Globalization: Socio-Economic and Political
Effects on Bangladesh

- M. Nazrul Isfam*

Abstract: The question of globalization has become one of the most
potent subjects of concern for the contemporary social scientists.
Globalization has been made possible largely due to the advent of
information technologies and the creation of Information Super
Highway. The world is really becoming a cosmic village and the reality
is also being replaced by virtual reality. So, it is only natural that the
phenomena of globalization apart from having impact on world
cultures will also affect the socio-economic and the trading pattern of
societies. Tt is widely accepted that the greater part of our social kife is
largely determined by the processes of giobalization in which national
cultures, national borders, national economics and politics aré getting
integrated with the global system.' The late 1980s and early 1990s,
which marked the beginning of the end of the East-West conflict, the
break-up of the Soviet Union and the collapse of communism made a
triumph to a new era of globalization. The pivotal to this perception is
the notion of increasing interaction of domestic economics with the
globat ecosystem in which domestic strategies of national economic
policies are becoming inappropriate”. The world economy refers to the
geographic spread of economic activity across the natienal boundaries.
Thus, the globalization transformed internationally dispersed socio-
politico-economic activities into an integrated one. On the other hand,
global integration is reflected on the growing share of international
relations and the international political economy dominated by
transnational corporations who owe allegiance to ne nation-state but to
the world market forces. This paper -presents an overview .of
‘globalization” and its resultant effects on national econony, palitics.
society and family in a developing country like Bangladesh keeping in
mind that the impact of globalization has brought about positive as well
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as negative ¢ffects on almost every societal aspect in the present-day
world. The paper alse suggests some remedial measures for avoiding
problems that seem to have arisen out of the global culture.

L. Globalization’s Impact on Bangladesh Economy

The impact of globalization on national economies is
not a .recent phenomenon. Industrialized nations and
imperialist powers enforced globalization and liberalization
processes of trade, finance and services since the late
nineteenth century. By the middle of twentieth century it
got its momentum; and during the third quarter of the
twentieth century, there has been an EnoImous Increase in
the world trade and commerce. A glimpse of the global
export reveals that the global GDP increased fron: about 6
percent in 1950 to 12 percent in 1973, and in 1992 it
increased to about 16 percent. Similarly, the globai exports
went upto US $ 315 billion in 1970 and fo US $3447
billion in 199¢ from US $61 billion in 195¢°. There has
b'ecn a tremendous expansion in the world trade, Foreign
Direct Investment (FDI) and cross-border financial flows
over the last ten years due to the worldwide wave of
economic liberalization. The world is, therefore,
transforming itsclf into a market place. Export-oriented
industrialization strategy intending to the global market
rather than import substitution has now become the norm of
globalization *. Nayyar remarks:" - :

“National boundaries should not matter for trade flows and

capital flows but should be clearly * demarcated for

technology flows and labour flows. it foliows that the

developing countries would provide access to their markets

without a corresponding access to technology and would

aceept capital mobility withoul a cotresponding provision

for fabaur™ 7. '

In this context, the impact of globalization on
Bangladesh economies ‘may nol be impressive but 1ot
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insignificant compare to that of the econonty of some
developing countries” of the world. Paradoxically,
Bangladesh inherited a colonial mdustrial policy
framework, first from the British and then from Pakistan
which was largely marked by a bureaucratic control with an
emphasis an import substitution”.

Upon independence in 1971, the new government of
Bangladesh nationalized all large-scale industries either
deserted by West Pakistani entrepreneurs or all East
Pakistani now Bangladeshi-owned enterprises with fixed
asset exceeding Taka 1.5 million. The foreign direct
investments were kept outside the purview of the
nationalization scheme, but -all new foreign mvestments
" were allowed to flourish in public collaboration and at the
same time with minority equity involvement.

In the field of industry, the most significant policy
teforms took place in June 1982 when the govemnment
announced a New Industrial Policy (NIP). The main
purpose of NIP was to-accelerate industrial growth through
private scctors, The NIP was further liberalized in 1986
which aimed at expanding and strengthening industrial
development under the Revised Industrial Policy {R1P), and
that ultimately heclped strengthening export promotion
measurcs. The latest industrial policy was announced in
July 1991, The main objective of the policy wasto increase
efficiency .and productivity in the industrial sector by
means of deregulation, privatization, trade policy reforms
and expansion and establishment of . export-oriented
industries. But the performance of the manufacturing sectot.
of Bangladesh is far from satisfactory as it failed to respond
to the impressive reforms set by the government. it may be
mentioned here that during thel980s and carly 1990s, the
manufacturing seclor achicved very little growth that varied
hetween 3 to 4 pereent. The average annual orowth rate in
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the first half of the 90s was about 5 percent but it declined
to 3.3 percent in the fiscal year of 1996-97". During the
same period, the sector’s share in GDP remained virtualiy
unchanged. As for example, ready-made-garment industry,
one of the most striking success story of Bangladesh
industries, has achieved success largely by by-passing the
banking system. It got most of its working capital from
family contacts or from companies overseas via back-to-
back letter of credit. But the garment industry as a whole
appears to have stalled. The growth in manufacturing in
1996-97 amounted to little more than 3 percent,

