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Aziz Khan was born in 1939 in Myminsingh in what is now Bangladesh. At the time of his birth, however, Myminsingh was a city in British ruled India. In 1947

Pakistan was created out of two Muslim-majority regions of India and the region of his birth suddenly became the eastern province of the newly independent country of

Pakistan. East and West Pakistan were separated by a thousand miles of Indian territory and the military dictatorships that ruled Pakistan treated the eastern province almost as if it were a colony, using the foreign exchange earned from jute exports in East Pakistan to finance industrialization in West Pakistan. Thus Aziz experienced both external colonialism under Britain and a form of internal colonialism under Pakistan. In 1971

Bangladesh seceded from Pakistan and became independent and only then did he and his fellow countrymen become responsible for their own destiny.

This history of domination, repression, exploitation and impoverishment shaped his view of the world and, as we shall see, strongly influenced his writing, research and professional activities. Aziz studied economics at the University of Dhaka. After graduation in 1960 he joined the Pakistan Institute of Development Economics in

Karachi, where it quickly became apparent that he was a young research economist of exceptional potential. His first published paper, in 1961, was on "Financing the Second Five Year Plan". The second paper, published a year later, was on the marketable surplus function in West Pakistan. He then published a celebrated paper in 1963 in which he argued that planned import substituting industrialization in Pakistan had the unintended consequence of liberalizing aggregate consumption, lowering the savings rate and hence reducing the long-run rate of growth. This was a veiled attack on the overall development strategy being followed in the country and with its publication Aziz immediately became recognized as a formidable critic of the regime.

The Pakistan Institute of Development Economics had intended to send Aziz to the United States to obtain a Ph.D. on a Ford Foundation grant. The US government, however, refused to give him a visa on the grounds that his political activities as a student disqualified him for entry into the country. (It is ironical that many years later Aziz became a US citizen.) The Institute persuaded the Ford Foundation to alter its policy that restricted educational grants to US institutions and consequently Aziz was sent instead to

Cambridge University.

His supervisor at Cambridge was James Mirrlees who later was awarded a Nobel Prize in economics. Also influential in his intellectual development at Cambridge were Austin Robinson (who in fact became his closest mentor), Joan Robinson (who should have received a Nobel Prize), Maurice Dobb (a brilliant Marxist economic historian) and Richard Goodwin (an American who found refuge from Macarthyism by emigrating to England). His three years at Cambridge (1963-66) – yes, one could obtain a doctorate in three years – were formative. They affected not only his professional interests in economics but also how one does economics. The "Cambridge tradition" at that time still was flourishing and was rather different from the way economics was taught and done in the United States.

Planning

In the 1960s and 1970s there was a great deal of interest in central planning in developing countries, especially in South Asia where governments had created powerful planning commissions and elaborate systems for data collection which made it possible to formulate rather detailed five year plans. This interest in planning reflected a deep skepticism that market forces alone could generate rapid growth. It also was an anti-colonial reaction to the capitalism practiced by the West and a response to the apparent success of central planning in the Soviet Union.

After returning from Cambridge, Aziz published a series of articles and reports on the use of multisectoral programming models for planning in Pakistan. He also edited a book in 1970 on the Strategy and Technique of Development Planning. His main interest at this time was in regional planning, the topic of his 1966 Ph.D. thesis for Cambridge. Although his research was highly technical, his motivation was political and ethical, namely, to reduce the disparity in per capita income between West and East Pakistan. Aziz also constructed a detailed planning model for East Pakistan for the Fourth Five Year Plan (1970 – 75) period.

The Fourth Five Year Plan was never implemented. When Bangladesh separated from Pakistan in 1971, Aziz became the chief economist of the Bangladesh Planning Commission and his academic research on planning models came to a halt. Even after he left the Planning Commission he published relatively little on planning as such: a co-authored book on The Basic Needs Approach to Development (1977), an essay on "Basic Needs Targets" (1986), reports on "Optimal Prices" (1973, with James Mirrlees),

employment in Bangladesh (1976) and manpower planning in Bangladesh (1981).

Wages, Employment and Poverty

There was in fact a marked shift of emphasis in favor of research on wages, employment and poverty. In the midst of his writing on planning models Aziz published a famous paper on "What Has Been Happening to Real Wages in Pakistan?" (1967). This was a careful empirical study of the trend in real wages in industry between the mid-1950s and the early 1960s in both East and West Pakistan. His results showed that in general real wages had remained stagnant or even declined despite a development strategy that gave priority to rapid industrialization.

