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I ntroduction

The birth of Bangladesh in 1971 was an epoch-ma&irent within the post-colonial

order of South Asia. Led by the middle classestitarband bloody war of Liberation

from Pakistan was fought, based on Bangladeshilpgogspirations for democracy,

identity and for a more progressive society. Bathgdh’'s emergence as an
independent secular state effectively shatteredwtenation theory’ that had formed

the basis for the creation of Pakistan in 1947, dexhonstrated that religion alone
was not sufficient to forge a cohesive nationahtdg. The new state of Bangladesh
was the product of a ‘Bengali nationalism’ thatssado challenge West Pakistan’s
economic exploitation of its Eastern wing, its atpe to impose religious hegemony,
and its repression of Bengali political voice.

Yet this experiment with secularism was short-liveéifter the 1975
assassination of Bangladesh’s founder Sheikh MujRahman, the military rulers
made political use of Islam in an attempt to crdatgtimacy and divert attention
away from the country’s increasingly pressing ecoitoproblems. But the political
ideals of secular Bengali nationalism continuedinal expression within the new
political systems that emerged in Bangladesh. Teals of the earlier Liberation
struggle co-existed with these efforts to constnest/ identities around ‘Bangladeshi
nationalism’ that had Islam at their core, with tleeult that the ruling political elites
continue to contest both ‘Bengali’ and ‘Bangladésisions of nationalism. This
working paper argues thatentity formation in Bangladesh is neither instental nor
primordial, but has instead drawn on a range ofpiermfactors that include ‘Bengali
culture’, ‘religion’ and ‘socio-economic modes’. Mugh a survey of relevant
literature and some recent fieldwork in Bangladéisd,paper hopes ibuminate the
evolution of nationalism in Bangladesh and its yr@a potentially confusing
identities.

Theoretical framework

Identity may be an essential component of a natit, it remains an essentially
contested concept within political theory. Languagdigion, culture, shared history,
ethnicity or citizenship has each been variousliyalgh to provide the foundation that
gives rise to the feeling of nationhood (Sen, 200&)at constitutes the ‘imagination’
of a nation is therefore debatable. The problem begome even more acute when
we consider the developing world with its hetercgmrs populations. Anti-colonial
nationalism provided only temporary coherence @miiies in such countries, which
soon faced multifarious problems of fragmentatiorterms of ethnicity, religion and
region (Huntington 1997). With the disappearancehef ‘other’, in the form of the
colonial master, the veneer of unity holding diggg@rcommunities together as nations
soon started giving way to more fragmentary tengsndNations were plunged into
the vortex of military dictatorship, religious regance or ethnic backlash. The crisis
of legitimacy which followed the erosion of the iaclonial nationalistic hegemony
was redressed by harping back to primordial religi@r ethnic identities, or by
resorting to military repression, or combinatiofi$aoth.

1 Bangladesh’s struggle for Liberation led to thmurdry’s foundation based on the four pillars o€idarism,
socialism, democracy and nationalism.



Gramsci'sSelections from the Prison Noteboakssiders the ways that ruling
elites tend to construct the ethos and values okBoto secure their vested socio-
political interests, and he suggests that politicatili society ‘hegemonises’
nationalistic values in support of ruling objecBv@Gramsci 1971). Following from
this argument, the Bangladeshi ruling elites hawnstructed both ‘Bengali
nationalist’ and ‘Bangladeshi nationalist’ iderggiin support of both the right to self-
determination and their own ruling objectives otrex years, but with little reference
at all to the subaltern class.

Within the short span of 25 years, Bangladesh hatkrgone two different
national movements - the first taking place in 197ich led to the creation of
Pakistan, and the second in 1971 which resultedarcreation of Bangladesh and its
secession from Pakistan. These two moments ofntiolgture both impacted upon
the fashioning of identities, but each in differambys. After 1947 there was the
confusing situation of the old being dead, andrnée not yet being born. During this
interregnum, the national political space in Eash@al was occupied by various
combinations of secularism, socialism, democraay larguistic nationalism. Later,
after 1971, came the military dictatorships and ise of a more strident Islamic
hegemony. During this period new heroes were madeol ones replaced, symbols
and myths were created and then torn apart, andrpiwas continually written and
re-written in the search to imagine a nation in svélyat overcame the underlying
deep-rooted contradictiofis.

Within such complex and changing circumstances,stey of nationalism
and identities becomes particularly challengingwHecan we now understand the
range of identities with which Bangladesh headsato the future? Are its secularist
roots entirely dead, or does civil society haveugoresilience to thwart potentially
uncivil elements within what some observers havwensas an Islamic resurgence?
This paper is an attempt to explore the trajecsoviesecularist and religious identities
in Bangladesh. While the idea of secular Bengdionalism was important in events
leading up to the Liberation struggle of 1971, titess have since moved on. In
particular, an erosion of secular trends began sdten the birth of Bangladesh, and
subsequently both military and democratic regimeseh attempted to reshape
religious identities.

2 For example, politicians such as Maulana AkramarkhAbul Qasim Fazlul Haq and Hussain Shaheed $ahnds
were each products of the old pre-Partition pdljtiand did not contribute to the struggle for Badgkh. Even Maulana
Bhashani’s role was marginalized. Instead, it was Mukti Bahini (freedom fighters) who made the mabntribution to
fighting against the Pakistan army, and who sudalygdiberated the country. Sheikh Mujib Rahmanerged as the main
political leader. The atrocities committed by thekiBtan army against civilians was a key mobilizfagtor that led people to
fight for freedom. 1971 became the starting pofrthe new country’s history. But after Liberatidvipjib and his party became
authoritarian. Soon the sacrifices and atrocitiesewforgotten, and people were denied participatithin the new power
structure. See Samaddar (2002) for an account nflBdesh immediately after the War of Liberationd ahe use of myth-
making to strengthen some groups in power and drohthers. The author raises the question of hawgBdeshi nationalism
should in fact be be defined. If language becorestsis of nationhood, how should West Bengalchvis now a part of India,
be treated? To escape from this paradox, some rewy the idea of ‘Bengali nationalism’ in favour tBangladeshi

nationalism’. This, according to Samaddar, has ginoreligion back as an element in the construatiomational identity.