Thus, the economy of Bangladesh 18 making little
progress. With a GNP per capita of only U$ 252, she
remains as ore of the poorest countries of the world.
According to the UNDP’s Human Development Index,
Bangladesh position is 144" out 175. As mentioned earlier,
the average growth rate varjed from 4 percent to 5 percent
in the last decade that was not much ahead of the current
population growth rate of 1.8 percent. Assuming the 4
percent growth followed the pattemn of current income
distribution, the extreme poor currently eamning 215 Taka
per month (GNP pre capita 1997 U$i= 40 Taka) would
have to wait 23 years or more to rise above the poverty line.
Only growth rate of at feast § percent can derive
Bangladesh forward with any sustained development..

It is obvious from the foregoing overview that the impact of
the globalization that resulted in economic liberatization in
various ways, Bangladesh economy has not yet produced
expected results®. The negative ‘impact of globalization
process may-be attributed o unsound policy formulation
and mappropriate sequencing of reforms which failed to
deliver the desired results. One explanation is that political
nstability and. faw and order situation in Bangladesh is far
from satisfactory which prevent reforms to be effective. It
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is argued thal for any country, political stability and social
peace are to be the most essential preconditions for
achieving any success whatsoever. In order to improve the
situation, the government of Bangladesh may have to play a
very dynamic, -active and decisive role to reap the benefits
out of the globalization process.

1I. Globalization’s Impact on.Bangladesh Politics

In the foregoing chapter, we have been concemed with
the economic -aspects of globalization, and we have
observed how the economic necessities and possibilities of
a nation-state like Bangladesh are inextricably linked up
with her governance which is the primary actor in meeting
the pressing demands of the next century.

Bangladesh’s capacity for governance as a new nation-
state has been under constant political challenges such as
fostering the transition to democracy since her birth in
1971.

The popular movements for democracy in the post-
commust world and declaration of the Universal Human
Rights inspired the men and women of different faiths,
races and cultures across the world to get themselves
liberated from the clutches of the authoritarian and coiomal
regiumcs.

Although Bangladesh’s commitment to democracy and
UN  Human Rights were clearly reflected in  her
Constitution of 1972, the people of Bangladesh soon
witnessed the defeat of democracy over authoritarian rule.
It was the failure of the new rulers to resolve the clashes of
the centripetal and centrifugal forees of social, economic
and  political  cleavages  clearly  demonstrated  their
inadequacy as an agent for solving the problems of
cconomic as well as political development facing  the



6 Perspectives in Social Science

country. Instead of creating conditions for a democratic
settlement to these and other criscs, the ruling authority
deliberately  abandoned the ~couniry’s 2.5  years
parliamentary democratic process and opled for autocratic
rule on 25 January 1975 °, when the Constitution (Fourth
Amendment) Act was passed. This Act not only changed
the pattern of the government from a parliamentary to
presidential, it also abandoned the competitive party
politics and introduced single party system named as
Bangladesh Krishak Sramik Awami Leugue (BAKSAL),
curbed fundamental rights of the citizens, controlled the
freedom of the press and publications, and finally restricted
the powers of the judiciary, the hailmark of a constitutional
government.

Although, the subsequent regimes reintroduced multi-
party polity and revived a pseudo-constitutional
govermment it April 1979, Bangladesh remained as a
highly centralized and bureaucratic state until November
1990 when a prolonged and violent anti-government
agttation ousted the autocratic regime of General Ershad
and paved the way for the return of parliamentary
democracy in early 1991.

Thus, a new generation of Bangladeshis is getting the
test of democracy. The successive parliamentary elections
have been free and fair, and procecdings of the parliament
are broadcast live on television and radio. There are only
dozens of major daily newspapers in Bangla and English -
all of them arc fairly free to speak their minds. While the
flesh of democracy is vigorous, the spirit is still weak. Part
of the problem is that the long periods of autocratic rule
enshrined a strong executive that still tends 1o undermine
the parliament. Whercas, the millions of peoplc are
marginalized by their poverty from genuiné participation in
national politics. It is happy to note that both the
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government and opposition have, however, recogmzed the
probiem and there have already been valuable innovations.

“These include a Prime Minister’s Hour to answer questions,
creation of effective Parliamentary Committees, reservation
of the 30 percent parliamentary seats for women to be
elected directly by the electorates.

