


The Privatisation of Higher Education in
Postcolonial Bangladesh

This book problematises contemporary realities of the political dimension of the
privatisation of higher education in Bangladesh. By exploring the complexities of
neoliberalism as an economic and ideological doctrine, a mode of governance, and
as a policy package, it considers the ‘post’ attached to and hyphenated with ‘colo-
nialism’ as more aspirational than achieved. Based on an interdisciplinary study
involving contemporary theories from political and social sciences, economics, and
the socio-economics of education, this book explores the unique ways in which
Bangladeshi higher education has evolved over the past four decades, and the
complex politics behind its privatisation. Through an empirically based account of
how neoliberalism has worked its way through the higher education sector in the
fastest growing economy in the South Asian context, it discusses how changes have
been characterised by policy reforms, massification, and a sustained friction between
control and autonomy in the university sector.

The authors take a nuanced approach to their geo-political and onto-epistemo-
logical positionalities as diasporic and hybridised scholars by rejecting epistemolo-
gical exclusion inherent in the colonial present and research conducted in such
contexts. This position allows the reinforcement of a colonial present, theorising
from within Global South decolonial and postcolonial research literature.

This book contributes to discourses of ‘globalisation from above’ and ‘globalisation
from below’ and sheds light on the often-idiosyncratic ways in which higher education
reform has unfolded in South Asia. It will be of interest to comparative educators and
those researching higher education policy and education developments in Global South
nations.
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Preface
Positioning ourselves in the study

Neoliberalism … is not just a question of economy but a new form of civili-
zation. The impossibility or lack of credibility of universal or world histories
today is not advanced by some influential postmodern theory, but by the
economic and social forces generally referred to as globalization and by the
emergence of forms of knowledge that have been subalternized under …

modern colonialisms and colonial modernities.
(Mignolo, 2012, p. 22)

When a study situates itself within a postcolonial framework of understanding, it
becomes important to explain how authors position themselves within the study
(Lingard, 2009). Positionality of the researcher in this context refers to the “spa-
tial location of the researcher, specifically national location, and the positioning of
that nation in respect of global geopolitics, including location within the Global
North/Global South divide” (Lingard, 2009, p. 229). In this preface, we there-
fore briefly explain how our onto-epistemological as well as geo-political positions
originated from and have been influenced by both Global South and Global North
contexts within which we are both situated. While these positions can facilitate
unique critical insights, we acknowledge that they can also be problematic in some
ways. The brief biographical notes in this preface intend to humanise our posi-
tioning as diasporic scholars with Bangladeshi origins yet those who are currently
working within the conceptual confines of what is known as the Global North.

First, we both share a common journey of having had the privileged opportu-
nity to have studied and taught in Bangladesh and Australia. In particular, along
with our schooling and education in different institutes in Bangladesh, both of us
earned our first degrees from the University of Dhaka, Bangladesh, and our doc-
torates from Monash University, Australia. Along with sharing such educational
experiences from the same universities in the two socioeconomically different
countries, the first author has studied and worked intensively with scholars in New
Zealand and Australia, and is currently involved in teaching sociology of education
and teacher education at the Institute of Education and Research at the University
of Dhaka, Bangladesh. Likewise, the second author taught literature, including
postcolonial literature (in the 90s, at a time – notably – when it was labelled “third
world literature” – see Spivak, 1990) in the Department of English at the



University of Dhaka, as well as in countries such as Vietnam, Indonesia and
Brunei, and is currently teaching in the Faculty of Education, Monash University.
Our individual and collective educational and professional experiences thus mean
that as intellectual beings, we have travelled, spatiotemporally and intellectually,
across different times and spaces and have absorbed, contested and negotiated
with myriad discourses from both the Global South and North contexts over a
period of more than two decades. This has inevitably imbibed in us certain dis-
cursive positions which we speak from, discourses that have influenced, con-
sciously or unconsciously, our understanding of the processes under this study.

Second, we acknowledge and keep in mind that we are both socioeconomically
and culturally privileged, Western-educated, male, Bangladeshi-Australians of a
certain age, living and working in the first quarter of the twenty-first century.
Given the topic of the politics of privatisation of higher education, our ontological
and epistemological location as researchers in the Global South, undertaking this
study on their country of origin in the Global South, yet perhaps in many ways
economically and culturally aligned with the Global North, is therefore an impor-
tant critical dimension for the reader to keep in mind. This study is a reflection of
the critical sensitivities that we both embody as residents, citizens, educators and
researchers who are located in all the aforementioned contextual particulars.

To overcome the complex tensions of thus representing both the Global South
and in the Global North, we have integrated our divergent identities to construct
what Bhabha (1994) calls ‘hybridity’ in fine-tuning our analysis as we attempt to
understand the politics of the privatisation of higher education in Bangladesh. More
specifically, being researchers from the Global South, we understood the historical
and political processes of introducing the British education system in Bangladesh and
its potential effects on the current higher education policy formation process from the
first-hand experiences of growing up in Bangladesh. We therefore, for example,
understand nation states as “firmly established in the horizon of coloniality”
(Mignolo, 2012, p. 16), as we explain below. Our lived experiences of historical and
political antecedents help us frame our understanding of the power relations between
the coloniser and colonised, and the complexities of the power relations between the
Global North and the Global South, and the influence of various interest groups in
the development of privatisation policies in Bangladesh.

Then again, the reference to postcolonialism in the title of the book is proble-
matic. Such as term is not just connotatively loaded and inconclusively contestable
but understood differently through different critical lenses. We have therefore kept
in mind that not only is the geopolitics of knowledge (Mignolo, 2002) important,
but that colonialism has morphed in various ways into current times and has
changed social relations in major ways. For example, although the British colo-
nisers left the Subcontinent in 1947 and Bangladesh became independent from
Pakistan in 1971, for the indigenous minorities of Bangladesh, the country today
continues to be colonialised by majority Bengali Muslims. As we unpack the
‘postcoloniality’ of current day Bangladesh in relation to power politics in private
sector higher education, we keep this frame in mind.
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Rather than understanding colonialism in a purely linear-historical sense, we
adopt what Mignolo (2007) calls the “coloniality of power”, and “de-colonial
thinking” that allow us to capture and explain the “simultaneous histories” which
are “inter-connected by imperial and colonial powers, by imperial and colonial
differences” (pp. 155–156). Mignolo (2007) argues that modernity cannot be
understood without coloniality, because coloniality is constitutive of modernity. In
fact, modernity (in our case, the various manifestations of globalisation and neo-
liberal practices) tends to hide coloniality because the latter can symbolise
oppression and exploitation, although both have embedded instruments of control
such as capitalism: “the rhetoric of modernity and the logic of coloniality … relate
to the control of economy and control of authority” (p. 163).

Mignolo (2012, p. 6) also talks about the “border thinking” and “border gno-
seology” of colonial knowledge which explain the forms of knowledges that ori-
ginate from the discourses of modern forms of colonialisms (in our case, pro-
globalisation doctrines and neoliberal rationales), as much as from the discourses
that originate from the histories of former colonies. For Mignolo, this is how
“hegemonic forms of knowledge” (such as policies from international financial
institutes and government machineries) can be appropriated by subaltern dis-
courses. By exposing the knowledges and discourses that have been subalternised
through the processes of colonisation, this book, then, provides counter-discourses
to what Mignolo calls the “colonial subalternization of knowledge” (p. 12) which
legitimises the colonial difference.

