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INTRODUCTION

Why This Book Exists
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A Personal Account of Why a Businessman from Bangladesh Spent Three Years Reading Everything Written About Governance Since Plato—and What He Found

This book began with a question I could not stop asking. I was sitting in a boardroom in Dhaka, in the middle of a meeting about a contract that everyone in the room knew would not go to the best bidder. It would go to the connected bidder. This was not a surprise. It was not even, by the standards of the room, remarkable. It was simply how things worked. And I found myself looking around at the faces of my colleagues—intelligent people, capable people, people who understood exactly what was happening and had long since made their peace with it—and thinking, Why? Not why does corruption exist. I knew why corruption exists. But why does it persist, generation after generation, in country after country, despite the fact that everyone who participates in it knows that it is destroying the country they live in and love?

I am a businessman and marketer. I have spent sixteen years in senior roles across manufacturing, real estate, technology, and food service. I hold an MBA from IBA, Dhaka University. I have run organizations, managed teams, and watched leaders succeed and fail at close range. I am not a political scientist. I am not an academic. I am not a politician, a civil servant, or a development economist. I am, in the most straightforward sense, an ordinary educated citizen of a country that should be doing far better than it is—and who became angry enough about that gap to spend three years trying to understand it.

What I found, at the end of that reading, is the argument this book makes. It is not a complicated argument. It does not require specialist knowledge to follow, and it does not arrive at conclusions that will surprise anyone who has thought seriously about why some countries succeed and others fail. What it does is something that I believe the existing literature on governance has not done clearly enough: it assembles the evidence across 2,500 years of history, from Plato to Singapore, into a single coherent picture and then holds that picture up as a mirror — directly, without diplomatic softening — in front of the countries that most need to see it.

— — —
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Who I Am Writing For

I am writing this book for three kinds of readers, and I want to be honest about all three from the beginning.

The first is the educated citizen of the developing world who is tired. Tired of the gap between what their country could be and what it is. Tired of explanations that blame the colonial legacy, the global economic order, the structural constraints of geography, and the cultural inheritance of poverty—all real factors, none of them sufficient to explain why some countries that shared every one of these disadvantages have escaped them while others have not. Tired, above all, of the performance of reform: the anti-corruption speech delivered by the man whose family holds the government contracts; the poverty reduction program announced by the minister whose children attend school in London; and the national development plan published with great ceremony and filed immediately in the cabinet of things that will not be implemented. If you are that tired citizen, this book is for you. It will not comfort you. But it will give you a precise vocabulary for what you are watching, a historical context that makes the pattern explicable, and an argument about what has to change that is grounded in evidence rather than hope.

The second reader is the person who holds power or who aspires to hold it. The politician, the senior official, the party leader, and the young person who is studying politics or law or economics because they believe they can make a difference. For you, this book is something between a manual and a challenge. It is a manual in the sense that it draws on the most successful governance experiments in human history and extracts from them a small set of practices that have produced good outcomes across enormously different cultural, geographic, and historical circumstances. It is a challenge in the sense that it does not allow the comfortable excuse that the developing world's governance failures are the product of circumstances beyond any individual's control. They are not. They are the product of choices. Choices that you, if you hold or seek power, are positioned to make differently. Whether you will is the question this book puts to you directly.

The third reader is anyone, anywhere, who is interested in the oldest and most important question in political life: what does it take to govern well? This book covers Rome, Baghdad, Alexander the Great, Karl Marx, Singapore, the Four Caliphs of early Islam, and the developing world's fifty-year experiment with the rat race. It is written as argument and narrative, not as academic analysis. If you finish it having thought harder about governance than you did when you began, it will have done its work.

— — —
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Where This Book Comes From

The reading that produced this book took three years and covered material I had no formal training to evaluate. I read Ibn Khaldun's Muqaddimah—written by the 14th-century North African historian who produced the first systematic theory of civilizational rise and fall—and found in it a description of the political culture of 21st-century Bangladesh so precise that I had to stop and re-read the passage to confirm that he was writing about the medieval Maghreb and not about Dhaka in 2024. I read Plutarch's account of Cincinnatus and found in a Roman farmer—who set down his plow, accepted the dictatorship of Rome, solved the crisis in fifteen days, and returned to his field—the clearest image I have ever encountered of what public power is supposed to be for. I read the historical accounts of Umar ibn al-Khattab, the second Caliph of Islam, walking through the city of Medina at night in disguise to find a hungry family—the ruler of half the known world personally loading flour onto his back at midnight because a child was crying from hunger, and it was his responsibility. I read Lee Kuan Yew's memoir of building Singapore from an ejected, resource-poor island of two million people into the third-wealthiest nation on earth in a single generation.