The following major issues each need to be consdiethe history of the
Islamisation of Bengal, essential to understand rfws of Islam in Bengal; the
emergence of Bengali culture, most specifically timepact of language on
crystallizing a distinct identity; the partition dB05 and then subsequently in 1947
following the ‘two nation theory’; the Language Mswent in the erstwhile East
Pakistan which challenged the political idea o&islas a sufficient glue capable of
uniting the two wings of Pakistan; and finally tWéar of Liberation in 1971 which
resulted in the birth of Bangladesh and put fortie tsecularist resistance to
discrimination under the garb of religious hegemoRlye resurgence of Islam after
the 9/11 attacks in the US, and the growth MiddhstEunded Madrasa schools are
also important factors. The outcome of the Ninthrli@@entary Election in
Bangladesh in 2008 has once again revived the himpehe creation of a secular
nation state. All this of course also needs to hdeustood within the context of
Bangladesh’s fragile economy and continuing masep.

Shaping primordial identities

In the pre-modern era, Bengal was populated preagmily by indigenous social
groups, who worshipped their own cultural-religiodsities. As M. H. Klaiman
observed ‘the descendants of non-Bengali tribalsaofew centuries past now
comprise the bulk of Bengali speakers’. In otherdsp the vast majority of the
Bengali linguistic community today represents pnés@ former inhabitants of the
previously uncultivated and culturally unassimithteacts of eastern Bengal (Klaiman
1990; Baxter 1997). These people depended onrghiftiltivation systems, and were
unaware of more advanced techniques of agricuftureéheir survival. In the early
Vedic period, the arrival of Indo Aryans groupsnirdhe north-western parts of the
Indian sub-continent began to influence these emlbgis people economically and
culturally, as they began settling mainly in thethavestern part of the deltaic land of
Bengal (Thaper 1989). This brought strong sociardichies to the north-western
Bengal’s indigenous people on the basis of Brahoarsocio-cultural beliefs. The
Indo-Aryans also brought with them collections aihSkrit literature, a new calendar
and additional knowledge of agriculture, all of ainiinfluenced the socio-economic
and cultural life of indigenous people in the d€Bmse and Jalal 2004)As Eaton
(1993) explains:

‘The literature produced towards the end of theraiayy process reveals a
hierarchically ordered society headed by a hemsdpaesthood, the Brahmans, and
sustained by an ideology of ritual purity and ptin that conferred a pure status on
Indo-Aryans while stigmatizing non-Aryans as implorarbarians’.

Many of the more eastern deltaic indigenous tribésBengal remained
secluded from these influences. Eaton (1993) coasin

‘The Indo-Aryan groups gradually settled the uppbke middle, and finally
the lower Ganges region, retroactively justifyirgcle movement by pushing further
eastward the frontier separating themselves froimedr they ritually considered
unclean. As this occurred, both Indo-Aryans and itftkggenous communities with
which they came in contact underwent consideratlkei@l change’.



Indo-Aryan socio-cultural influences remained mpsti the north-western
part of the delta until the conquest of MohammadkHagar in 1204 A.D. His
invasion marked the onset of a new phase of idefdimation in Bengal, in which
people in the east of the delta gradually came wutigeinfluence of Islamic cultural
values and mosque patronage. An economic dynamishowed from the
transformation of the area as tinelo-Aryansintroduced and instilled the technique of
wet-rice farming and organized cultivatibn. Both Brahmanical socio-cultural
influences and those &ferso-Islamiaeligious preachers under the mosque patronage
helped bring forward the idea of organizing fanahd farming system. Therefore, the
spread of Islamic religious-cultural expansion isoadeeply enrooted with the
spreading of the techniques of agriculture and e production in pre-modern
Bengal. Both Brahmins and Mullahs were instrumemtaleaching new methods of
agriculture linked with eastward expansion of thése distinct religious faiths,
which loosely centred around ‘Hindu culture’ paimmd within Brahmanical
hierarchical social orders, and ‘the Islamic cudtyratronized by mosque @rargah
Islamic culture was predominantly influenced byiSuf which was linked with the
process of de-forestation and agricultural expandiad developed inclusive cultural
values in Bengali society (Bose and Jalal 2004}hiwithis historical perspective we
can see that the economic imperatives of survitaygad a central role in the
formation of socio-cultural identities in pre-modeBengal. Eaton (1993) also points
out that

‘only in Bengal a majority of the indigenous popgida have adopted the
religion of the ruling class, ‘Islam’ in the garl mosque patronages. The significant
role was played by village mosques and shrinetendiffusion of Mughal authority
and Islamic values in the region’.

However, the Mughal authorities did mally intervene directly in the
religious affairs of any community, and recruitéetit officials from across all the
different religious communities. For example, theidilals protected tharwadi®
businessman community settling in Bengal, who pledithe main source of military
funds.