Finally, in explaining the colonial matrix of power, Peruvian sociologist Quijano
(2000) describes four interrelated domains: control of economy through appro-
priation of land, exploitation of labour and control of natural resources; control of
authority through state institutions and the armed forces; control of gender and
sexuality through education and family structures; and finally the control of
knowledge and subjectivity, through formal education structures and the curricu-
lum. The duality of the neoliberal mindset in Bangladesh which we describe in the
first chapter can be explained through this last domain, the “coloniality of knowl-
edge” (p. 533), which is reproduced through residual coloniality (Chowdhury &
Kabir, 2014, p. 4) in the current education system that has outlived the historical
colonial power structures since the 1947 British exit.

In keeping this sensitivity in mind, therefore, during interviewing and docu-
ments analysis, we emphasised the importance of understanding whether policy
actors identified privatisation as a ‘taken-for-granted’ feature of modernity and
modern times, or as Appadurai (2000, p. 3) says, privatisation from “below”. We
found that a significant number of policy actors had conceptualised privatisation
and neoliberalism as somewhat ‘natural’ ways of understanding policy problems in
the contemporary higher education sector; but they also considered the socio-
political and economic factors in neoliberal policy development. For instance, one
policy actor stated that although the idea of a ‘cost-sharing’ approach was being
used in the financing of universities in many Western countries, in Bangladesh it
was necessary to adapt it by considering the local socio-political and economic
contexts in which the government needed to reduce costs. The ways in which
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participants engaged in the interviews also indicated that our ‘hybrid’ identities
were not becoming predominant positions and influenced the interview processes
of the participants. Rather, it was a privilege for us to be able to use our hybridised
identities to critically understand whether policy actors were ‘politicking’ their
perceptions or went through the ‘authentic’ processes in their involvements during
the privatisation of higher education in Bangladesh.

To conclude, we are aware that theories we have adopted in this study might
still represent the predominance of white, Anglo, male voices. However, our ana-
lysis attempts to look beyond such privileged positions by bringing in alternative
voices from the Global South. This would include contemporary Southern scho-
lars such as Ong, Naidoo, Sindhu, Mignolo and Quijano. Throughout the analysis
in this book we have kept in mind this sensitivity and it is our intention and hope
that readers will keep in mind an awareness of our positioning while engaging with
the book.
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Foreword
Researching postcolonial higher education

Arif H. Kabir and Raqib Chowdhury’s The Privatisation of Higher Education in
Postcolonial Bangladesh is a very welcome addition to the research literature on
higher education in nations of the Global South, specifically here, Bangladesh.
This is the first study of its kind focused on the privatisation of Bangladeshi higher
education. Amongst may other things, this book provides an exemplary account of
the ways the positioning of researchers frames the collection and analysis of data in
the social sciences. While the authors suggest such articulation of researcher posi-
tionality is necessary in research framed by a postcolonial disposition, I would
argue that all social science research must reject epistemological innocence, and
thus needs to make public researcher positionality to strengthen the confirmability
and trustworthiness of research-based understandings.

The authors of The Privatisation of Higher Education in Postcolonial Bangladesh
articulate in an exemplary Preface their geo-political and onto-epistemological
positionalities in respect of their research study of privatisation of higher education
in Bangladesh. This is very sophisticated theorising and is an example of scholars
with both Global South and Global North residential, citizenship and educa-
tional experiences making transparent in a theoretically informed way their
stances in relation to the topic of their research. Furthermore, they demonstrate
the theorising of diasporic, travelling, hybridised, creolised scholars who have
taken the opportunity to move beyond a common approach to researching
nations and social institutions of the Global South, that is, simply seeing them as
empirical mines, as it were, for data collection, to be analysed by Global North
theorising. Instead, rejecting such an approach that reinforces a colonial present,
they take the opportunity to work with a stronger concept of internationalisation
of social science research by theorising from within Global South de-colonial and
postcolonial research literatures, including the work of Mignolo, Bhabha, Qui-
jano, Appadurai, Spivak, Ong and others. Their stance is central to rejecting
epistemological exclusion inherent in the colonial present and research con-
ducted in that context.

Kabir and Chowdhury demonstrate, à la Edward Said and Stuart Hall, how
multiple displacements of various kinds (e.g. spatial, epistemological, existential),
being out of place, as it were, for some, not all, can be productive intellectually for
high quality social science research that functions in a de-colonising way against



epistemological exclusion. Their approach is an excellent example of what Appa-
durai refers to as the necessity of deparochialising research towards a stronger
internationalisation of the research imaginary in the social sciences. I congratulate
Kabir and Chowdhury on this achievement and suggest that their Preface provides
a very commendable intellectual and pedagogical resource for those who teach
social science research methods in comparative education, and indeed for educa-
tional and social science researchers more broadly.

The Privatisation of Higher Education in Postcolonial Bangladesh, of course,
does much more than this. The analysis of privatisation of higher education in
Bangladesh over the last 30 years or so provides an empirically-based account of
the way neoliberalism has worked its way through the higher education sector in
Bangladesh. Three aspects have been important here, namely, neoliberalism as
economic and ideological doctrine, as a mode of governance, and as a policy
package.

Bangladesh has witnessed the huge expansion of participation (mass higher
education) since the 1990s, growth of private universities, both for and not-for
profit, the quasi-privatisation and corporatisation of public universities (e.g. VCs as
CEOs rather than academic leaders), and the achievement of expansion through
transfer of costs to students (fees in public and private universities). This analysis
demonstrates the links between neoliberalism and postcoloniality and the ways the
former works in a path-dependent manner in the Bangladeshi context. Their ana-
lysis demonstrates how the past is prelude, with the framing of the first universities
in what became Bangladesh by British colonisation and then subsequently after
1947 by Pakistani colonisation. It is here that we see that ‘post’ attached to/
hyphenated with colonialism is more aspiration than achievement and why Kabir
and Chowdhury argue the necessity of de-colonisation, both as theory and practice.
Following Bangladeshi independence in 1971, they also demonstrate how the initial
raison d’etre for higher education was nation-building, but subsequently with
expansion and privatisation of higher education from the 1990s the raison d’etre
shifted from nation-building to human capital production within a market logic. It
is also here they show in a granular way how a path-dependent manifestation of
neoliberalism played out in higher education policy and practice in Bangladesh.