The effect of globalization of democracy is further
reflected in the plans to strengthen the Election
Commission. These include new codes of conduct and new
electoral laws that would make the voters aware of their
rights and duties. The establishment of the proposed
Human Rights Commission to enhance democratic
processes in Bangladesh 1s a notable feature of
globalization.

Bangladesh is a long way from a fully globalized
system of govermance. The deficiencies in democratic
accountability and public administration have left huge
gaps. Thanks to Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) of
Bangladesh that have been iargely funded by foreign-aid-
donors have come forward to minimize the gap between
elite and mass. In fact, the NGOs have become an effective
and reliable means of reaching the poor and the government
is using them as a channel for more than 10 percent of the
country’s official development assistance. However, the
progress, in recent years, has been encouraging. The change
is coming both from the top down and the bottom up. In the
past, the ordinary people of Bangladesh have been poorly
served by their existing political system. But now due to
the infusion of globalization in our political. outiook the
_ national polity Is in an increasing stronger position to

_respond to their needs'”.
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HI. Impact on Society

[t i1s not easy to analyse the economic or political
aspects of globalization in isolation. Today, we live in a
global society. ‘It is not a unitary society, nor is it an
ideological community or a state, but it is a single power
network''. Here, globalization involves the development of
something like a global culture."?

In this context, the society of Bangladesh is a melting
pot of cultures, religions and races. The Bengalis are not
homogeneous in origin. The population of Bangladesh by
religion, according to a recent statistical survey was 80.0
percent Muslim, 12.1 percent Hindu, 0.6 perc'ent Buddhist,
0.3 percent Christian and 0.3 percent comprised others.
Despite the heterogeneous identity Bengalis hold, they have
nevertheless united in ideological matters where history
stands as witness. Remarkable examples of solidarity have
surfaced during the crucial stage in the nation’s history -
the war of Liberation in 1971, being the most significant
example. When' the question of the nation’s independence
came up, the people were prompt enough to unite under the
banner of Bengali nationalism. Again, nationalism is one of
the components of culture and that has been transmitted
around the globe, and thereby nationalism is ‘a globalized
and a globalizing phenomenon” . :

Although a developmg county, globalization has had
minimal influence on the Bengali society. Rather the
sociely since her birth in 1971 is beset with a number of
problems that are challenging the nation to redefine its
place in the world. As for instances, education,
environment, health, nutrition, urbanization, labour, and so
on, in all these and in many more areas the sociely is
struggling to survive.
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Education: Like every other developing country of the
world, Bangladesh has identified education as the key to
prosperity and progress. But compared with 70 percent for
developing countries as a whole, there 1s only 43 percent
adult literacy rate in Bangladesh. Although the Government
of Bangladesh 1s committed to education for all by the year
2000, and since the beginning of the 1980s, total
government expenditure has increased in real terms more
than three fold, the gross enrollment in the primary schools
is not encouraging. There also, most dramatic response has
been from the global organizations, like the various Non-
Government Organmizations (NGOs) funded and aided by
the foreign donors. There are about 52,000 non-formal
schools run by the NGOs. These schools also serve as
springboard from where the children can jump into formal
education. These models have proved so successful that
since 1992, the government has supported more than 120
NGOs through its Integrated Non-formal Education
Programme. Education in Bangladesh could be on the
threshold of a new era. What remains to be seen is: if the
couniry has the determination to carry out the reforms its
survival and prosperity would be a must.

Environment: There is no doubt that the fulure of
Bangladesh 1s inextricably bound up with the fate of the
nalural environment. The country is already facing severe
environmental hazards. These include: intense cultivation
that threatens soil fertility and swamps the country with
agrochemical, excessive extraction of water for rigation
that depresses the water level, flood control measures that
block fish migration paths; and commercial fish farming
that floods agricultural tand with salt water. Added to these
1s that high density of population (2bout one thousand per
square kilometer), the pollution from human cxcrcta and
industrial production. and a host of other issucs form
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deforestation, to shrinking biological diversity, to the threat
of mundation resulting from global warming, and
Bangladesh has the makings of an environmental crisis.
Recently, arsenic has been detected in tube-well waters in
most of the areas of the countryside of Bangladesh. By this
time, thousands of people were affected by the intolerable
limit of arsenic in waters. If it is not checked, it may invade
the whole of Bangladesh within the very short time. This is
mainly because, the water level has gone down alarmingly
due to the effect of Farakka Barrage.

Environmental concerns have enly come to the fore
relatively recently. But evidence of the seriousness with
which they have been taken is clear from the National
Environmental Management Action Plan (NEMAP). It
started its functioning in 1992 with the financial support
from UNDP, NGOs helped organize workshops all over the
country. This programme has also attracted considerable
foreign donor supports. The UNDP, for example, has a US
$20 million Sustainable Environment Management
Programme to support the government cffort to manage
environmental hazards.