The evolution of a syncretic culture

The result was that culture and society in Bengallved with a set of syncretic
values that emphasised religious inclusion. This wa result of a longstanding
tolerance among the people of this deltaic regiorralation to a wide range of
influences that included Buddhism, Hinduism, Islé8ufism and Tantrik cultures,
each of which had been accommodated within indigeribal cultures. Within this
syncretic Bengali society, one could still identibywgstanding forms of worship from
pre-modern Bengal. Brahmanical and Islamic idesgitseeped into the layers of
society and created a distinct culture in Benga&hsthat there was a co-existence

3 This has also given the idea of territorialityeiarly Bengal, along with the Indo-Aryan and Tef&lamic cultural
values.

4 A Hindu business community, originating from tarwad region of present Rajasthan in India.

5 Discussion with Professor Imtiaz Ahmad, Departmahinternational Relations, University of Dhakahaka,
Bangladesh.



between old and new religious practices. This mgetf Islamic and indigenous
cultures went on to create the world’s second ktriyeislim ethnic community.

The differentiation of identities within Bengali@ety is therefore a relatively
modern concept. To the modern mind, religion appeaara fixed identity where there
are specific and well-defined beliefs and practi¢glam has been so finely woven in
the Bengali fabric that it is almost impossibled&termine where one thread coming
from local beliefs, and another from Islamic belieégins and ends. This helped to
create a unique Bengali Muslim identity differerdrh other Islamic cultures, where
Muslims and Hindus could venerate common deities lasly men Pirs), and pay
tributes to the same shrinddgzarg (Anisuzzaman 2002). The ideas and practices of
Yoga, Tantric and Natha cults all gained populasityoss both these main religious
communities. Some Muslims produced literature thiatv on Vaishnava themes, and
others recognized the Vedas as books sent by Goclained that Yoga was also
taught by Prophet Muhammad (Anisuzzaman 2002).

Moreover, the frontier people of the eastern daitanot seem to have viewed
Islam as an alien or closed system, to be accaptedjected as a whole. Religions
were far from being the ‘culture-boxes’ with wekdthed boundaries that they seem
to be today. A static understanding of religionroatrtherefore be applied to the pre-
modern Bengal frontier, which was a fluid contextwhich Islamic and other beliefs
seeped into a set of local cosmologies that weeenslelves dynamic. During the
Islamisation process in Bengal, this ‘seepage’ oecuover such a long period of
time that one can at no point identify a specifiernent of ‘conversion’, or any single
moment when people saw themselves as making a ticabraak with past beliefs
(Eaton 1993). A gradual process of identificatioithwan indigenous higher god
slowly displaced the indigenous cosmology and thenetheistic ideal of Islam
gradually became the norm.

Islam in Bengal absorbed local culture and becarofopndly identified with
Bengal's long-term processes of agrarian expan$aming its formative years, the
cultivating classes did not seem to have regargdidnl as ‘foreign’ - even though
some Muslim and Hindu literati and foreign obsesvdid occasionally take such a
view (Pattnaik 2005). As late as the early twehtieentury, Muslim cultivators
retained indigenous names like Chand, Pal, and. Dutthe context of pre-modern
Bengal, then, it would seem inappropriate to speake ‘conversion’ of ‘Hindus’ to
Islam. What one finds, rather, is an expanding raamacivilization, whose cultural
counterpart was the growth of the cult of Allah. 1808, theGazetteer of Khulna
District noted that the Muslim masses ‘are descendenisnoifldinduized aborigines,
principally Chandals and Pods’ who ‘do not, howekeow or admit that they are the
descendants of converts to Islam; according to ttteey are the tillers of the soul’
(Eaton 1993). In the evolution of this identity,eth was a strong element of
syncretism arising from religious intermingling,asimg of linguistic heritage and
cultural commonalitie§.

6 For example: Ray Mangala, written in 1686, pmiseth Dakshin Ray and Muslim pioneer Badi Ghazathrhe
literatures that are prominent were Ananta BadunGhias’s Srikrisna Kirtana, Ramayan by Kritivasa &rikrisna Vijaya by
Maladhara Vasu. The Pachali poems on local GodsGanttiess appeared towards the end of the fiftezamtury which drew
from the cultural climate and physical geographyBeigal (for details, see Tarafdar 1965). Nabi MabysSultan Saiyid
depicted Krishna as one of the prophets (for detatte Bhattacharya 1999). Nur Tattwa is anottenature that talked of the



| damic and non-lslamic frontiers

The Perso-Islamic politico-cultural expansion ie tlegion formed two social classes
within the Muslims of Bengal, the ‘Ashraf’ and th&raf’. ” The Ashraf were viewed
as the ruling class of Muslim society characteribgdPerso-Arabic cultural values.
The Atrafs were considered to be lower professiodalslim classes, who had
originated from indigenous people mostly from tloeite eastern parts of Bengal.
Ashrafs did not tend to share this view (Anisuzzar2802). The rural masses saw
themselves as good Muslims because they cultivhgedoil, while the Ashraf as non-
cultivators disdained the plough. Members of thérAg class typically viewed their
ancestors as people who had come to Indian sullmeomntto administer a vast
empire, and not to join indigenous peasant felloWivators. Herein lay the basis of a
social cleavage between rural Muslims and nonaating Ashraf that had further
widened in the context of the political and religgomovements of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries (Eaton 1993).