The introductory chapter that deals with these historical, dominant and emer-
gent policies and practices in Bangladeshi higher education is then followed by a
number of very insightful chapters. Neoliberalism and trends in higher education
policy are outlined in a global context with a focus on vernacular globalisation
from below. The privatisation of higher education in a number of Asian reference
societies is then dealt with and informative comparative analyses provided of pri-
vatisation developments in the higher education systems of China, India, Malaysia,
Sri Lanka and Vietnam. This is exemplary comparative education research. The
financing of higher education is next considered, including the role of interna-
tional financial organisations such as the World Bank and aid agencies, and fol-
lowed by an account of the new modes of governance in and of universities,
covering consideration of the impact of a vernacular expression of new public
management on such governance. The Strategic Plan for Higher Education in
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Bangladesh: 2006–2026, which underpinned many of the developments analysed in
the book, was a response to World Bank funding and related policy exhortation.
Quality control and auditing of higher education are subsequently addressed. The
nature of the new private universities is canvassed next with a focus on both for-
and not-for profit universities analysed. The ambivalence of the government in
relation to for-profit universities is also documented. The analysis proffered
throughout shows how privatisation has also affected public universities. This is
illustrated through a case study of Jagannath University, a new university estab-
lished at the time of the production of the Strategic Plan for Higher Education in
Bangladesh: 2006–2026. The book draws to a close in a summative way and also
speculates on possible future trajectories regarding the privatisation of Bangladeshi
higher education and suggests such an approach has now been sedimented.

Arif H. Kabir and Raqib Chowdhury’s The Privatisation of Higher Education in
Postcolonial Bangladesh will be essential reading for those researchers interested in
higher education policy, education developments in nations of the Global South,
and for comparative educators. The analysis provided also offers an important
methodological provocation regarding research and theorising in a Global South
nation and the necessity to reject epistemological innocence and utilise instead
articulation of researcher positionality to enhance the trustworthiness of our
research-derived understandings.

Emeritus Professor Bob Lingard
Emeritus Professor, The University of Queensland
Professorial Fellow, Australian Catholic University
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1 Privatisation of higher education in
Bangladesh
Humble beginnings

Scope of the book

In its myriad interpretations and manifestations, the development and spread of
privatisation – based on neoliberal policy doctrines – have become a pre-
dominant world phenomenon since the 1970s. Higher education is not an
exception; in fact, as Slaughter and Rhodes (2004, p. 1) argue, the way in which
higher education has been transformed, shaped and used in recent decades could
be identified as “academic capitalism”. We could say that the rise of new global
economy has changed the relationship between university and society in funda-
mental ways. However, the way privatisation is enacted in different countries
does not look similar; rather, local contexts almost always determine local priva-
tisation processes, which Appadurai (1996, p. 10) calls “vernacular” forms of
privatisation.

This book addresses the complexities of and challenges in the privatisation of
higher education and the intricate politics behind it in the context of modern-
day, postcolonial Bangladesh. While presenting a chronology of the evolution of
higher education as its broad canvas, it focuses on a number of key aspects of the
privatisation of higher education in Bangladesh from a distinctly postcolonial1

perspective. It includes a consideration of financial modes of higher education,
quality assurance and its governance and administration, as well as the notions of
and debate surrounding the private university as a ‘not-for-profit’ or ‘for-profit’
institution. The book explores these issues in relation to the desires of stake-
holders in developing a distinctly ‘Bangladeshi form’ of privatisation model and
its practices in higher education. Against this backdrop, the book also critically
examines the roles local and global forces have been playing in shaping such a
Bangladeshi form of privatisation. The critical discussion adds complexity to
existing discourses of ‘globalisation from above’ and situates the often-idiosyn-
cratic ways in which higher education reform has been shaped in this part of the
world.

The study showcased in the book is developed based on a five-year empirical
research that has employed contemporary theories from political and social sci-
ences, economics and education to problematise current debates on monetary
approaches into the higher education sector in Bangladesh. To our knowledge, a



book of this scope and intention has not been published offering both public and
private sector higher education of Bangladesh as the primary focus.

Well into this relatively new century already, the purposes of higher educa-
tion continue to be determined by market discourses that have aggressively
regulated global higher education systems in past decades. Since the 1980s, it
has been a worldwide trend for universities to adopt privatisation models of
knowledge, skills, curriculum, finance, accounting and management organisa-
tion. This book sees the need to respond to these phenomena by offering fra-
meworks of understanding offered through the chapters of this book, as a way
of analysing, making sense of, and then appropriating these discourses. In
doing so we also attempt to locate the trajectory of future épistémès (Foucault,
1977) that are likely to shape the evolution of private provision of higher
education in the country.

In particular, in the backdrop of market forces having usurped the centre
stage in shaping the nature of higher education over the last three decades
(Chowdhury & Le Ha, 2014; Sidhu, 2005), this book discusses the nature and
degree to which neoliberalism has become a prominent feature and the raison
d’être of private higher education in postcolonial Bangladesh. More specifically,
the book focuses on how historical, political and socio-economic processes
have influenced contemporary higher education policy affairs and shaped pri-
vatisation processes in the Bangladeshi higher education sector in ways some-
times conspicuously different from what is experienced elsewhere in the global
context.

In this sense, the book offers new ways to reconstruct our relationship with
higher education, which allow the negotiation of sociocultural and socio-political
frictions, individual, institutional and national tensions, and the various ways in
which we seek legitimation of our educational practices through engaging with
our peers in the wider discourse community of teachers and researchers. In order
to commence the discussion, it is first important to understand the historical
context which provides important perspectives, especially given the postcolonial
framework we have adopted in our analysis.

Historical context of higher education in Bangladesh

Higher education development in Bangladesh has always been part of a political
process (Chowdhury & Kabir, 2014). Therefore, it is useful to briefly trace the
political processes and the historical roots of the introduction of a Western higher
education in Bangladesh and the importance of identifying these political processes
and historical antecedents for understanding the nature of the contemporary
higher education system and the present-day educational cultures and values in
Bangladesh.

The beginning of a Western education system in the Indian subcontinent
might be traced back to 1835 (Aggarwal, 2007). The now infamous ‘Macaulay’s
Minute’ of 1835 triggered the rapid reformation aligned with British-based
education system in the Indian Subcontinent (Zastoupil & Moir, 1999). Based
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on Macaulay’s Minute of 1835 the British colonial rulers formulated the English
Education Act 1835 in which they set up the aim, content and medium of
instruction of Education in British-India. In time, universities as institutions
adopted the Westernised model with English as the medium of instruction and
the introduction of new areas of studies. Modelled on the London University,
the first three modern universities in the Indian Subcontinent were set up in
three metropolitan cities of Calcutta (now Kolkata), Bombay (now Mumbai) and
Madras (now Chennai) in 1857 (Vats, 2008), with another university in Lahore
later in 1869 (Aggarwal, 2007). During this period, British education policies,
such as Wood’s Despatch in 1854, also promoted the growth of higher educa-
tion through the establishment of Colleges at the private level across British-
India (Aggarwal, 2007).

Although within the territorial boundaries now comprising Bangladesh there
was no university until 1921, some first-grade affiliated colleges of East Bengal, for
example, Rajshahi College (1873), Dhaka College (1881) and Jagannath College
(1884), were entitled to offer higher studies under the University of Kolkata at
that time (University Grants Commission, 2009a). Therefore, we could say that
the origin of modern higher education in Bangladesh could only be traced back to
when the British colonial regime established the first university – University of
Dhaka – in 1921.