This paper helped to stimulate an outpouring of research by many other economists on the implications of the development strategy adopted by Pakistan for the real incomes of the poor, for income inequality, and for industrial efficiency and growth. Some of this research was assembled and published in a book edited by Aziz and myself on Growth and Inequality in Pakistan (1972). By the time the book was published, Pakistan had disintegrated, in part because of the tensions created by a development strategy that aggravated regional, sectoral and class inequalities.

We suspected that Pakistan was not unique and that other countries in Asia had adopted development strategies that had achieved growth while simultaneously impoverishing certain sections of the population. Aziz pursued this idea when he joined the International Labour Organization as the chief economist of the Rural and Urban Employment Policies Branch and later when he became the director of the ILO's Asian Regional Team for Employment Promotion (ARTEP). The two of us edited a book which achieved a certain amount of notoriety in the ILO. It was entitled Poverty and Landlessness in Rural Asia (1977) and argued on the basis of a number of empirical case studies that the rural poor were being left behind in the growth process and often were being further impoverished. Fuel was added to the fire by one of Aziz's contributions to the volume, in which he showed that China was the "great exception" in that rural poverty in that country showed no tendency to increase. This was the first of many important contributions by Aziz to the study of the Chinese economy.

Aziz and I also published an article on "Poverty in the Third World: Ugly Facts and Fancy Models" (1977) which summarized the facts on impoverishment and criticized orthodox development models which we believed contributed to the problem. Aziz continued to maintain a strong interest in employment issues and wrote a number of books on the subject, including country studies of Laos (1980), Nepal (1982) and the Philippines (1997) as well as general studies such as Employment, Income and Local Resource Mobilization (1980) and Overcoming Unemployment (1994). No economist, I believe, has written as much about the employment problems of developing countries as Aziz Khan and no one has written with such clarity and good sense.

The Distribution of Income

Employment issues are important for Aziz because they are closely related to issues of poverty, his primary concern. Poverty, however, also is closely related to the distribution of income and hence Aziz has paid close attention to questions such as the extent and causes of inequality and policy interventions that could be used to reduce inequality. I cannot do justice to his writings on this theme, but his research on the distribution of income in China deserves to be singled out for special mention. Indeed Aziz probably is the world's leading authority on income inequality in China.

His first effort was to measure the distribution of income in rural China, in the ILO paper mentioned above that was published in 1977. This was an imaginative attempt at empirical research on a country he had not yet had an opportunity to visit. His first visit was in 1982, when he studied the early stages of the agrarian reforms, and he has revisited China very frequently in the subsequent two decades and more. Original empirical research on the distribution of income in China as a whole began in 1988 when Zhao Renwei and I invited Aziz to join a team we were organizing to undertake a nationwide household sample survey to produce the first reliable estimates of income inequality in the country. Our main purpose was to produce baseline data that could be used to monitor changes in the distribution of income as China effected a transition from a centrally planned economy to one guided by market forces.

Aziz became a leading member of the team and produced the definitive estimates of rural, urban and overall inequality; the components of income and sources of inequality; gender inequality; and regional inequalities. The research highlighted growing inequality in rural China, the low degree of inequality in urban China, and the exceptionally high degree of rural-urban inequality. The results were published in several places, including in a summary volume edited by Zhao Renwei and myself entitled The Distribution of Income in China (1993).

Aziz helped to replicate the 1988 study in 1995 and again in 2002 and hence, thanks to him, we are able to trace the sharp rise in inequality that occurred during the transition period up to 1995 and the subsequent decline in inequality. His research also enables us to trace the moderate decline in poverty between 1988 and 1995 (when inequality was increasing) and the accelerated decline in poverty between 1995 and 2002 (when inequality was falling). The results of the 1995 research project were published in Inequality and Poverty in China in the Age of Globalization (2000, with Carl Riskin) and the results of the 2002 research project were published in Growth, Inequality and Poverty in China (2004).

Agrarian Institutions and Land Reform

I may have given the impression inadvertently that Aziz is interested primarily in models and empirical measurement and that he has neglected the role of institutions in development. If so, that would be a mistake. He has long appreciated the importance of institutions in promoting efficiency, encouraging a more equal distribution of income and stimulating growth, particularly in rural areas. Unlike most development economists, Aziz has been sympathetic to communal institutions and has argued that there is no reason in principle why collective agriculture must be inefficient. It should be possible to design a set of incentives that combines the efficiency advantages of private farms with the distributive advantages of collective farms.