The Ashrafs historically have also controlled anarived the ruling class of
Muslims to deal with infidels and keep them awagynirkey ruling responsibilities.
This brought occasional tensions between the Thorkedigious leaders and the
Hindus in Bengal. By the end of the fourteenth egntthe Sufis and the Firdausis
ordered that the rulers should not reduce participafrom Hindus and retain the
Islamic character. Maulana Muzzafar Shams, a Suthe Firdausi order, wrote to
Sultan Ghiyath al-Din A’zam Shah stating:

‘The vanquished unbelievers with heads hanging dewarcise their power
and authority to administer the lands which belemghem. But they have also been
appointed (executive) officers over the Muslimstie lands of Islam, and they
impose their orders on them. Such things shouldhappen®

Another example of such tensions the rise of pawerbbles such as the Raja
Ganesh dynasty. Raja Ganesh hailed from the rdidéinglies of the former Pala and
Sena rulers and had a great influence due to hiseship of vast and rich deltaic
lands. Raja Ganesh became very powerful, but tisestill no absolute agreement
amongst historians as to whether Raja Ganesh Bcusairped the throne or not. Raja
Ganesh did not tamper with the basic ideals ofath@inistration and polity which
was then over two centuries old. In order to redtesesions between Turks and
Bengalis he arranged for his son to convert tarislaecoming known as Sultan Jalal
al-Din Muhammad, and later ruling as a Muslim k{ggton 1993). While there was a
divide between Islamic and non-Islamic groups at upper level among the ruling
classes, the masses were left relatively free &otime their religious beliefs, even
during the Mughal period. Unlike any other Muslinocety, even today in
Bangladesh, irrespective of their religion, womesawtheBindi red spot normally
associated with Hindu traditions. In reality, Behgaolved characteristics that were

syncretic tradition of Bengal. Apart from this commliterature, both Hindus and Muslims also revegeddesses such as Bon
Bibi and Sitala (also see Pattnaik 2005).

7 The small but influential class of mainly urbarusims who perpetuated the Mughals’ ruling-classtaléy,
cultivated Urdu and Persian, and typically clairaedestral origins from the west of the delta (fetadls, see Jahan 2002).

8 Muzzafar Shams Balkhi, Maktubat-l1 Muzaffar Shaadkhi (Persian MS., Acc. No.1859, Khuda Baksh Gmé
Public Library, Patna), Letter 163, p. 509. See &lskari (1956).



different both from other parts of northern Indiadaunlike the Middle East from
where the rulers hailed. At the same time, proces$élindu-Muslim differentiation

at the upper levels were pursued by the Britistormal rulers from the nineteenth
century under their policy of ‘divide and rule’.

The colonial period: the growth of Islamic consciousness

The reformist movements in both Hinduism and Istaontributed to a consolidation
of the distinct religious identities of the two comnities. The Hindus in upper India
started the Shudhi and Sangathan movements andtiséms started Tabligh,
Tanzeems, Firduasi and Sufis mostly in the Indiah-&ntinent. In Bengal, the
Wahabi, Farzai and Tarika-e-Mohammad movements sgcthose represented by
Titu Mir and Haji Shariatullah helped to give atdist identity to Bengali Muslims.
These were conservative schools of thought thess#d ‘purist Islam’ and urged the
Muslims to give up Sufi practices (Ahmed 1998). e same time, reform
movements in Hindu society also created divergehiee.idea of Islam and non-Islam
as closed systems with definite boundaries is fitkeigely a product of these
nineteenth and twentieth century reform movemdsfds.most rural Bengalis during
the pre-modern period, the line that separated-Istam’ from ‘Islam’ appeared to
have been quite porous and shifting. Popular lteeadating from the seventeenth
century, such as the Mymensingh ballads, was pouteongst both communities
who remained remarkably open to accepting any ebrteligious ideas around
agency, human or superhuman, that might assist theroping with life’s everyday
problems (Eaton 1993). Yet in the background, thieences of British policy, and of
religious movements, began to create and reinfadeas of difference between
Hindus and Muslims in Bengal.

Shaping socio-economic frontiers

Tensions around land ownership within the Bengatidd community helped feed
processes of differentiation. In the north-westpants of Bengal, a predominantly
Hindu class ofZamindar landlords existed along with a business class amd a
educated-middle class. In the south-eastern dekgion of Bengal, on the other side,
was the majority of Muslim settlers who remainedimyapoor peasantenants, or
artisans working as tailors, dyers, masons, furaitmakers, silkworm rearers,
weavers and sailors and were considéoggr class.

The British colonial policies played further updrese differences. The East
India Company control of Bengal began with the defef a Muslim ruler Nawab
Sirajudola in the battle of Pilasi in 1757. At firdhe British took over revenue
administration in 1765 and the Hindu trading cldeseloped a friendly relationship
with the company’s officials (Chandra 2009). Thealtle they had accumulated was
reinvested in the land &amindars The urban population was also primarily drawn
from the professional and trading classes, congistf high caste Hindus such as
Brahmans, Kayasthas and Baidyas. Later, the Britished to this class to try to
create a reformist landlord class of ‘gentlememfzns’ and create the foundation of
an incipient civil society. The Muslims, with exd¢iEms, occupied the lower rungs of
society, and engaged themselves in agriculturecagdate pursuits. The communal



division of labour also reinforced the differentceeeconomic identities between
Hindus and Muslims in Bengal.

At the same time, the British introduced a hieraraheducation system aimed
at creating a group of lower echelon of civilianrdaucrats who could manage the
colonial state’s revenues. This further entrenchedequal conditions and
opportunities, which led to the exclusion of Bemdduslims from access to this
western education.The relationship between the Muslim peasants aedHimdu
Zamindarswas to deteriorate further with the introductiohtlee 1793 Permanent
Settlement, which created a new kind of land teraystem. This provided for a
peasant to be a tenant on the land that he c@tiwaithout ownership rights such that
he could easily be evicted. An absence of stromg lmade it convenient for the
Zamindarsto exploit tenants in order to maximize revenu2ay( 1874; Eaton 1993,
p.261-2). At the same tim&amindarsmade every possible effort to exclude peasant
from gaining access to western education. This medueven at the primary school
level until 1939, when a Muslim provincial goverrmhenacted free primary school
education for the rural masses in Bendal.