Historians broadly view the decision to establish a university in Bangladesh as
compensation for the annulment of the partition of Bengal in 1905. The Parti-
tion provided a hope to the majority Muslim community in East Bengal, and
Assam (now one of the provinces of India) for socioeconomic and political
development. However, the Bengal partition was lifted in 1911 in the wake of
massive protests by West Bengal-based intelligentsia groups and powerful Hindu
leaders in India. Such a decision left deep anger and dissatisfaction among the
Muslim community of East Bengal (University Grants Commission, 2009a).
Subsequently, the Muslim community led by the Muslim leaders met the British
Viceroy Lord Hardinge and expressed their fear that the annulment could
impede the educational progress of Muslims in these regions. To assuage the
feelings of the Muslim community and to ensure the progression of the ‘back-
ward’ Muslim community in these regions, the British Raj promised to establish
a university in the capital of East Bengal (now Bangladesh) – Dhaka (University
Grants Commission, 2009a).

It was expected that the socio-economic, political and cultural conditions of the
majority Muslim populace in the then East Bengal would be uplifted by ensuring
modern higher education (Rahman, 2009). However, the British rulers had cre-
ated the University of Dhaka (DU) in East Bengal as a way of dealing with social
unrest and political difficulties within the country they ruled (Chowdhury &
Kabir, 2014). Indeed, they had intended to achieve political reconciliation
between Muslims and Hindus in Bengal through the establishment of DU. The
view of the British rulers was in fact expressed by the then DU Chancellor and the
Governor of Bengal, Lord Lytton, in the course of the Convocation address in the
University of Dhaka in 1922. He commented that the University of Dhaka was
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“an imperial compensation to the Muslims for the annulment of the partition of
Bengal” (University Grants Commission, 2009a, p. xviii).

The entire process of the evolution of this university in East Bengal could be
described using the words of the first Vice Chancellor of the University of
Dhaka, Dr. P. J. Hartog, as the “political origin” of the institution (cited in
Majumdar, Ghose, Chatterjee, Bandyopadhyay, & Chatterjee, 1994, p. 31).
The espoused political agenda of British education in the Indian Subcontinent
was to create a class that would be Indian in blood and colour, but English in
taste (Macaulay, 1835, cited in McLeod, 2000). In particular, once India came
under the direct rule of the British Royalty and Parliament in 1857, the British
ruler designed and provided higher education “to a class of people whose
sympathy it was necessary to win in the political interests of the Britishers”
(Singh, 1989, p. 2).

The British eventually left the Indian Subcontinent in 1947 by splitting it into
two countries – India and Pakistan – based on a predominantly religious Two-
Nation theory. Since then, Bangladesh (then East Bengal) became East Pakistan as
part of the newly formed colonial state of Pakistan. The state under Pakistani
rulers (1947–1971) formulated several policy documents, for example, the 1957
Educational Reforms Commission for East Pakistan, the Commission on National
Education in 1958 (Government of Pakistan, 1958), the New Education Policy in
1970; and set up five more universities in East Pakistan (University Grants Com-
mission, 2009a). In its first National Educational Conference held in Karachi in
1947, the Pakistani rulers reassessed the British Education System in Pakistan and
designated Islamic religious ideology as a vision across the entire education system.
The Commission on National Education in 1959 asserted that the fundamental
value of education is “to preserve the Islamic way of life.… The moral and spiritual
values of Islam combined with the freedom, integrity, and strength of Pakistan
should be the ideology which inspires our educational system” (Government of
Pakistan, 1958, p. 11). The Pakistani rulers positioned religion, tradition and the
past British traditions in the education system for building up Pakistani national-
ism by ignoring the diverse socio-political and economic factors existing in differ-
ent regions in Pakistan. As a new state, Pakistan designed its education system
from its colonial past to construct the ‘citizens’ “in the same image – obedient,
loyal, hardworking and able to subordinate themselves to authority” (Saigol,
2003, p. 12).

Although the British rulers introduced the English education system as a means
to gaining political and economic interests, the Indian leaders as well as the Eng-
lish-educated class saw in English “the key to the West” (Basu, 1974, p. 73). As
the new language, English arrived with a new world view for Indians. The fol-
lowing decades saw the Indian English-educated class gradually become the driv-
ing force in Indian politics who shaped English education to generate new political
life and ideas. They recognised English as the medium of expression that would
eventually forge the unity of all Indians (Basu, 1974).

Indeed, the establishment of University of Dhaka by the British in East Bengal
in 1921 helped an East Bengal-based intelligentsia to emerge for the first time,
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which produced the politically unintended consequence at the end of the British
regime and around the turn of the Pakistani regime (1947–1971). Once the
British departed, East Bengal became part of Pakistan, but the political leaders
and educated class felt no differences between the British and Pakistani rulers.
The political leaders and educated class of then East Pakistan saw higher edu-
cation as a catalyst to achieve their political goals during the Pakistani regime
(Kabir, 2010). Consequently, the role of higher education in the society
changed, turning against the Pakistani rulers. Similar to what education did for
India, the development of the East Bengal-based intelligentsia created the cli-
mate and the actors for a social movement to push forward the establishment
of a new country – Bangladesh – in 1971 (Basu, 1974). Under the Pakistani
regime from 1947 to 1971, both students and academics contributed toward
the establishment of democracy and liberty of the country (Quddus & Rashid,
2000) through the mobilisation of anti-government rhetoric and active
protests.

Undoubtedly, the British colonial legacy has left indelible marks on the
texture of contemporary higher education system in Bangladesh. For example,
like in many other countries with a colonial history, the university structure,
academic hierarchy, curricula and examination system of the university, have all
been influenced (and to a large extent remains influenced) by the British
higher education system (Altbach, 1989). These political processes and histor-
ical ascendances have influenced the ideologies and cultures of the post-inde-
pendence Bangladeshi society (Alavi, 1972). In effect, the Western-based
higher education in Bangladesh became a political project by the British to
develop an elite class to do the bidding of the colonisers once they had left.
Once Bangladesh became independent in 1971, this elite class assumed the
position of the nouveau elite class in post-independence Bangladesh. They
wanted power for themselves and used the colonial organisational context to
do their politicking to develop ideas to lead the country (Kochanek, 2000), as
we will see later in this book. Perhaps more crucially, the system left deep
traces of the colonial mindset which reconfigured into new forms of power
play in post-independence Bangladesh, including the duality of governance
which we discuss in Chapter 5.

Since Bangladesh’s independence in 1971, the state under successive gov-
ernments formulated various policies to shape and recontextualise the educa-
tion system from a broader nationalistic view (Chowdhury & Kabir, 2014). In
its first education commission in 1974 – Bangladesh Education Commission –

the government emphasised the importance of nation building through higher
education (Ministry of Education, 1974). In this post-independence period,
the new government set up two interwoven goals for higher education: to
contribute to the newly born country’s overall development, and to contribute
to creating an equitable society (Ministry of Education, 1974). Since indepen-
dence from Pakistan in 1971 and until 1990 the country had six public uni-
versities and some affiliated colleges. All of these universities and affiliated
colleges in Bangladesh adopted the same role in the higher education system

Privatisation of higher education 5



until 1990 (University Grants Commission, 2009a), when neoliberalist ideolo-
gies took over which saw the establishment and expansion of private sector
higher education in Bangladesh.

