79 4  5.06

0 sons, 1 daughter 23 19 82.61

0 sons, 2 daughters 24 10 41.67

0 sons, 3 or more daughters 14 0  0

0 daughters, 1 son 34 26 76.47

0 daughters, 2 sons 32 4 12.5

0 daughters, 3 or more sons 12 0  0

Those with more than one son and 
one daughter (3+ children)

Daughters = sons 13 0  0

Daughters > sons 55 1  1.82

Sons > daughters 50 0  0

Total 336 64 19.05

Missing values 47
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Table 7a. Desire for additional children by sex composition of surviving 
children: men aged 15–49 (2015 full sample)

source: lsE/BIGd survey 2015.

Sex composition of 
surviving children 

Total 
(N)

Wants another 
child (n)

Wants another 
child (%)

1 son, 1 daughter 383 27 7.05

0 sons, 1 daughter 174 153 87.93

0 sons, 2 daughters 131 52 39.69

0 sons, 3 or more daughters 54 13 24.07

0 daughters, 1 son 179 151 84.36

0 daughters, 2 sons 123 22 17.89

0 daughters, 3 or more sons 48 7 14.58

Those with more than one son 
and one daughter (3+ children)

Daughters = sons 64 1 1.56

Daughters > sons 181 6 3.31

Sons > daughters 170 5 2.94

Total 1507 437 29.00

Missing values 245

Table 7b. Desire for additional children by sex composition of surviving 
children: men aged 15–49 (2015 Amarpur sample)

source: lsE/BIGd survey 2015.

Sex composition of 
surviving children 

Total  
(N)

Wants another 
child (n)

Wants another 
child (%)

1 son, 1 daughter 48 6 12.5

0 sons, 1 daughter 19 16 84.2

0 sons, 2 daughters 20 8 40

0 sons, 3 or more daughters 7 1 14.29

0 daughters, 1 son 22 19 86.36

0 daughters, 2 sons 15 1  6.67

0 daughters, 3 or more sons 3 0  0

Those with more than one son 
and one daughter:

Daughters = sons 6 0  0

Daughters > sons 20 0  0

Sons > daughters 19 0  0

Total 179 51 28.49

Missing values 33
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Table 8a. Descriptive statistics by age group for full survey (2008 unless 
otherwise stated)

source: Ids/BIGd survey 2008 and lsE/BIGd survey 2015.

Age group
12–30

Age group
31–49

Age group
50+ Total 

Number 2361 1814 1023 5198
Age first marriage 
(mean)

16 15 14 15

Consulted at marriage 66% 46% 25% 49%
Should have say in 
marriage 

98% 96% 93% 96%

Mean number of 
children 

2.04 4.03 6.06 3.8

Antenatal care 64% 36% 7% 39%
Post-natal care 40% 23% 5% 25%
Using family planning 64% 46% 3% 44%
Education 
None 18.2 56.4 75.7 42.8
Primary 31.0 26.0 18.9 26.8
Secondary 40.0 14.2 4.4 24.0
Higher (SSC+) 10.9 3.4 1.1 6.3
Taken loans 37 62 41 47%
Savings 42 57 28 44%
NGO membership 34% 49% 24% 37%
Paid work 57% 70% 50% 60%
Unpaid family labour 17% 18% 18% 18%
Inactive 26% 12% 32% 22%
2008
Burqa/hijab: always 50% 48% 48% 49
Burqa/hijab: occasionally 7% 6% 4% 6
Burqa/hijab: never 44% 46% 48% 45
2015
Burqa/hijab: always 66% 64% 53% 61

Burqa/hijab: occasionally 12% 10% 10% 11

Burqa/hijab: never 13% 16% 26% 18

2008
Most important resource 
for women

Education: 
85%

Education: 
81%

Education: 
78%

82%

Most important resource 
for self

Education: 
38%

Credit:  
39%

Credit:  
35%

Credit: 
32%

Sense of agency 70% 66% 54% 66%
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Table 8b. Descriptive statistics for Amarpur (2008 unless otherwise 
stated)

source: Ids/BIGd survey 2008 and lsE/BIGd survey 2015.

Age group
12–30

Age group
31–49

Age group
50+ Total

Number 289 214 131 634

Age first marriage (mean) 17 16 15 16

Consulted at marriage 83% 64% 29% 62%

Should have say in 
marriage 

100% 100% 100% 100%

Mean number of children 1.8 3.59 5.76 3.54

Antenatal care 75% 47% 7% 46%

Post-natal care 52% 30% 5% 31%

Using family planning 79% 49% – 48%

Education 
None 13.8% 46.3% 61.1% 34.5

Primary 20.4% 22.9% 29.0% 23.0

Secondary 40.5% 24.8% 6.9% 28.2%

Higher (SSC+) 25.3% 6.1% 3.1% 14.2%

Taken loans 42% 74% 48% 54%

Savings 50% 74% 41% 56%

NGO 47% 70% 40% 53%

Paid work 51% 71% 45% 56%

Unpaid family labour 5% 4% 5% 5%

Inactive 44% 25% 50% 39%

2008
Burqa – always 34% 35% 44% 36

Burqa – occasionally 5% 6% 5% 5

Burqa/hijab: never 62% 59% 51% 59

2015
Burqa – always 53% 45% 39% 45%

Burqa – occasionally 19% 15% 16% 17%

Burqa/hijab: never 16% 27% 32% 25%

2008
Most important resource 
for women

Education: 
91%

Education: 
90%

Education: 
88%

Most important resource 
for self

Education: 
36%

Credit: 
47.7%

Credit:  
35%

Credit: 
34%

Sense of agency 80.3% 76.2 54 66%
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therefore about how norms and practices can change in progressive ways, despite unpropitious 
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