Just after a hundred years of rule, the Britishewi®rced to rethink their
British India policy after the revolt of 1857, ledostly by the Hindu princely states.
The British had realized that the Muslims, whomythead earlier defeated in 1757,
were now no longer a threat. In a new twist todbknial ‘divide and rule policy*!
they began more explicitly playing both sides ajaimst each other. British officials
and scholars such as William W. Hunter (1872) beganethink their position in
relation to the Muslims of the state. The introductof cash crops such as jute,
cotton, and tobacco was strengthening the positidhe peasants and the British saw
the potential of this up and coming Muslim cultmatlass ofJotedars(rich farmers)
in their new strategy. A new land law enacted iB48nsured the ownership of land
for those cultivators who had held the land forl@econsecutive years, and forbade
rent hike and unlawful evictions. These new lawsated tension and unrest and
increased awareness amongst tbedarsabout their control and authority over the
land. After more attempted rent hikes, an uprisoak place in 1873%°

By now, Jotedars had been placed on a more equal footing with the
Zamindars The British policy initiatives and new land ownershgws had been
critical in helping them realise their potential aspolitical force. A more self-
assertivelotedarsclass began to attempt to free themselves frorerdgncy on the
Zamindars For theJotedar then, political society had become a precondit@mrthe
protection of land ownership (Macpherson 1962). lioitfy they challenged their
status as subjects and demanded the freedom oérmpyopnd individual rights in
accordance with the possessive quality of the hkemisie law of ownership. It was
also similarly clear to thdotedarsthat without western education and the precise

9 English Education Act of 1935, Government of &§di872. See Chandra (2009).

10 Two Years of Provincial Autonomy in Bengal, Bgia Report of the Work Done by the Government afidaé
from 1st of April 1939 to 31st March 1940, Alipoengal Government Press, 1939, p.xii.

11 Appeasing one community against other, as Himdire made to stand against Muslims before 185Y yawing
this new perception of threat, Muslims were seirejahe Hindus in post-1857 policies.

12 William W. Hunter (1872) argued that the Hindnsevery branch of government had the upper haret ov
Muslims (Hunter, 1872, p.171-2).

10



knowledge of the law of property, they would not &ele to challenge the all-
powerfulZamindarclass, as Rahim pointed (1992, p.316):

‘For the Jotedars then, education was not a means to earn a lilaogwas
rather a means for self-assertion’ against thedkeadonomic system’.

Census reports after 1872 began to classify tehalgers (such adotedars
and Talukdarg into occupational categories of cultivators. Tlius not possible or
correct to compute from these records the propustiof Jotedarsas Hindus or
Muslims. However, the census reports indicate tiate certainly was a majority of
Muslims who dominated the agricultural sector irstHdengal, and that most of the
rich farmers were also Muslims (Rahim 2007). Witle foundation of the peasant
economy, an incipient Muslim middle class therefeneerged under the tutelage of
the colonial state, which had formerly patronizied Hindu middle classes during the
early nineteenth century. To encourage the Mustomgarticipate fully in the affairs
of the State, the school curriculum was considgradlamped? Persian and Arabic
languages were introduced at the secondary lemehddition, Farsi was included
along with other subjects, such as Sanskrit, in pbst-secondary examinations
(Mahmood 1985). Social insecurity created by cabrunderdevelopment also
reinforced political competition between Hindus d@hd Muslims as they struggled to
control limited resources. Not only did politicsim®rce religious identity, but
religion was also to later shape the evolutionatfan-state ideology. Fears of Hindu
domination created the conditions for building conmal Islamic organizations that
could help to unify Bengali Muslims.

From this point onwards, religious identity becaaneentral aspect of political
mobilization in colonial India. Religious identitjormations were inextricably
connected to the dynamics of the land ownership.wikshave seen, the Hindu
political class was mostly constituted by the Zashans and an educated middle class,
whereas the Muslims were farmers and a newly-endeotgess ofJotedars These
identity constructions were later to be crucial thoe creation of Bangladesh. Bengali
Muslims from theJotedarclass consolidated themselves as a political fduwang the
first quarter of the twentieth century, as Englesthucation became a passport to
upward mobility. They emerged as a vocal politiftace for social and economic
reforms in Muslim Bengal, which were opposed by yn&findus and by some of
small Muslim feudal class (Rahim 2007). In fivst half of the twentieth century, a
vernacular elite emerged from these Muslim culovathat produced leaders such as
A. Q. Fazlul Haque, Abul Hashim, H. S. Suhrawardgt 81.H. Bhashani who became
the political voices of the lower economic classhe Muslims in Bengallhese new
political elites saw no contradiction in being Bah@nd Muslim, and this meant that
a distinction became clearer between the Urdu lagguspeaking up-country
Muslims, and these Muslims who were loyal to thedgdi language and a distinctive
Bengali cultural heritage. In the later years, ¢hBengali speaking Muslim Leaders
were behind the evolution of an ethno-cultural ovailism (Sen 2002). By contrast, it
was Urdu speaking East Bengali Muslim leaders saagtKwaza Nazimuddin and
M.A. Ispahani who were among the most prominentpsuers of the idea of
Pakistan. Indian Muslim nationalism, then, washmnhogenous - rather, it reflected a

13 Bengal, Calcutta University Commission, 1917-C8|cutta: Superintendent of Government Printingl@, p.
229).
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set of regional and linguistic tendencies. Benetit coating of the Islamic
brotherhood, argued the Bengali Muslim intelligemtshere lay a profound cultural
and linguistic distinction between a Bengali Muskmd a Muslim from upper India
(Sen 1976).