Neoliberal shifts in higher education in the post-1990s periods

Since the 1970s, several powerful countries including USA, UK and China have
adopted neoliberal policy doctrines in various national development sectors. In the
next chapter, we discuss the historical, political and theoretical development of
neoliberalism, the role of International Financial Institutions (IFIs) in adopting
neoliberalism in different sectors across the world and how higher education has
been influenced and shaped by these doctrines. Similar to other countries, a new
phase of higher education began in the 1990s in which a remarkable transforma-
tion took place in the higher education system in Bangladesh, largely based on
market-driven economic forces (Kabir, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013a, 2013b, 2020a,
2020b; Kabir & Greenwood, 2017). Human resources development was identi-
fied in key education policies as the main objective to be achieved by higher edu-
cation for the nation’s overall development (University Grants Commission,
2009a; World Bank, 2009). Consequently, creating a knowledge-based society
become the key driver of the current higher education system (Kabir, 2011). This
transformation underpins and characterises all subsequent neoliberal changes in
the higher education sector.

In a broader sense, neoliberalism refers to an economic model or paradigm
(Steger & Roy, 2010). However, three intertwined dimensions need to be
understood in order to conceptualise neoliberalism fully: neoliberalism as an
ideology, a mode of governance, and a policy package (Steger & Roy, 2010).
“Ideologies organize their core ideas into fairly simple truth-claims that encou-
rage people to act in certain ways … legitimize certain political interests and to
defend or challenge dominant power structures” (Steger & Roy, 2010, p. 11).
The second dimension encompassing the idea of neoliberalism as a mode of
governance refers to what Foucault (1991) called “governmentalities” (cited in
Steger & Roy, 2010, p. 14), which are deep rooted in entrepreneurial values; for
example, competitiveness, self-interest and decentralisation. This emphasises
individual empowerment and decentralisation of the power to local units; and
thus neoliberalism promotes a self-regulating free market in order to ensure
proper governance. The final dimension, a policy package, refers to the dereg-
ulation of the economy, liberalisation of trade and industry, and privatisation of
state-owned enterprises. It also includes “massive tax cuts; reduction of social
services and welfare programmes; replacing welfare with ‘workface’” (Steger &
Roy, 2010, p. 14). This last feature is not discussed in this book as it lies beyond
the scope of the book’s critical interests.

Since the 1980s, neoliberal policies of the IFIs have played a crucial role in
reshaping socio-economic policies in many developing countries (Torres, 2009).
One of the key agendas of neoliberalism is the conviction that human welfare is
best served by the withdrawal of the state from welfare policies (Harvey, 2007).
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The state is presumed to create a congenial atmosphere for the economy by
reforming laws, policies and institutions necessary for the market (Olssen & Peters,
2005). The economic reformation that later came to be known broadly as ‘priva-
tisation’ emerged in the West and later spread around the world with help of a
host of international financial institutes, such as the World Bank. In Bangladesh,
privatisation initiatives in higher education started in the early 1990s. As a devel-
oping country Bangladesh began introducing a pro-market economic policy in
1975 when the military junta came into power by overthrowing the post-inde-
pendence socialist government (Kabir, 2013b; Nuruzzaman, 2004). Since the
early 1980s, neoliberalist projects shaped various sectors of the economy; for
example, development in agriculture, industry and finance and banking was accel-
erated as a result of enormous pressures from the IFIs, as well as by the economic
and political interests of the ruling military-civil elites (Kabir, 2013b). By accel-
erating these neoliberal reforms through structural adjustment policies, the suc-
cessive military rulers (1975–1990) attempted to build up a coalition between
dominant socio-political forces – military-civil bureaucrats, businessmen and
industrialists (Quadir, 2000). These new initiatives also aimed to reform public
policies and redefined the role of the state in serving its citizens (Nuruzzaman,
2004), a narrative that was sustained in subsequent regimes for decades to come,
as we will see in the later chapters of this book.

In keeping with this trend, democratic regimes since the 1990s continued to
introduce neoliberal reforms such as privatisation in service-related sectors (Kabir,
2013b). More recently, the higher education sector in Bangladesh has also
experienced significant changes (Table 1.1). The first move was to promulgate the

Table 1.1 Major neoliberal policy shifts in the higher education sector

Year Name of the key policies Targeted university sector

1992 Private University Act Private university sector

1998 Private University Act 1992 (Amendment) Private university sector

2006 Strategic Plan for Higher Education 2006–
2026

Both public and private uni-
versity sectors

2008 Private University Ordinance 2008 Private university sector

2009 Higher Education Quality Enhancement
Project (HEQEP) 2009–2018

Both public and private sector

2010 Private University Act 2010 Private university sector

2014 ‘Guiding Rules for Regulating the Branch
Campuses’ or ‘the Study Centre of Foreign
University or Institute 2014’

Private university sector

2017 Strategic Plan 2017–20302 Both public and private uni-
versity sectors

2017 The Bangladesh Accreditation Council Act
2017

Both public and private uni-
versity sectors
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first Private University Act 1992 on 9 August, 1992 (Government of Bangladesh,
1992). In April 1998, the government amended the Private University Act 1992
(Government of Bangladesh, 1998), while in 2008 the army-backed Caretaker
government repealed all private university Acts and promulgated the Private
University Ordinance 2008 (Government of Bangladesh, 2008). However, the
state under the following democratic government did not ratify the Ordinance
2008. Rather, the government repealed all previous Acts and enacted the new
Private University Act 2010 (Government of Bangladesh, 2010b), superseding
all previous statutes. The previous government also initiated a number of
reform programmes in the higher education sector under the supervision and
guidance of the World Bank. One of these reform policies is the introduction
of a 20-year Strategic Plan for Higher Education in Bangladesh: 2006–2026
(University Grants Commission, 2006). The government and the World Bank
identified this plan as a ground-breaking initiative to address current problems
and issues in Bangladeshi higher education. Based on the Strategic Plan 2006–
2026, the government developed a long-term project named Higher Education
Quality Enhancement Project (HEQEP) for the higher education sector with
financial support from the World Bank in 2007 that was implemented between
2009 and 2018 spending about US$238.1 million (University Grants Com-
mission, 2017).

Notably, the SPHE adopted a set of neoliberal solutions to the problems
(University Grants Commission, 2009b; World Bank, 2009). Along with these
neoliberal policies, the government also adopted the Guiding Rules for Reg-
ulating the Branch Campuses and the Study Centre of Foreign University or
Institute 2014 (Ministry of Education, 2014). More recently, two other major
policies – the Bangladesh Accreditation Council Act 2017 and the Strategic
Plan 2017–2030 (as of now, awaiting endorsement) – have also been adopted
for expanding and improving the standard of higher education in Bangladesh
(University Grants Commission, 2017). The recent Strategic Plan 2017–2030
was developed in order to update the first Strategic Plan 2006–2026 in the
light of the higher education objectives of the government and in keeping with
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (University Grants Commission,
2017).