In 1979 he published a book with Dharam Ghai on Collective Agriculture and

Rural Development in Soviet Central Asia. His field research in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan led him to conclude that in the less developed regions of the Soviet Union, collective institutions were used to promote rural development rather than squeeze agriculture in order to encourage industrialization, as happened in the richer regions. In China, too, the commune system, despite its weaknesses, managed to combine a high degree of distributive equity with reasonable growth. The thrust of his research in rural China, however, was on Agrarian Policies and Institutions in China after Mao, the title of a book he wrote with Eddy Lee (1983). In a series of papers, journal articles and reports he argued that the radical redistributive land reforms in China after 1978 contributed to an acceleration in the growth of agricultural output while ensuring that incomes from farming were distributed in a highly egalitarian way. Indeed the even distribution of land offset the highly unequal distribution of earnings in the township and village enterprises and thus helped to ensure that overall inequality in the countryside did not become intolerable.

Rural institutions was the subject of Agrarian Systems and Rural Development
(1979), a book he edited with three colleagues at the ILO. In this and in many other publications Aziz emphasized the advantages of redistributive land reforms, even in the densely settled regions of Asia where many economists argued that there wasn't enough land to redistribute to make a significant difference. Aziz countered with evidence from Taiwan, South Korea and Japan. Aziz also argued that land reform was easier to implement in countries that relied on tenant farming rather than on farming with wage labor. The reason for this is that under a wage labor system, land redistribution implied a massive reorganization of the agricultural sector whereas under tenant farming operational holdings already were evenly distributed and hence land reform required little more than a transfer of ownership from the landlord to his tenants.

More recently, in an article on "Poverty and the Distribution of Land" published in the Journal of Agrarian Change (2002, with Keith Griffin and Amy Ickowitz) it is argued that a redistributive land reform is likely to reduce poverty in a variety of ways, e.g., by redistributing income and wealth directly, by generating more employment opportunities, by raising output per unit of land and hence total output, and by raising the rate of investment and growth. One school of left wing thinkers opposes redistributive land reform because they believe, contrary to evidence, that agriculture is characterized by economies of scale. Those of a right wing persuasion, on the other hand, oppose redistributive land reforms because they believe property rights in land should be inviolate. Aziz, in contrast to both schools, remains an advocate of land reform on grounds of equity, efficiency and growth.

Bangladesh

Aziz has kept in close touch with Bangladesh and visits the country at least once a year. He is the country's most famous economist, nationally and internationally, and has produced a steady stream of research on a wide range of subjects. He has published papers on trade policy and economic relations with socialist countries, on rural development and cooperatives, on trends in real wages of agricultural workers, and on poverty and inequality. He has contributed chapters to books on agricultural employment and on basic needs targets and he has written several overall assessments of policy and economic performance in Bangladesh since independence.

In 1972, just a year after independence, he published a book on The Economy of

Bangladesh. This was the first comprehensive analysis of the country's problems and included discussions of demographic factors, poverty and the causes of stagnation; an analysis of the most important sectors of the economy (agriculture, manufacturing, foreign trade, infrastructure); and a clear indication of priorities for planning the future. The book was essential reading for anyone interested in the problems of a large, extremely poor and newly independent country. 

Seventeen years later, in 1989, Aziz published another book (with Mahabub Hossain) which again contained a comprehensive assessment of economic performance in Bangladesh. The Strategy of Development in Bangladesh contains a review of the achievements and failures of orthodox economic policies adopted by successive governments in the country. These policies included raising interest rates, devaluing the currency, reducing the size of the public sector, privatizing state industrial enterprises and eschewing land reform in favor of a green revolution strategy in agriculture. While there was a moderate increase in per capita income, Aziz concludes that "the overall picture... is not an encouraging one" and that "the high hopes held by those who fought for independence have not materialized."

In 1997 Aziz published his most recent assessment in an article entitled "A

Quarter Century of Development of Bangladesh: Successes and Failures". The tone here is slightly less critical although disappointment remains that the successes were not as great as was hoped at the time of independence. Perhaps disappointment was inevitable since reality never was likely to match the ideals enunciated at the time of independence, even by such a hard-headed realist as Aziz Khan.