Shaping political and religious frontiers

The Partition of Bengal in 1905, and the formatadrthe Indian Muslim League in
1906 were the two most significant events of aqukthat could be considered the key
moment of increased politico-religious consciousnasong Bengali Muslims in
British India. As a large and potentially troubles® territory, Bengal province had
attracted the attention of the British governmamirdy the later half of the nineteenth
century. Early in 1903 Sir Andrew Fraser, goverobBengal, propounded a scheme
in which the idea for the partition of Bengal bedantake shape. The main argument
was that the territories lying in the eastern sectof the province were poorly
administered and needed more attention from goventhrAmrit Bazar Patrikavrote

on December 14, 1903 that the government wishetdetiken the Bengali nation by
placing it under two administrations, anthe Bengali'newspaper described it as a
manifestation of the policy of ‘divide and ruf¢. It was at this stage that Muslim
politics in Bengal took a new turn. Nawab Salimhbllemerged as a leader of the
Muslim community, especially of East Bengal. He muped the Partition scheme
(1905) and organized a movement in its favour. @& ather side, Lord Curzon
himself toured East Bengal in February 1904 andremd#d public meetings at
Chittagong, Dhaka and Mymensingh. Speaking at Diwakd&ebruary 18, 1904, he
declared:

‘Partition would make Dhaka the centre and posdiycapital of a new self
sufficing administration which must give to the pboof these districts by reason of
their numerical strength and their superior culttivre preponderating voice in the
province so created, which would invest the Mohaatans in eastern Bengal with a
unity which they have since the days of the old Musan Vice-Roy and king$®

From this it was clear that the British were gotogshow special favours to
the Muslims of East Bengal by creating a new Mushajority province.

Later, while many Muslims of Bengal supported tla&iBtan cause, there was
apprehension. A.K. Fazlul Haq called for more tlwae state for the Muslims of
India, thereby securing Bengali Muslims rights ameérests in Bengal (Ayoob, 1975,
p.2-3). It was the ‘two-nation theory’, which Fazldague was made to present and
was known as the Lahore Resolution of 1940 of Alflid Muslim League. The
Lahore Resolution gave the Bangladesh people arenéramework or a base in
which they developed the idea for a separate Mudtate for East Bengalis.
However, his 'two nations' were based on the Pakigtoposal, which had originally
been plural in nature - and hence the term ‘stdtas’ been used rather than ‘state’.
Later, this idea was not pursued strongly and b461% was accepted as a mere
grammatical error. In fact, this resolution was ed\as a tool to attain the dream of

14 The Bengali, 15th January, 1904.
15 Curzon’s Speeches, Volume 3, pp. 303-4.
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an independent Muslim state by the All-India Muslimague (AIML) leadership in
1940. They had carefully mobilized the Bengali Nilmsleaders for the self-reliance
of the Bengali Muslims, and extended their politisapport to the Fazlul Haque
government to cultivate their rural mass base. Wihenindian National Congress
(INC) withdrew their support, the Muslim League endled legislative support to the
most popular leader of rural Bengal, Fazlul Hagoentake a uniform Muslim
movement for one state. In fact, Jinnah had lgtlpport from rural Bengali Muslims,
except from a few Calcutta-based Urdu-speaking Mukdaders such as Nazimuddin
and Ispahani (Sen, 1976, p.32-33). Later, H. Sré&wrdy was to also play a critical
role in the Direct Action Day for Pakistan. Aftepts took place in Noakhali and
Calcutta, differences between Hindus and Muslindewed. As a result, the Bengali
Hindu community began to strongly oppose the idea united Bengal that had been
raised at the last minute of Partition of Indiagmme leader¥ Congress supported
the division of Bengal in 1947, exactly on the grds on which it had opposed its
division earlier*’

Politically, the idea of United Bengal was an apipgaone to some Muslim
leaders, but the attainment of economic progress avalominant concern of the
Muslim peasant class of Bengal. One can arguebttgtles their economic status, the
Muslims of Bengal were essentially provincialistgther than nationalists or
separatists® The Bengali Muslims were neither apprehensive agturing political
power in a democratic set up at the provincial léleing 55 per cent), nor did they
fear Hindu domination in politics as did the pretpon Urdu-speaking Muslim
leadership. Finally, they enthusiastically suppidbrtee Two Nation Theory (TNT)
based on Muslim nationalism in 1947. Hence, in gheition of Bengal, economic
factors were the main drivers in the political areligious mobilization of the
Muslims.

Islamic nationalists forces were always presersioime extent in Bengal. This
fact could be analysed from the partition of Benigal905 and the partition of India
in 1947° A section of Bengali Muslims regarded the annulnarPartition in 1911
as a victory of Hindu dominance over Bengali MuslffhThe same section of East
Bengal was later to support the idea of Pakistafadt, the emergence of Bangladesh
on December 16, 1971 was the culmination of Benuatiionalist struggle, launched
in early twentieth century, to establish a sepaideatity. This was an identity not
only distinct from the Hindu majority of the prowe, but also distinct from their co-

16 It should be noted that Suhrawarthy’s love fdnited Bengal' was a direct outcome of his haviegrb passed
over for the leadership of the East Bengal Muslieadgue Parliamentary Party, even though he had Beme Minister of
undivided Bengal until Partition. The Leader of tBBML Parliamentary Party ipso facto become thee€Minister of the
Pakistan province of East Bengal.

17 For the details of politics involving this diiéa, see Harun ur Rashid (2003, pp. 257-329). Aaghim and Sarat
Chandra Bose had talked of a 50-50 sharing of pbyé¢he Hindus.

18 These terms have contextual relevance. ‘Praalistiis used in terms of a Bengali identity, ‘iwetalist’ is used to
refer to Islam as an identity and separatist igdusedenote their ambitions in terms of politicature. However all these
references underwent various political transfororeti

19 In 1905, the British divided Bengal in two pai¢est Bengal was the Hindu majority province, &bt Bengal
had a Muslim majority.