In terms of the relationships between these neoliberal policies, some of them
are for private universities while some are sector-wide for both public and pri-
vate universities – the private university Acts focus on the development and
establishment of private higher education, whereas the Strategic Plans cover
the entire higher education sector in Bangladesh. In addition, unlike private
universities, each public university was set up by an individual Act, unlike the
one Act that applies to the entire range of public universities. Consequently,
unlike the private universities, all public universities have an independent one-
to-one relationship between themselves and the state.

Although some of these policies were developed to reform particular university
sectors – either public or private or both, there is are significant relationships
between these in terms of what Holford and McKenzie (2013) call ‘policy tracing’
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or ‘policy trail’. By policy tracing, Holford and McKenzie refer to understand how
certain characteristics of policy in terms of ideas, people and both ideational and
material resources, have travelled through over time, “either intentionally or acci-
dentally, as well as its physicality and imaginary potentials” (Milana, 2015, p. 517).
Significantly, it can be observed that some of these ideas were pulled together into
the public sector as part of ‘policy tracing’ or ‘policy trail’ from the private sector
(see, for example, the case of Jagannath University, Chapter 8), and vice-versa.

Massive growth of higher education in the post-1990s periods

The post-1990s neoliberal policy shifts in higher education escalated the mas-
sive growth of universities in both public and private sectors in Bangladesh
(Table 1.2). In particular, numbers of both public and private universities, as
well as number of students and other academic activities dramatically increased
during this period.

The number of students also saw a corresponding increase in across both sectors
over the last three decades. On 1 July, 1921, the first university – University of
Dhaka – started with only 12 departments under three faculties, namely Arts,
Science and Law with 877 students; whereas this premier university, the first in
the country, is currently operating with 83 departments under 13 faculties, 12
institutes and 56 research bureaus and centres, with about 37,000 students (Uni-
versity of Dhaka, 2020). Forty-five out of 49 public universities and 95 out of 103
private universities are currently operating across Bangladesh offering degrees in
various areas. According to 2018 statistics, student numbers in public universities
and their affiliated colleges have increased by tenfold, from 1,382,286 to
3,606,137 in the last decade from 2009 to 2018 (Table 1.3) (University Grants
Commission, 2018a). The student numbers include National University (NU),
Bangladesh Open University (BOU) and Islamic Arabic University (IAU). These
three universities are the largest in terms of student population, operating and
offering degrees in different ways. NU is catering to general and professional
degrees in 34 disciplines through its 2,269 graduate and postgraduate affiliated
colleges and institutions with 2,528,689 students spread all over Bangladesh
(University Grants Commission, 2018b). Similar to NU, IAU also offers degrees
through its 1,336 Madrasha Colleges with 87,143 students across Bangladesh;
while BOU is offering various degrees through distance mode with 318,526 stu-
dents as of 2018 (University Grants Commission, 2018b).

With the exception from NU, BOU and IAU, the rate of enrolment in private uni-
versities is higher than in public universities. In fact, in 2018 private universities enrolled
more than 100,000 students than the number of students enrolled in the remaining 34
universities offering degrees directly. In particular, 354,333 students were enrolled in
85 private universities in 2018, whereas 238,866 students were enrolled in 34 public
universities at that time (University Grants Commission, 2018b).

Such massive growth of the university sector in the post-1990s periods seemed
to push higher education from what Trow (1973) calls ‘elite’ to mass education in
Bangladesh. However, the question remains as to how far these universities are

Privatisation of higher education 9



different from those established by the British during the colonial times. The
British colonial rulers brought a Western higher education system to the Indian
Subcontinent which, as we see above, was tightly connected to colonial interests
(Altbach, 2004, 2005). Although in post-independence Bangladesh higher edu-
cation transformed into taking up a major role in shaping the national identity and
playing a significant part in informing the political system – if not broadening the

Table 1.2 Growth of public and private universities in Bangladesh over the decades

Year(s) Number of public universities
established

Year(s) Number of private
universities
established

1921–1952 Only one University – University
of Dhaka

1953–1971 Five public universities added –

University of Rajshahi, Bangladesh
Agricultural University, Bangladesh
University of Engineering and
Technology (BUET), University of
Chittagong, and Jahangirnagar
University

1971–1985 No University added, although the
Act of Islamic University was
passed in 1980

1986–1990 Three universities added – Islamic
University, Shahjalal Science and
Technology University and Khulna
University

1990–1995 13 private uni-
versities added

1990–1999 Four universities added, including
National University and Bangla-
desh Open University

1996–2001 Four private uni-
versities added

2000–2009 18 public universities added
including 10 science and technol-
ogy universities, three agricultural
universities and five general
universities

2002–2007

2007–2008

37 private uni-
versities added
No private uni-
versity added

2010–2018 18 public universities added,
including six science and technol-
ogy related universities, and two
general universities. Of them, five
public universities are yet to com-
mence operation.

2009–2013

2014–2018

26 private uni-
versities added
25 private uni-
versity added

Totals 49 public universities (of them, five
yet to be operated)

105 (of them, eight
private universities
are yet to be oper-
ated and two pri-
vate universities
chartered have
been cancelled)
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social base and serving as a driver of the economic system – in the post-1990s
periods, a new role gradually emerged, and that was to serve the market. The
government’s introduction of the private university Acts and the Strategic Plans
focused on shaping the entire higher education system in line with global trends,
much more so than looking into national interests alone. All these changes are
indicative of wide scale neoliberal reformation in the higher education sector
implemented by various governments, regardless of their local political agendas
and national interests of the current time.

This book attempts to understand the dynamic and ever-shifting interface of
the political processes that have informed and shaped the privatisation of higher
education in Bangladesh. In so doing, this book critically analyses a wide range
of documents and engages in face to face conversations with a wide range of
policy actors who were first-hand involved in developing dominant narratives
that have shaped this privatisation process. Our central position in this book is
that this can only be done in a sensitive and holistic manner when we engage
with the postcolonial history of Bangladesh in understanding how the current

Table 1.3 Growth of students in higher education sectors

Universities operated in public sector* Universities operated in private sector

Year Number of
universities

Total
students

Rate of
increase/
decrease
compared
to previous
year (%)

Number of
universities

Total
students

Rate of
increase/
decrease
compared
to pre-
vious year
(%)

2008 29 1,176,969 -15.92 51 182,641 +7

2009 31 1,382,216 +17.44 51 200,939 +10

2010 31 1,736,887 +25.65 51 220,752 +9.86

2011 34 2,170,472 +24.96 52 280,822 +27.21

2012 34 1,890,543 -12.90 60 314,640 +12.04

2013 34 2,020,549 +6.87 78 328,736 +4.48

2014 35 2,849,865 +41.04 80 330,730 +0.61

2015 37 3,206,435 +12.51 85** 350,130 +5.87

2016 37 3,150,409 -1.75 95*** 337,157 -3.70

2017 37 3,606,137 +14.13 95**** 354,333 +5.09

* This includes all affiliated Colleges and Institutions under different universities
** Although 85 private universities were approved in 2015, three of them did not begin academic
activities at that time
*** Although 95 private universities were approved in 2016, nine of them did not begin academic
activities at that time
**** Although 95 private universities were approved in 2017, five of them did not begin academic
activities at that time
(Source: University Grants Commission, 2018b)
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character and temperament of the privatisation of higher education system have
been the result of the historically situated attitudes of these policy actors and
other vested interest groups and the inherent purposes they have espoused either
deliberately or in a less tangible manner. The tracing of the political processes
and the history in this book thus pay attention to the inconsistencies and rup-
tures in the discourses that have defined the shifting épistémès over a period of
more than a century.