IV. Impact on the Family

From the dawn of human civilization, the family has
been the focal point of bondage, love, affection, sympathy,
and sometimes conflict resolution between the meimbers
comprising a family. From this perspective, a man in
Bangladesh gets his identity through the family to which he
belongs. Here, the family continues to exist as a primary
unit that provides one of the strongest bonds, despite some
intervening vatiables invading its pristine structural and
functional norms. '
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[n the face of a rapidly expanded global impact on
‘industrialization, privatization or denationalization of the
state-ownership, discovery of oil and gasfields and
communication network, the family structure in Bangladesh
is undergoing some qualitative and quantitative changes.
The resultant effects of globalization have opened up many
opportunities for the members of a Bangladeshi family.
Their children have to find better professions and they are
becoming better off. For instance, as a result of the
introduction of open-market economy as well as
industrialization and establishment of the export oriented
ready-made garment industries, the society moved from an
era of very limited resources to a somehow well-to-do
society.

Another important factor of globalization, that is to
eradicate illiteracy from the social life. In Bangladesh, the
government is committed to remove the curse of illiteracy
from the society by the year 2000 as discussed earlier.

It is inferesting to note here, that so far the enrollment
of the boys in all levels of cducation was much higher than
that of the girls, but today, the ratio for boys and girls
seems to be identical. Probably, this dramatic change in the
field of education has been possible due to the response of
the NGOs and other foreign donors. This is an example of
globalization’s 1mpact on education in Bangladesh.
Because the spread of education which is now available
both for male and female has changed the entire life style.
With this change, changes for employment have become
available and resulted in the exportation of manpower and
" migration of labour forces. As a result, the pattem of
traditional large fanmlies, 1s breaking into smaller familics,
the nucleus family.
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[t is observed that though the effect of globalization is
greatty felt in almost in all the sphere of family life, they
may not be taken as absolute. Bangladesh is primarily an
agrarian rural society and most of the people living in posh
urban areas, still maintain a link either with their parents or
grandparents living in rural areas, or in urban settings. It
appears that the nuclear families have not forsaken the
values and bondage and kinship ties which are inherent in
the joint family, and herein lies the basic difference
between a Bangladeshi and the Western nuclear family.
Despite the global implication of family values in the
current century, the idealistic values and virtues of a joint
family, which form a “ School of love”, are not totally done
away with.

V. Overall Assessment

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the
demise of the cold war era, a new political scenario has
emerged in the world politics, called “globalization”. The
profound effect of globalization has clearly been reflected
in the Annual Human Development Report of the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP). According to
this report, the rich are getting richer and the poor are worse
off in nearly every stage of a national life. The onslaught of
globalization has further aggravated the divisions between
the North and South. On the one hand, the globalization has
opened up all the opportunities available in the entire world
lo the rnicher, dominant countries of the North, known
collectively as the G7 and OECD, along with their multi-
national and transnational corporations, and on the other
hand, 1t has brought miseries to the poorer and dominated
countries of the South like ours.
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The result is new threats to human security in both rich
and poor couniries, as people here fear for their jobs, their
health, the survival of their culture and community, their
environment and their personal safety. The UN Human
Development Report further highlighted cultural
dominance as a source of instability, noting for instance,
that in Latin America, two-thirds of films and television
programmes are produced outside the continent. The
situation calls for a strong democratic governance - a set of
rules and mnstitutions at every level of a national life - to
preserve the advantages of global markets and competition
while ensuring that globalization works for peace, progress
and tranquillity of the people, - not just for profits.

In short, globalization should cover the fields of ethics
{(less violation of human rights), equity (less disparity
within and  between  nations), . inclusion (less
marginalization of people and countries), security (less
instability and  vulnerability), sustainability (less
environmental  destruction) and development (less
poverty)." '

To a South Asian couniry like Bangladesh impact of
globalization at the national level is profoundly reflected in
her national economniics, politics, society and family as
discussed above. Only democracy, and democracy in ifs
fullest sense can utilize the opportunities offered by
globalization, restore hope and lead Bangladesh to the
prosperity 1t has always been yeaming for.

Finaily, globalization" is not without its opportunities
and potential: the world can be kmt together, cross-
fertilization of cultures can take place; transfer of
knowledge that constitutes the. only common wealth of
mankind can become a reality. Should poverty, ignorance,
superstition. lack of values still prevail in this borderless
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world? What is needed, now, is not merely the effort to
spread the micro-electronic chips but also the effort to see
that people have access to potato chips, safe drinking water,
basic minimum health care etc. Globalization will be
successful only when we are prepared to treat the world
population as one single brotherhood and are ready to live
In a spirit of sharing and co-operation rather than in the
spirit of deprivation and competition.
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