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An ode to Prof Anisur Rahman
Abdullah Shibli *

Professor Anisur Rahman, a founding father of the “Two Economies” theory,
which formed the intellectual foundation of Bangladesh’s Liberation War,
passed away on January 5, 2025 in Dhaka. An economist’s economist, he
was a scholar of immense influence across the social divide, and renowned
for his lifelong commitment to the emancipation of the masses. Until his
last days, he stood up for his cause and commitment to social democracy
and people’s participation in the development of this nation.

Born in 1933 in Brahmanbaria and laid to eternal rest in his ancestral home
in Netrakona, Prof Rahman was the son of Hafizur Rahman, a former civil
servant and cabinet minister in Pakistan. He received his early education
in Kolkata and passed his matriculation from St Gregory’s High School in
1949, where he was a classmate of Amartya Sen, another noted economist
and Nobel laureate. He then attended Dhaka College and received his BA
Honours and MA in economics from Dhaka University in 1955 and 1956,
respectively. He then joined the Department of Economics of DU in 1957
as a faculty member, where he taught for three years before leaving for
Harvard University, where he obtained his PhD in economics in 1962.

When he returned from Harvard, he began a very creative sojourn. He
rejoined DU, serving as the chairman of the economics department in 1974-
75. Simultaneously, his talent as an exponent of Rabindranath Tagore’s
artistic forms started to take shape and he bloomed as a musician and
taught briefly at Chhayanaut. “He excelled in every area he took an interest
in, athletics, music or academic research,” said Zafar Ahmed Caesar,
formerly of the World Bank. Zafar, a former student of Prof Rahman, has
researched the professor’s life and career. He offered some memorable
anecdotes about the professor. “His multifaceted talents blossomed at an
carly age, during his high school years.”

My connection with Prof Rahman began as a first-year student in DU’s
economics department. At that time, we were in the thick of the Six-Point
Movement, a political programme first outlined by the Awami League
(AL) and embraced by people during the period leading up to the 1970
general election in Pakistan. As an aspirant economist, I became aware of
Prof Rahman’s seminal contribution to the “Two Economies” theory, the
keystone of the Six-Point campaign, which led to AL’s landslide victory
in November 1970.

* Dr Abdullah Shibli is an economist and works for Change Healthcare, Inc, an
information technology company. He also serves as SRF at the US-based International
Sustainable Development Institute (ISDI). The author acknowledges the resources
made available by Zafar Ahmed Caesar. 16 January 2025, Opinion
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In the spring of 1970, the economics students of DU launched a newsletter
named Optima, and I took a keen interest in the prevalent disparities
between the two wings of Pakistan. I rummaged through all the issues
of the Forum magazine and found a few articles by Prof Rahman, among
others. The expositions on this platform piqued my interest in data-based
economic analysis. I also explored his papers in the Pakistan Development
Review, a peer-reviewed journal, and thus began my lifelong journey as an
economist. As a fruit of this labour, I was able to summarise my findings
on the economic disparities between then East and West Pakistan (now
Bangladesh and Pakistan) and the ongoing transfer of resources from the
East to the West since 1947. Prof Rahman devoted his energy to research
and training a cadre of economists, civil servants, and scholars both at
Dhaka University and at the University of Islamabad in Pakistan, in
1967-70. Among his noted students during his tenure at Islamabad were
Wahiduddin Mahmud and Anisul Islam Mahmud.

His contribution to our nation’s journey to independence began in the
early 1960s. Along with Prof Rehman Sobhan and Akhlaqur Rahman,
he developed the “Two Economies” theory, which highlighted the
significant economic disparities between then East and West Pakistan.
They articulated this theory and analysed the imbalances between the two
regions of Pakistan in professional journals as well as in other print media,
particularly Forum. Other economists who shaped the theory were Dr A
Sadeque, Nurul Islam, and Habibur Rahman.

I was fortunate to have him as my teacher during my final years as an MA
student in 1974-75. After Bangladesh gained independence, Prof Rahman
became a member of the first Planning Commission of the newborn nation.
But, frustrated by the lack of political will of the government to take
actionable steps to ameliorate the condition of workers and peasants, he
soon left the Planning Commission and returned to teaching. We were all
excited to have him teach us the Economic Theory course and his chosen
topic was capital theory. We had many talented teachers at DU, but his
course was a capstone. In capital theory, he gave us an introduction to
the Cambridge controversies, raging then between two camps on either
side of the Atlantic. Paul Samuelson, a Nobel laureate in economics and a
faculty member of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), and
Joan Robinson of the University of Cambridge in the UK, were leading the
charge in a well drawn-out decade-long battle for the heart and soul of the
theory of economic growth. The essays were long and very mathematical.
We were totally unprepared for the complicated theorems and proofs that
were part of the professional journal.