How materials have been sourced for this book

The methodology we have adopted for this study is broadly a qualitative one,
using case study as a strategy of inquiry (Stake, 2008), and within that,
approaches that facilitate an institutional ethnography. According to Smith
(1990), institutes are “textually-mediated social organizations” and within
them policy documents, legislatures and official reports – including those rela-
ted to planning and funding – are replicable texts which act as standardising
tools. These tools then can be a visible representation of the structure and
operational ethos of an institution. An institutional ethnography approach thus
allows us to understand how institutes operate through texts and the dis-
courses and organisational cultures produced by such texts. This approach also
allows us to also understand how local (institutional) discourses are linked to
translocal discourses – such as those in the broader society, and globally.
Wright and Rocco (2016, p. 27) explain that these discourses “set the para-
meters for a person’s ability or inability to navigate the structural and political
subsystems that impact … work”. They further point out that the role of
power as an analytic focus is critically important in allowing us to view the
organisation of institutes.

We identified ‘privatisation of higher education in Bangladesh’ as a case and
within this case we look at how and why privatisation has evolved in the higher
education sector in the way it has. An instrumental case study approach meant that
the focus included privatisation patterns in both public and private universities and
a consideration of why the state has used certain controlling and intervention
measures in this process to obtain what Murphy (2020, p. 492) calls the “secur-
itization of higher education”. The case study has its own research design (Yin,
2009) in which various data collection tools including interviews with key persons
or informants, document analysis and observation can be employed to collect data
(Swanborn, 2010).

In collecting data, we used a variety of empirical materials, such personal
experiences and interviews, cultural texts, artefacts and productions, and media
documents (Table 1.4). Document analysis involved two key government docu-
ments that accelerated the privatisation process across both public and private
universities since the 1990s. These two key documents include the Private Uni-
versity Acts – the Private University Act 1992, 1998 (amendment), the Private
University Ordinance 2008 and the Private University Act 2010, and the Strategic
Plan for Higher Education with the technical and financial support of the World
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Bank in 2006. To understand the politics of intervention and control in this pri-
vatisation process we also conducted face to face in-depth interviews with 28
policy elites who were involved in these policy formulation processes in various
capacities. Along with these two key policy documents – the Private University
Acts and the Strategic Plan for Higher Education 2006–2026 – we also ana-
lysed some other documents including a range of public university Acts and
media reports.

Some parts of document analysis and the interviews with policy actors were
conducted by the first author of this book as part of a doctoral study where he
attempted to understand the processes in the formation of neoliberal ideas in
the Bangladeshi higher education sector (see Kabir, 2016). From the reviews
of the Acts (1992, 1998, 2008 and 2010) and the Strategic Plan, we found
that some of these policies were developed almost 25 years ago while others
were relatively recent policy processes. For example, the first Private University
Act was formulated in 1992 and the government introduced an amendment of
this Act in 1998. However, some of these policies – the Private University
Ordinance 2008, the latest Act 2010 as well as the Strategic Plan – were rela-
tively new neoliberal policies in higher education. We found out that the for-
mation of all of these neoliberal policies was influenced by the involvement of
a range of ‘elite’ policy actors. Consequently, the first author employed “ret-
rospective elite interviewing” as it seemed to offer a better understanding of
past events and processes (see for reference, Selwyn, 2013, p. 343). We use
pseudonyms to ensure anonymity for the participants when we use their infor-
mation in this book.

Table 1.4 Methods of analysis into data

Methods of analysis Sources of data

Document analysis – A 20-year Strategic Plan for Higher Education 2006–2026
– Strategic Plan for Higher Education 2017–2030
– ‘Guiding Rules for Regulating the Branch Campuses’ or ‘the

Study Centre of Foreign University or Institute 2014’
– Private University Acts 1992, 1998 (amended), 2010
– Cabinet Approved Private University Act 2010
– Private University Ordinance 2008
– Public University Acts
– UGC reports
– University reports
– Media reports

Interview analysis – Five policy administrators from UGC and Ministry of
Education

– Eleven academics
– Three politicians
– Four journalists
– Five private sector representatives
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To examine this case, we first used global literature to theorise the concept of
neoliberalism and postcolonialism on a global scale. We then focused on the spe-
cific issue of privatisation of higher education in Bangladesh based on data drawn
from the aforementioned documents and interviews analysis.

Disclaimer – what this book is not about

In theory, this book is not about judging whether market fundamentalism
(Sidhu, 2006) or excessive government intervention is ‘bad’ – or good. Rather
this book uses a critical lens to understand how a complex web of power rela-
tions embedded in and originating from Bangladesh’s colonial history has seeped
into current day constructions of higher education in certain distinctive and
locally-sensitive ways. This book, therefore, seeks to problematise power and
politics in the current day development of higher education using postcolonial
perspectives.

In Bangladesh, higher education is offered through a range of academic insti-
tutions including full-fledged public and private universities, as well as their affili-
ated colleges. As stated above, affiliated colleges under the National University
(NU) and the Islamic Arabic University (IAU) cover about 77% of all higher
education institutes nationwide (University Grants Commission, 2017, 2018a).
Apart from these affiliated colleges under NU and IAU, there is also a large
number of colleges and institutes including medical, agricultural and engineering
colleges that offer higher education under different universities. For example,
under the University of Dhaka, there are more than 100 affiliated colleges
including general and medical and technical colleges offering degrees in various
areas (University of Dhaka, 2020). There are also about 3,885 affiliated Colleges
and Madrashas (Islamic religious schools) under public universities offering various
higher education degrees spread over the country (University Grants Commission,
2018b).

Although these affiliated colleges and institutes offer degrees under different
universities, their governance systems are significantly different from those oper-
ating as full-fledged universities. The relationship between these affiliated colleges
and the full-fledged universities are confined in terms of curriculum and academic
development. This means that academic matters, including the curriculum, exam-
ination and degree awards of affiliated colleges are controlled and managed by the
respective university under which it operates; however administrative and govern-
ance systems, including teacher and staff recruitments and their promotion and
transfer are controlled, managed and administered by the government as well as
non-government bodies powered by different Acts and Laws promulgated by the
government.

This book does not address how these affiliated colleges and institutions operate
and are governed by the state. Rather, the scope of the book is confined to look-
ing into how full-fledged universities adopt and have adopted various models of
privatisation into their systems and the micro-politics of state control and inter-
vention through which the privatisation processes are enacted in the higher
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education sector. Inevitably, although the focus of the book is on private uni-
versities, we will discuss the case of public universities too, which have also seen
forms of neoliberalist ideologies that have positioned them somewhat in the con-
tinuum of what we consider to be characteristic of privatisation (see, for example,
the case of Jagannath University in Chapter 8). Therefore, the analysis will cover
both public and private universities, including NU and IAU.