I read all of this not as a scholar reads it—for the contribution to a field, for the nuances of historiographical debate, for the theoretical implications—but as a businessman reads it: looking for what worked, what failed, and why. What I found was a pattern so consistent across such different times and places that it ceased to feel like a historical observation and began to feel like something closer to a law. In every case where governance genuinely served the common people over a sustained period, the same small set of qualities was present. In every case where governance failed the common people systematically, one or more of those qualities was critically absent. The pattern does not admit many exceptions. It certainly admits no exceptions at scale.

The pattern is what this book calls the five pillars: honest leadership at the top, law that is real and applied without distinction between the powerful and the powerless, genuine investment in the welfare and development of the ordinary citizen, appointment and promotion of government officials on the basis of merit rather than connection, and the capacity to govern with a time horizon that extends beyond the next election cycle. None of these pillars is new. Every one of them has been stated, in different vocabularies, by political thinkers from Plato to Aristotle to Confucius to Ibn Khaldun to Lee Kuan Yew. What has not been done, as far as I am aware, is to trace all five through the full sweep of relevant historical evidence and then bring that evidence to bear directly and specifically on the governance failures of the contemporary developing world. That is what this book attempts.

— — —
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What This Book Is Not

It is not an academic work. The footnotes are at the back, not in the text, and they are a guide to sources rather than a participation in scholarly debates. Where scholars disagree about the historical record, I have followed the mainstream consensus and noted the areas of genuine uncertainty. I have not pretended to resolve debates that specialists have not resolved.

It is not a policy program. It does not propose specific legislative reforms, institutional designs, or technical interventions for any particular country. There is a substantial and valuable literature of that kind. This book operates at a different level: the level of principle rather than program, of culture rather than legislation, of character rather than structure. The argument is that without the prior conditions this book describes — without the character of leadership that honest governance requires — no program, however well designed, will be consistently implemented. The problem precedes the policy.

It is not a work of political ideology. It does not argue for capitalism over socialism, for democracy over authoritarianism, or for any particular constitutional arrangement. The historical record it examines includes republics and caliphates, city-states and empires, democracies and developmental autocracies. The five pillars appear in all of them when governance works and are absent in all of them when it fails. The argument is not about the form of government. It is about the quality of the people who run it and the institutional cultures they build or destroy.

And it is not a work of despair. It would have been easy to write a book about the developing world's governance failures that arrived at the conclusion that nothing can be done, that the system is too entrenched, that the political economy of extraction is too stable to be disrupted by anything short of revolutionary violence. That conclusion is available. This book does not reach it — not because the obstacles to change are smaller than they appear, but because the historical evidence does not support it. Singapore was not supposed to succeed. The four Rashidun Caliphs were not governing a wealthy, educated, institutionally sophisticated society. Rome built its Republic from a small city-state surrounded by hostile neighbors. The conditions for good governance have always been harder than the conditions for bad governance. The people who built good governance built it anyway. That is the evidence this book rests its hope on.

— — —
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How to Read This Book

The book is structured in five parts. Part One diagnoses the problem: what the character deficit is, why it persists, and what the oldest traditions in political philosophy say about the relationship between the character of those who govern and the quality of what they produce. Part Two presents the historical proof: three civilizations—Rome; the early Islamic caliphate and Baghdad; and Alexander's empire—that demonstrate what honest governance looks like at its best and what its absence produces. Part Three examines the failed shortcuts: what Marx diagnosed correctly about the exploitation of the ordinary citizen and why the communist prescription for addressing that exploitation produced something worse than the disease it was meant to cure. Part Four presents the working model: Singapore, the only developing country that has completed the journey from poverty to first-world prosperity within a single lifetime, and the honest account of both what Lee Kuan Yew built and what he chose not to build. Part Five synthesizes the argument: the five pillars as a unified pattern drawn from the full evidence, and a direct letter to any government willing to read it.

The chapters are designed to be read in sequence because the argument builds from diagnosis through evidence through synthesis to prescription. But each chapter also stands alone as an essay on its subject. A reader who wants only the historical cases can read Chapters Three, Four, and Five without the theoretical framework of Chapter Two. A reader who wants only the practical synthesis can read Chapter Ten and the Conclusion without the historical groundwork. The book is intended to be used as well as read.