Fortunately for us, Prof Rahman, true to his commitment to his Marxist
theory and his dedication to his students, considered that we should get a
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flavour of the field of theoretical economics and see how the profession
handles disagreements and comes to a conclusion. He simplified the
maths and brought every aspect of the ongoing battle to our level of
understanding. He gave us a quick baptism by fire, and we felt empowered
to see the frontlines of a debate between Samuelson, Solow, Robinson, and
Sraffa, the titans of the field.

When Prof Rahman decided that he was going to assign the paper
“Heterogeneous capital, the production function and the theory of
distribution,” written by a young Italian scholar named Piero Garegnani,
I was not sure if he was being too bold. I came from the humanities
background and was unprepared unlike most of my classmates—Ahsan
(Mansur), Selim (Jahan) and Zafar (Ahmed), who came from a science
background. But Anisur Rahman was a brilliant teacher and made it all so
simple!

Years later, I registered for an advanced technical course titled Input-Output
Analysis in my final years of coursework at Boston University. I felt such
relief that my professor, Oldrich Kyn, assigned the article by Garegnani
for the course and I winged it, thanks to Prof Anisur Rahman. After he
left Dhaka University in 1977, he joined the International Labour Office
in Geneva, where he directed a programme on the participation of the
rural poor in development until his retirement in 1990. Prof Rahman was
a strong advocate for self-development and participatory action research.
He played an instrumental role in the introduction and promotion of
participatory action research in Bangladesh through Research Initiatives,
Bangladesh (RIB), a research-funding agency.

As we mourn this loss, we can hope that at this critical juncture of our
nation, a leader resembling the vision of Prof Rahman will come forward
and rise to the occasion to serve dukhi manush, as he called the downtrodden
people of this country, and have the courage to tackle the problems and
issues that needed to be addressed to make a safe passage for Bangladesh
to emerge into a prosperous, democratic, and equitable society.
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In Memoriam Professor Md. Anisur Rahman:
The Guru of Gonogobeshona, People’s Research

Babul Chandra Sutradhar ~*

On January 5, Professor Dr. Md. Anisur Rahman left for the land of
no return. He was 91 years old. His passing was subject to the inexorable
laws of nature; yet the isolated and deprived people of Bangladesh and
various countries of the world who have become acquainted with his life-
oriented theoretical perspective on development and who are moving
forward with a unique strength in their hearts in an indomitable addiction
to their own welfare, will never be able to say goodbye to this great person
from their hearts. The invaluable education that he distributed to know
and understand oneself through a self-power-generating method called
‘Peoples’ Research’ (gobogobeshona in Bengali) will never be forgotten.

Dr. Rahman’s health had been deteriorating for several years, he
would occasionally be admitted to the hospital, we would go from the RIB
(Research Initiatives Bangladesh) office to see Sir, sometimes at home,
sometimes at the hospital. Sometimes when he felt well, Sir would come
to the office. When asked, ‘How are you, sir?” he would pause and say, ‘I
will not answer that question again.’ Finally, goodbye forever!

I first heard Sir’s name when I was a student at the higher secondary level.
I heard Sir’s name many times in many places while studying at Dhaka
University. And I formally met Sir when I came to work at Research
Initiatives Bangladesh (RIB), in 2005. At that time, I was just starting
to take up peoples’ research. I started working with fear and eventually
gained confidence through the close proximity and advice of Anis Sir,
RIB Chairman Dr. Shamsul Bari and Executive Director Dr. Meghna
Guhathakurta.

Anis Sir was dedicated to the work of awakening countless
people around the world who were labeled as ‘backward’. It seems that
Sir left with the dream of gonogobeshona!