Nor does this book address how the three international universities – Islamic
University of Technology, run and funded by the Organisation of Islamic Coop-
eration (OIC) (Islamic University of Technology, 2020), Asian University of
Women, established by the international philanthropic organisations including the
Goldman Sachs Foundation and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the
Government of Bangladesh (Asian University of Women, 2020) and South Asian
University, located in India, established with the technical and financial support of
the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) member states –
operate in Bangladesh (South Asian University, 2020). These three universities are
different in terms of governance and financing systems from the universities and
study centres approved by the government under the Private University Act 2010
and the ‘Guiding Rules for Regulating the Branch Campuses’ or ‘the Study
Centre of Foreign University or Institute 2014’. Unlike private universities and
international study centres, all of these three international universities are operated
by their own Acts. Similar to the case of affiliated colleges, this book does not
expand on the analysis of the governance systems of these international uni-
versities. However, overall, analyses into the trends of privatisation certainly covers
how the overall university sector operates, as well as the wider economic context
of privatisation in Bangladesh.

Chapter summaries

This book comprises eight chapters in addition to this introductory chapter. These
chapters reflect how privatisation processes have been adopted and reinforced in
both public and public universities in Bangladesh, each critically considering a
different aspect of the processes. In so doing, these chapters focus on key aspects
of privatisation including financial modes of higher education, quality assurance
mechanisms, the governance system of higher education, debate about whether
private university should be operated in a not-for-profit or ‘for-profit’ manner, and
how public universities are expected to be operated in Bangladesh. The summaries
of these chapters are presented next.

Chapter 2 constructs the conceptual framework employed in this book to
understand the concept of neoliberalism and postcolonialism, generally, and in the
context of the study. In so doing, it first discusses both the philosophical and
ideological aspects of the origin of neoliberalism and then looks at how these
political ideologies have been incorporated in the national and global policy
domains including the higher education sector. The discussion further covers how
International Financial Institutions (IFIs) became key promoters of neoliberal
policy doctrines across the globe. Such discussion helps to conceptualise how
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global actors influence local forces (in this case, in Bangladesh) from post-colonial
perspectives. The final part of the chapter critically explores how power relations
between the coloniser and the colonised and the residual influences of such power
relationships have impacted on current policy affairs in the postcolonial space.
Interspersed in this discussion, this chapter also identifies the key trends of global
higher education across the world today.

Chapter 3 explores contemporary trends and issues of privatisation of higher
education in a number of selected Asian countries. This analysis traces how
certain persisting trends have characterised the planning and provision of pri-
vate higher education in these countries in order to situate contemporary
trends of higher education privatisation in Bangladesh. These countries include
China, India, Malaysia, Sri Lanka and Vietnam. In selecting the countries,
rather than considering their geographical locations, we have considered a
cross-section that features substantial diversity as well as similarities in their
historical, economic, political and cultural profiles, as well as a wide-spectrum
of policy rhetoric as significant markers in understanding the trends of privati-
sation of higher education Bangladesh. This chapter closely looks at how poli-
cies have not only travelled unidirectionally from the West to the East, but also
from region to region.

Chapter 4 explores how a diverse range of financial strategies adopted in both
public and private universities helped mitigate the financial burden of higher
education in Bangladesh. It argues that the government has developed a ‘cost-
sharing’ approach in a way that not only ensures that the government has little
or no financial responsibility for private universities, but also offloads public
higher education costs to its end users. It also explores the micro-politics of
adopting these different financial approaches across the entire higher education
sector and the ways in which different and successive governments have justified
and legitimised higher education as an end-users-pay system in both private and
public universities.

Chapter 5 discusses the governance system of higher education by considering
the key feature of the New Public Management (NPM) approach in Bangladesh.
This approach takes the form of the retention of the centrality of government
control and the application of this control across both public and private uni-
versities. The chapter argues that although NPM as a governance system originally
emerged from the private management model and has been applied to public
sector in order to ensure public accountability of state-run universities in the West,
arguably in Bangladesh a distinctly localised form of NPM has developed over the
last three decades. It explores how state involvement in the governance of the
private universities has been justified and extended significantly in the noughties,
so that to date private universities in Bangladesh are significantly different organi-
sations from their original manifestation.

Chapter 6 discusses forms of quality controlling mechanisms, and how far
some of these ‘deviate’ from market norms and expectations. It addresses the
causes and effects of the discursive forces of marketisation and the political
motives and interests embedded in shaping how ‘quality’ is understood in higher
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education. The chapter argues that although the idea of external audits was intro-
duced in line with global trends, the government’s involvement was also ensured in
the quality assurance process through its conveniently placed ‘arm’s-length’ bodies –
such as the University Grants Commission (UGC) and the Accreditation Council.

Chapter 7 discusses the complexities surrounding the government’s sus-
tained tentativeness in situating higher education in Bangladesh as neither
‘for-profit’ nor ‘not for-profit’, or both. It explores how the government of
Bangladesh has developed a distinctive form of the private university model
by remaining non-committal to either position. To identify this unique posi-
tion, this chapter first looks at how the idea of the ‘private university’ has
been shaped across the globe over the last few decades and then discusses
how far some of the features of global private universities align with the idea
of the private university in Bangladesh. The chapter concludes with the
assertion that the concept of the private university in Bangladesh was done
through reference to the understanding that an academic institution could be
set up by a person or a group of people in a way that is neither ‘for-profit’
nor ‘not for-profit’, or both, although the government might still control its
existence through regulations and state-sanctioned power of quality assurance
bodies, such as the UGC.

Chapter 8 discusses the politics of neoliberal planning in public higher edu-
cation. Through the case study of one public university, this chapter looks at
journalistic, media and scholarly discourses about various issues in the higher
education sector as a whole, and explores how the government has succeeded
in pulling various neoliberal ideas together into the operationalisation of public
higher education in Bangladesh. To explore neoliberal planning in the public
higher education, this chapter identifies the establishment of the Jagannath
University during the time of formation of the Strategic Plan for Higher
Education (SPHE) as a case. We take the SPHE as a departure point to ana-
lyse the micro-politics of neoliberal planning in public higher education sector
and pay attention to the relationship between local and global policy actors.
This chapter shows that although the Jagannath movement succeeded in
achieving its desired changes, there has been no meaningful change in the
overall direction of neoliberal transformation in public higher education sector.
Public universities have creatively adopted various measures to offload financial
pressure onto students.

Chapter 9 concludes by drawing on the analysis and discussion of the pre-
ceding chapters. This chapter moves on to discussing the implications of the
arguments set forth in the book and elucidates possible future trajectories of
privatisation in postcolonial Bangladesh. While the past quarter of a century
has in some ways been a period of trial-and-error for the government, more
recent years have seen the sedimentation of policies which continue to shape
neoliberal agendas, albeit at a slower, if steadier pace. The chapter discusses if
this is a symptom of policy change overload, or if the current trends of glo-
balisation have somehow sedimented into a newer form of privatisation.
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Notes
1 Please see Preface for our understanding of the concept of ‘postcolonial’ as used in this

book.
2 Awaiting final approval at the time of writing
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