One final note about tone. This book is written in the first person, in a voice that is direct, occasionally polemical, and entirely without diplomatic courtesy toward the governing class of the developing world. This is a deliberate choice. There is no shortage of politely worded analyses of developing world governance failures. They have produced, in fifty years, approximately the results that polite analysis tends to produce when its subject is a political culture with every incentive to ignore it. This book is written in the conviction that the situation is urgent enough to warrant honesty and that honesty is itself a form of respect—the respect of treating the reader as someone capable of bearing the truth about their country and doing something with it.

If you find the directness uncomfortable, I would ask you to consider why. The argument this book makes is not new. The evidence it cites is not contested. The pattern it describes is visible to anyone who looks at it honestly. The only thing that prevents it from being widely acknowledged is the political culture of avoidance that the governing class of the developing world has cultivated precisely because acknowledgment is the first step toward accountability. This book is an act of acknowledgment. Everything else that needs to happen follows from there.

— — —
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The developing world does not lack knowledge. It lacks the will to act on what it already knows. This book is an attempt to make that refusal — and its cost — impossible to ignore any longer.

— — —
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Jahidul Islam

Rohanpur, Chapainawabgonj, Rajshahi, Bangladesh

2026
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CHAPTER ONE

The Character Deficit
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Why the Developing World Fails—and Why It Does Not Have To 

I want to begin with a confession. I am not a politician. I am not a professor of political science. I am a businessman and marketer from Bangladesh—a country of 180 million people that has, by any honest reckoning, failed to become what it could and should have been by now. I have spent sixteen years in senior roles watching organizations succeed and fail. I have watched leaders make decisions. I have watched the consequences arrive — sometimes for the organization, sometimes for the people who depended on it, and sometimes for both. And what I have learned, sitting in boardrooms and meeting rooms and market floors across this country, is something that no academic textbook on governance ever quite says plainly enough: the single most important factor in whether a country—or a company, or an institution of any kind—succeeds or fails is the character of the people running it. Not their intelligence. Not their resources. Not their luck. Their character.

This book is built on that observation. It draws on 2,500 years of historical evidence—from the Roman Republic in the second century BCE to the Baghdad of Harun al-Rashid and the Singapore of Lee Kuan Yew—to demonstrate that the same small set of qualities has produced good governance in every age and in every culture where it has been genuinely practiced. Those qualities are not exotic or mysterious. They are honesty, discipline, the rule of law applied without fear or favor, and a genuine commitment to the welfare of the ordinary citizen over the enrichment of the ruling class. Every civilization that has sustained these qualities for a generation or more has prospered. Every civilization that has abandoned them—no matter how richly endowed with natural resources, geographic advantage, or historical momentum—has eventually declined, sometimes catastrophically.

The developing world knows this. That is the most important sentence in this introduction, and I want you to sit with it for a moment. The leaders of Bangladesh, Nigeria, Pakistan, Venezuela, Zimbabwe, and a hundred other countries that have failed their people do not lack knowledge. They are not ignorant of Singapore. They are not unaware of what good governance looks like. They know. They have access to the same history, the same examples, and the same evidence that any reader of this book can access. The problem is not ignorance. The problem is choice. The problem is that the people who hold power in these countries have consistently chosen their own enrichment over their country's development and have constructed political systems, cultural norms, and institutional arrangements that make this choice easy to sustain and difficult to challenge.

This book is an argument that this choice is not inevitable. That it is not cultural. That it is not the product of some inherent deficiency in any people or any civilization. It is a choice—made by individuals, sustained by systems, and reversible by will. The evidence for this claim is sitting in the history books that these same leaders claim to respect. This book is an attempt to make that evidence impossible to ignore.

— — —
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Bangladesh—A Country That Should Not Be Failing

Let me be specific about where I am writing from — because this book is not written from nowhere. It is written from Bangladesh, and it is written from anger that has been quietly accumulating for a long time.

Bangladesh should be one of the success stories of the 21st century. Consider what this country possesses:

A population of 180 million people — one of the densest concentrations of human energy on earth — with a demonstrated capacity for extraordinary hard work, entrepreneurial initiative, and resilience in the face of adversity that the world has repeatedly underestimated.

A garment industry that makes Bangladesh the second-largest exporter of ready-made clothing in the world — a position built not by government wisdom but by the sweat and ingenuity of millions of workers, the majority of them women, who drove an economic transformation against every institutional obstacle.

A river delta of extraordinary agricultural fertility — three crops a year in the right conditions, among the most productive agricultural land in Asia.

A diaspora of educated, successful Bangladeshis in every major economy in the world, sending home remittances that consistently rank among the largest in the region and demonstrating, beyond any reasonable doubt, that Bangladeshi people are capable of world-class achievement when placed in systems that reward merit and uphold law.