20 The creation of IML was moreover was a resuthefpartition of Bengal, where a section of Benlyhislims felt

humiliated by the opposition of division of Bendgl Indian National Congress.
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religionists in other regions of India (Haston 1R98ome scholars argue that this
Bengali Muslim consciousness has roots as far hadke thirteenth century, with the
conquest of Mohammad Bakthiyar (Osmany 1992). Msehpolars believe that there
were always fundamental cultural, religious distanties between the two
civilizations of India, Hindu and Muslim, even ireBgal (Sayed 1960). Nevertheless,
it is clear from the study of Bengal that econoffaictors had conditioned a far more
differentiated set of secular, cultural-linguistamd religious identities among East
Bengalis than was found in other parts of the Satwent.

Contesting identitiesin the united Pakistan

The separation of Bangladesh from Pakistan in 1&a% not merely a case of
geographical secession. It fundamentally challertbedvery concept of two nations
on which Pakistan was created, i.e. the idea thatiHand Muslims of undivided
India formed two distinct nations. A logical comnly of this theory was that the
Muslim majority areas of the sub-continent shoudddonstituted as a single nation,
and it was on this basis that the monolithic statecture of Pakistan was established
in 1947. Yet the new state embodied a set of iateraltural, linguistic and, above
all, politico-economic contradictions that ultimigteculminated in East Bengal's
struggle for separation.

Many analysts viewed the emergence of an indepérstizie of Bangladesh in
1971 as merely the implementation of the origin®@4@ Lahore Resolution,
suggesting that this proved that poet philosoph@h&mmed Igbal’'s concept of
Pakistan was more sound than politician MohammediAhah’s view of the Muslim
homeland (Ayoob 1973). This assessment was basettheorvidence that in his
famous Presidential address at the Muslim Leagussi®@e of 1930, Igbal had
declared:

‘I would like to see the Punjab, the North-West ri#rer Province, Sind and
Baluchistan amalgamated in to a single state. @alernment within British empire
or without the British empire, the formation of ansolidated North-West Indian
Muslim States appears to me to be the finally dgstf Muslim at least of the north-
west India™*

Originally, Bengal had had little or no place im#l's scheme of things. It was
only later on in his correspondence with Jinnahedldune 21, 1937, that the poet-
philosopher seems to have become interested inindi@n Muslim Community
(Ahmed 1970). The key visionary of the idea of Bta, Chaudhary Rahmat Ali, had
also not considered Bengal as a part of Pakistderrmg to Bengal as Bang-e-Islam,
and a Muslim majority state separate from his RakisAli’s view of Pakistan was
essentially the same as that in Igbal's 1930 addtast with the single addition of
Kashmir (Hussain 2000).

21 Indian Annual Register (Calcutta), July-Decent230, pp. 337-38.

14



Two nation theory and Bengali Muslim identities

The Lahore Resolution of 1940 seemed to finch@lus vivendbetween the ideas
expressed by Igbal, and those expressed by Jinndhotiher leaders of Muslim
minority provinces, particularly U.P. While the Ré&gion talked in terms of ‘Muslim
India’ as if it could be considered a single wh@ayeed (1969, p.106) writes that the
operative part of the resolution declared that

‘The areas in which the Muslims are numericallyimajority, as in the north-
western and eastern zone of India, should be gbtpdoe constitute ‘independent
states’ in which the continent units shall be aatoous and sovereign’'.

It was not until 1946, when the Muslim League L&diges Convention was
held in Delhi, that the League officially endorsdte concept of single state of
Pakistan comprising both the north-western anceeasfluslim majority zones. Even
at that time, there were voices of dissent raipedcipally by Abul Hashim, the then
Secretary of the Bengal branch of the Muslim Lea@fgoob 1973). But these
voices, though prophetic, were at that time meceigs in the wilderness, since the
emotional commitment to Pakistan that had beentedely Jinnah and the Muslim
League was now too strong to resist.

Differences of opinion over the two nation theocgn also be traced back to
two separate strands of Islamic thinking which teblape in the nineteenth century:
one based around Aligarh, and another Deobanddpi®©86). The Aligarhist strand
was revisionist and liberal, committed to the relimg of the ideas of Islam so as to
be relevant both to the socio-economic and politicaperatives of pluralistic
societies containing differing ethnic and culturahorities, and to the economic and
technological demands of an emerging modern wanlterms of the Aligarhist spirit,
Islam did not stand in contradiction to the orgatiaal principles of the nation-state
or of parliamentary democracy, despite the frequeof such a claim by some
mullahs and other religious clergy (Piscatori 1986). M. J\anah drew inspiration
from Islam from this particular traditioff.

The tradition that was associated with the semiaaiyeoband was concerned
with an essentially medieval, hierarchical viewisddm, based upon the powers of the
clergy. It saw the Muslim community as a distinchale, immune from other
divisions and competing loyalties and from thefiaréll identities and symbols of the
nation-state. Initially, many Deobandian scholagated the calls for a Pakistani
state on the grounds that the ideas of nationdlsxeness stood in contradiction to a
pan-Islamic identity. Maulana Azad, a liberal Muslivho remained within the INC
and served in the government of independent Indiged in his biography that ‘it is
one of the greatest frauds on the people to sudpgastreligious affinity can unite
areas which are geographically, linguistically autturally different’ (Gandhi 1987).
Having reluctantly accepted Partition, the Deobandradition came to dominate the
Islamic political parties in the form of Jamaasldmi and Jamait-ul-Ulema-i-Islaff.