If one compares the performance in Bangladesh since independence with that in

Pakistan, the achievements in Bangladesh are rather impressive. On the eve of independence per capita income in West Pakistan was about 60 per cent higher than in East Pakistan. Today the income differential is only about 10 per cent. Population growth in Bangladesh is now much lower than in Pakistan (1.5 per cent a year in Bangladesh compared to 2.2 per cent in Pakistan) and the rate of growth of GDP is higher (4.9 per cent a year during the period 1990-2002 in Bangladesh compared to 3.6 per cent in Pakistan). As a result, average incomes in recent years have increased more than twice as fast in Bangladesh as in Pakistan. This is a good record for a country that was widely described as a "basket case" in the 1970s. In addition, the distribution of income in Bangladesh, while far from being equitable, is slightly less unequal than in Pakistan. Finally, in political terms, Pakistan has been ruled for most of its history by a military dictatorship while Bangladesh has alternated between governments which took power by force and a chaotic and violent democracy. The overall record therefore suggests that while Bangladesh has not performed as well as one would have liked, performance has probably been better than it would have been if Bangladesh had remained a province of Pakistan. Independence has been good for the Bangladeshis.

Advice to Governments

In addition to his career as a teacher and researcher, Aziz has devoted enormous effort to providing policy advice to the governments of developing countries and transition economies. He has been a senior official of both the ILO and the World Bank and a consultant to many other organizations, in particular the United Nations Development Programme. By my count, he has given policy advice or conducted policy relevant research in at least 21 countries. This includes eight countries in South and Southeast Asia (Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines and Laos), seven countries in Africa (Egypt, Liberia, Nigeria, Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda and the Sudan), and six ex-socialist countries passing through the transition to a more market-oriented economy (China, Vietnam, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan,

Poland and Russia).

Thanks to his extensive research on China, he was well placed after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 to offer advice to the ex-socialist transition countries, and his services were much in demand. The conventional wisdom at the time was that the transition from plan to market should be effected as rapidly as possible by introducing a large number of reforms simultaneously, in a "big bang". Aziz was skeptical of this "shock therapy" approach and advised instead that countries should emulate the Chinese and Vietnamese experience and adopt a strategy of sequential reforms.

In a joint paper on "The Transition to Market-Guided Economies: Lessons for

Russia and Eastern Europe from the Chinese Experience" (1994), we concentrated on four strategic issues. First, in order to avoid hyper-inflation, we advocated that macroeconomic financial stability should take precedence over rapid price liberalization. Second, we stressed the importance of maintaining a rapid rate of growth by maintaining a high level of investment even if this occurred at the expense of allocative efficiency. In the long run, efficiency is achieved by allocating the flow of investment to socially profitable activities rather than by reallocating the stock of productive assets. Hence anything that reduces the rate of investment is likely to delay the achievement of an efficient allocation of resources.

Third, we cautioned against wholesale privatization of state owned industrial enterprises. Reform of property rights, i.e., the transfer of ownership of existing enterprises, was much less important than the creation of incentives to establish and expand new small and medium-sized enterprises in the private sector. Finally, we argued that even in the best of circumstances, inequality was likely to increase during the transition period. In order to prevent the emergence of a high incidence of poverty and the creation of a highly inegalitarian market economy, we recommended that measures be introduced early in the reform process to create a relatively equal distribution of wealth, e.g. through a radical redistributive land reform. We also recommended that a new social safety net be created to prevent the incomes of the most vulnerable groups from declining precipitously.

These priorities were very different from the mainstream view that emphasis should be placed on price liberalization, privatization of state owned enterprises and reducing the size of the public sector. Aziz thus presented an alternative policy agenda and as one Soviet bloc country after another encountered severe economic difficulties, the alternative policy agenda became increasingly attractive.

A Tribute to a Friend

Aziz has worn many hats. He has been a teacher, a researcher, an administrator and a policy advisor. In all of these roles he has achieved a standard of rare excellence.

He demands much of himself and others, but he is kind and generous, particularly to the young, and he is tactful and helpful to his colleagues and subordinates. Aziz has a gift for friendship and the gift is permanent, a life-time appointment.

We have been friends for nearly 40 years. We have worked in the same institutions together. We have conducted research together. We have written papers together, published books together, edited volumes together and written reports together.

We have travelled together, advised governments and international organizations together and supervised and taught students together. And always I have been impressed by his breadth of knowledge, his prodigious memory and his ability to produce a high quality product under pressure and on time.

When Aziz and I lived in Riverside, California, we usually found time on several days each week to have a cup of coffee together. We discussed world affairs, department business, our current projects, good novels or works of history we have read, or anything else that enters our heads. Over the years we must have consumed several thousand cups of coffee together in Riverside and dined together several hundred times while working abroad. On each occasion I have learned something new or clarified my thinking or been stimulated to pursue something further. Those thousands of cups of coffee and hundreds of meals have been a movable post-doctoral seminar and an important part of my education. Free mini-lectures, free lists of references, free comments on my work: these have been some of his many gifts of friendship and I thank him for all of them.
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