And yet. The roads that should have been built with thirty years of economic growth remain incomplete, potholed, or perpetually under construction by contractors who won their tenders through political connection rather than competence. The hospitals that should serve 180 million people are systematically underfunded while the politicians who control the health budget seek treatment abroad at public expense. The schools that should have produced a generation of engineers, doctors, scientists, and thinkers graduate students whose certificates represent years of attendance rather than years of learning. The courts that should protect the citizen from the powerful have become, in too many cases, instruments of the powerful against the citizen. And the elections that should express the democratic will of 180 million people have become — in too many cycles — exercises in the management of outcomes that were decided before the votes were cast.

This is not fate. This is not geography. This is not culture. Bangladesh's culture produced the Liberation War of 1971—one of the most extraordinary acts of collective national will in the history of the post-colonial world, a people choosing dignity and independence at the cost of enormous suffering. The culture that could do that is not a culture incapable of building a functioning state. The problem is not the people. The problem has always been, and remains, the leadership.

The Numbers That Should Shame a Government

180 Million People: The population of Bangladesh is roughly equal to Russia, twice   that of France, and four times that of South Korea.

South Korea in 1971: GDP per capita was approximately the same as Bangladesh.   Today, South Korea's GDP per capita is nearly twenty times higher. Same starting point;   completely different trajectory. 

Corruption Perceptions Index 2023: Bangladesh ranks 149th out of 180   countries. Singapore ranks 5th. Both are small, densely populated Asian nations with no   significant natural resources. The difference is not geography.

Remittances: Bangladeshis working abroad sent home over $21 billion in 2023 —   sustaining an economy that their own government cannot adequately manage. The people   are succeeding. The state is not.

I am not listing these numbers to humiliate Bangladesh. I am listing them because they represent the distance between what is and what could be—and because that distance is entirely the product of governance choices, not destiny. Every number in that list is reversible. South Korea reversed it. Singapore reversed it from a position more difficult than Bangladesh's in 1965. The question is not whether it can be done. The question is whether the people holding power will choose to do it—or whether they will continue choosing themselves.

— — —
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The Rat Race — What Politicians in the Developing World Are Actually Doing

I want to use a phrase that I have been turning over in my mind for years, watching the political class of this country and others like it operate: the rat race. Not the rat race of ordinary citizens scrambling for economic survival—that race is being run honestly, and its runners deserve respect. I mean the rat race of the political class: the competition for public office whose real prize is not the opportunity to serve but the opportunity to extract.

This race has a structure that is depressingly consistent across the developing world, and Bangladesh is an almost perfect illustration of it. To enter politics in Bangladesh—to stand for election at any meaningful level—you must first acquire substantial personal wealth because campaigns cost money, the party apparatus costs money, and the networks of local power that deliver votes cost money. This means that the political class is, before it begins, selected for wealth rather than ability or integrity. The poor do not run. The honest professional with no political connections does not run. The system filters for those who have already demonstrated a willingness and capacity to accumulate resources—which, in the context of a corrupt system, means those who have already demonstrated a tolerance for, or active participation in, corrupt practices.

Once elected, the politician faces a simple arithmetic problem. The investment made to secure the office must be recovered. The patron networks that funded the campaign must be rewarded. The party leadership that provided the nomination must receive its share. And all of this must be accomplished within a term of office that may or may not be renewed. The rational response to this arithmetic — rational within the perverse logic of the system — is to use public office as quickly and as comprehensively as possible to generate private wealth. Contracts go to connected companies. Permits are sold. Public land is acquired through political influence and converted to private use. Government employment is traded for loyalty and money. The state apparatus — which exists, in theory, to serve the citizen — is systematically redirected to serve the officeholder.

The citizen watches this happen. The citizen knows this is happening. Bangladeshi citizens are not naive—they have been watching this for fifty years, and they understand the system with a precision that would embarrass most political scientists. But the citizen also knows that the system is self-reinforcing: the politician who refuses to play by these rules will not survive long enough to change them, because the parties that control nominations, the donors that fund campaigns, and the local power structures that deliver votes are all invested in the continuation of the existing arrangement. Honest individuals who enter politics in the developing world face a choice: adapt to the system or be destroyed by it. Too many adapt. The few who do not are celebrated, briefly, and then forgotten.

This is the rat race I am describing. It is not a race to develop the country. It is a race to use the country—to extract from the state and its citizens as much personal wealth as possible before the term ends, before a rival faction takes power, or before the music stops. And the tragedy — the specific tragedy that this book is written to address — is that this race has no winners. Not even the politicians who appear to win it.