Gonogobeshona or peoples’ research was Sir’s lifelong dream and the
means to implementation of this dream was Sir’s favorite organization
Research Initiatives Bangladesh (RIB). RIB is a non-profit and non-
political service organization, which was established in 2002 by the joint
initiative of Anis Rahman and several renowned social researchers and
thinkers of the country. RIB continues its work with the vow to conduct

* Babul Chandra Sutradhar: Human rights activist and researcher, Bangladesh; AR+
Action Research
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continuous research on the livelihoods of the disadvantaged population,
culture-based lifestyles, the nature of deprivation and how to tackle the
prevailing deprivation in its own way and start a dignified civic life.
Through Participatory Action Research (PAR, i.e., gonogobeshona),
the members of the target population themselves identify the problems
existing in their social environment/area and conduct research on possible
solutions to these problems. RIB believes that such an initiative will play a
necessary role as a supporting force in the path of building a rational social
system through the exchange of mutual identities and ideas between both
the larger society and the marginalized population.

As a development-oriented research institution, RIB has shed light on
many groups living in seclusion in all corners of Bangladesh through
peoples’ research, where the role of Anis Sir was unforgettable. There
was a time when the names of these populations were unknown in the
civil society and even at the policy-making level of the country. These
communities, identified by names such as marginalized people, Prakrits,
Dalits, Adivasis, ethnic groups, tribes, etc., include Musahar, Bhumij, Rishi,
Muchi, Mahato, Shabdkar, Ravidas, Harijan, Kawra, Buno, Kartabhaja
(Bhagavajjan and Bhagavaniya), Santal, Munda, Bagdi, Garo, Mahali,
Marma, Rakhine, Fishermen, Jola, Nikari, Chaudhali, small farmers, etc.

As a general worker of this organization, I consider it my
responsibility to write a little about Sir. However, selecting the subject to
write about Anis Sir is quite a difficult task for me. Because I have been
working on the methodology for 20-21 years, reading Anis Sir’s books
and taking his advice. In actual sense, one thing has been captured very
clearly in my limited knowledge; Anis Sir has very easily taken the overall
concept of development out of the monopoly of economics and linked it
to psychology. Because, his thought was about the development of all, not
the development of any particular group.

The three truths he discovered in development thinking are:

(a) that a people however short of resources they may be, can keep
moving forward by mobilizing whatever they have, while those waiting
upon outside resources may be wasting their time and energy and/ or falling
into the trap of patro-client relations with outside quarters surrendering
their self-determination;

(b) self-reliance awareness can emerge in people traditionally given
to dependence thinking and a culture of dependence and even with very

meager material resources, in response to appropriate stimulation;
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(c) development —even economic development— is not a question just
of economics which seemed to have appropriated the term, but is a holistic
question where psychology, among other disciplines, plays a vital role.

He discussed the experience of successful peoples’ research conducted
in countries such as India, Sri Lanka, the Philippines, Nicaragua and
showed how the people of the deprived communities were able to join the
journey of development by simply using their own knowledge. All that was
needed from outside was to create animation or provide information. If
you read his much-acclaimed books ‘Apohrita Bangladesh’, ‘Participatory
Action Research: Learning from the School of Life’, autobiographical
book (2 volumes) ‘Pathe Ja Peyechhi’ etc., you can fully appreciate how
vast the psychological world of Anisur Rahman was. He considered Nobel
laureate economist Professor Amartya Sen’s ‘Individual Freedom’ to be an
essential catalyst for development.

Anis Sir, who had a very distinguished academic career, was also a
uniquely successful personality in his professional life. And that is why
it has been possible to leave behind a treasure trove of valuable ideas
on community-owned and collective development from generation to
generation. This treasure trove is not going to be wasted, but will continue
to serve as a guide for travelers on the path from darkness to light for ages.

Anis Sir, a professor of economics at Dhaka University, was associated
with the country’s renowned cultural institution Chhayanaut, where he
used to take Rabindra Sangeet classes. Sir himself was a Rabindra Sangeet
artist; his album ‘Bhuban Bhara Sur’ has received special praise from the
audience. Considering the quality of this album, the Bangladesh National
Archives took the responsibility of preserving it.

Sir attached great importance to human dignity. He believed that
everyone has knowledge, the only thing lacking is practice or sharpening.
There is no opportunity to look down on any person or group — if we
look down on people, we ourselves as members of the human race fall to
miniature — this was the message from his heart. I will conclude with the
words of Anis Sir, which are born of this realization of human self-esteem:
“It is of fundamental importance that PAR seeks to enhance the people’s
self-esteem by highlighting their positive qualities, challenging them that
they can startle the world, and not denigrate them as poor. Poverty is
only a situation in which they are placed, but the particular human being
concerned may be inferior to none, and should be given this credit in the
way we call and relate with her or him”.
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