Why the Rat Race Has No Winners

Consider the record. The politicians of the developing world who have most successfully run the rat race—who have accumulated the most personal wealth through public office, built the most extensive patron networks, and dominated their countries' political systems for the longest periods—have, almost without exception, ended badly. Some have died in exile, their fortunes frozen in foreign bank accounts that their children squabble over in Western courts. Some have faced prosecution, imprisonment, or execution when the regime that protected them changed. Some have lived to see their countries collapse around them, their legacies reduced to the footnote that their name will occupy in the history of national failure. The rat race does not produce winners. It produces temporary survivors—and eventual losers who happen to have lost with more money than most.

Meanwhile, the countries they governed have paid an incalculable price. Every taka stolen from the health budget is a child who died of a treatable disease. Every contract awarded for political reasons rather than competence is a road that floods after the first monsoon or a building that collapses under a weight it was certified to carry. Every qualified candidate passed over for a connected mediocrity is a generation of institutional decay that will take another generation to repair. The costs of the rat race are not abstract. They are written in the infant mortality rates, the maternal death statistics, the flood casualty figures, and the examination failure rates of a country whose children deserve better than they are getting.

And the final irony — the one that should give even the most committed rat-racer pause — is that the personal wealth accumulated through these practices rarely survives its owner by a generation. The children of the corrupt politician typically dissipate the accumulated fortune within two generations because the habits that produced the wealth—the connections, the intimidation, and the network of mutual obligation and mutual incrimination—are not transferable by inheritance. The wealth that was stolen from the people does not build a dynasty. It buys a generation of luxury and then disperses. Bangladesh has produced no great dynasties of private wealth built on public corruption. It has produced a political class that is wealthy by Bangladeshi standards and middle-class by any other standard, surrounded by a country of 180 million people that remains far poorer than it should be. That is the full accounting of the rat race.

— — —
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Ibn Khaldun Saw This Coming — Seven Hundred Years Ago

I want to introduce a thinker here who will accompany us throughout this book because he understood the problem we are discussing better than anyone before or since. His name is Abd al-Rahman ibn Khaldun, and he wrote the most penetrating analysis of political decay ever produced—in Cairo, in 1377 CE, six and a half centuries ago.

Ibn Khaldun's great work, the Muqaddimah, contains a theory of civilization rise and fall that reads, with only the slightest adjustment of vocabulary, as a precise description of the developing world in the 21st century. His central argument is this: every dynasty, every political order, and every governing class begins its existence with what he calls asabiyyah—a word usually translated as "group solidarity" or "social cohesion," but which means something more specific and more powerful than either translation suggests. Asabiyyah is the quality of a group that is bound together by shared purpose, shared sacrifice, and shared commitment to something larger than individual interest. It is the quality that allows a group to act collectively, maintain internal discipline, and place the good of the community above personal advantage. It is, in essence, the opposite of the rat race.

Ibn Khaldun observed that every successful political order in history was built on a foundation of genuine asabiyyah. The founders of great states—the early Roman senators, the Companions of the Prophet, the early Mongol chieftains, and the founding generation of the American republic—all shared this quality. They were bound to each other and to their enterprise by something that overrode personal interest. They were willing to sacrifice. They were willing to be honest with each other about failure. They were willing to accept discipline. And because of this, they were capable of the collective action that builds states, armies, cities, and institutions.

But here is the part that directly applies to what we are discussing. Ibn Khaldun observed that this asabiyyah—this founding cohesion and collective purpose—always decays over time. The second generation of rulers inherits power rather than earning it. The third generation has never known anything but comfort. By the fourth generation, the founding purpose has been entirely replaced by the pursuit of personal luxury and political survival. The state apparatus that was built to serve the people has been fully redirected to serve the ruling class. The institutions that were designed to enforce law have become instruments of personal power. And at this point, Ibn Khaldun argued, the dynasty is already dying—even if it does not yet know it. Its collapse, when it comes, will appear sudden to those living through it. But the historian who examines the record will see that the death began generations earlier, the moment the founders' asabiyyah was replaced by the successors' appetite.

Bangladesh has been independent since 1971. That is fifty-five years—roughly two generations of political leadership since the founding generation of the Liberation War. The founders of Bangladesh—Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, Ziaur Rahman, and the generation that fought for independence—had real asabiyyah. Whatever their subsequent failures and flaws, they had earned their authority through sacrifice. They had suffered for the country. They had risked their lives for it. The political class that has followed them — with some honorable exceptions — has not earned its authority through sacrifice. It has acquired it through the mechanisms we have described: money, connection, family inheritance, and the machinery of party politics. The asabiyyah of 1971 is gone. What remains is the shell of a state whose founding purpose has been largely replaced by the competing
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