22 Just before his death, Jinnah had outlined ikisrvof the future Pakistan based upon a parliaangrsystem of
government, in which ‘Hindu, Muslim and Christiazuld become good citizens of Pakistan’. With slittle explicit reference
to Islam within the 1956 Constitution, cynical ey@ls were raised both in New Delhi, and within Beda itself.

23 It was later to oppose the creation of Bangla@desan independent state.
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These organizations, with differing emphases armghty differing policies, took up
the task of creating a real ‘Islamic society’ baspdn the codification of the Shari’at.
They favoured the sanctioning of religious authyatfirough the teachings and tenants
of Sunni orthodoxy with regards to language (the elsUrdu), strict punishment for
adultery and theft, and held with Islamic ideals ioferest, taxes and economic
development (Hewitt 1992).

The East Bengal middle class soon realized thatconkl not live by religion
alone. They faced both economic exploitation arl kaf political voice within the
new country. Pakistan’'s power structure was healoBded in favour of West
Pakistan, and particularly its Punjab and Mohaglises, such that any politically
conscious Bengali felt an acute degree of politeatlusion. Combined with the
geographical distance between the two wings of deakj and the linguistic
differences, demand grew for a degree of autononeaistence for East Pakistan’s
people, demands that were not acceptable to theatgovernment.

Socio-cultural differences and economic disparities

In the united Pakistan, the state began introduciegsures that would consolidate its
hold over Bengali Muslims. Initially, the attempadhbeen made to define Pakistani
citizens’ identity in terms of religion. It was @@med that a religious identity would
supersede other primordial identities and holddisparate nation together. In theory,
a state can mobilise people based on a singleifgeBtut to make this into a political
reality, and to sustain it beyond sub-national ides would have required a more
egalitarian approach that was on offer, one thailevbe able to address the political
aspirations and economic grievances that arise gnubfierent ethno-linguistic
groups®® Instead, in 1948, Jinnah declared Urdu to bee detguage, ignoring the
fact the Bengalis were a distinct group of Muslims whqgssitical and social
aspirations required proper recognition within tiev state of Pakistan. Instead of
building a bridge to work with Bengali Muslim patal elites on the difficult cultural
and economic issues that were becoming apparemtWhst Pakistan-dominated
Muslim League leaders began redefining Pakistamwhtigal culture through an
authoritarian approach and an emphasis on Persthrand Arabized religion and
culture (deVotta 2001). The League leadership wafvour of making Urd® the
sole national language for all of Pakistan, desgigefact that Urdu was a minority
language spoken by a tiny fraction of the rulinges| who had migrated from Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar and settled in Karachi. In aassigned civilizing mission, Urdu
was to be the medium of instruction at primary,oselary and tertiary levels of
education and the Bengali script was to be replagettie Arabic script® This would
have serious implications for educated Bengalis Who to compete for government
jobs with their counterparts from West Pakistanpwyould now have to learn two
languages: English and Urdu, in addition to Bengali

24 In discussion with Athar Hussain, Director, ABiesearch Centre, LSE, London, UK.

25 The raison d'étre for making Urdu the sole nadldanguage was, however, a deeply embedded deeloted in
Indian Islam. Urdu had developed under the patrerdighe Delhi Sultanate and Mughal Empire (119B018D). It was part
of the Arabic, Persian and Turkish heritages, a®hsis representing Islam par excellence. See $18#i6, p.97).

26 The Dawn, 19th February, 1949; 21st March, 1@8&d in Rahim, 1986: 380-3).
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At the same time, the prospect of getting bettdrsjand a better future
remained a distant hope, due to the siphoning fodiconomic resources from East to
West Pakistan (Nations 1971The government established an Adult Education
Centre and allocated substantial funds to impartcation in Bengali language
through Arabic script! Simultaneously, efforts were made to encourageg8&en
Muslim writers to write inChalit Bhas&® as an attempt to get rid of the influence of
‘sanskritised’ words in Bengali literature. By Apfi951, the government had spent
around Rs60,000 on efforts to examine whetheralitgrcould be achieved quickly
with the introduction of an Arabic script (Murshi®96).

On 21st February 1952, the government’s violentaggion of the Language
Movement revived Bengali cultural nationalistic Ifiegs. From the mid-1950s
onwards, secular and democratic forces gained ssioire of their dissatisfaction with
the status quo under the leadership of Sheikh Mujiahmarf’ Pakistan’sminority
communities, which made up 10 per cent of the totgdulation, had also become a
powerful critical force, since they also wantegtay a role in national politic¥. The
Awami League (AL), which by that time was gainingpplarity, picked this issue up
alongside the principle of language. In 1955, sacidrces within the AL revoked an
earlier decision of the party so that it was noverggd to all citizens of Pakistan
irrespective of their creed, caste and religiore iame of the party was then changed
from Awami Muslim League to the National Awami Legg With grassroots support
from both the main communities, the AL emerged asaas political party. It was to
become the first political party to make a majoedkthrough in the communal
politics of the State.

The most prominent issue for the people of EastisRak was economic
deprivation, exacerbated by government discrimamatin resource allocations
between West and Eastern wings. West Pakistan'gig®lhad brought about
disparities in the economies between the two wofd2akistan, and between 1949-50
and 1969-70 the economy of West Pakistan grew faster rate than that of East
Pakistan. East Pakistan contributed heavily toigorexchange earnings through the
export of its raw jute and jute goods, which cdngtid over 90 per cent of the total
export earnings of Pakistan. Yet West Pakistan a@®unting for the bulk of the
foreign exchange used for investment and industatbn. The famous Six Point

27 A sixteen member committee was formed on 9thcladm949 under the chairmanship of Maulana Akramrkha
This committee submitted its report on 7th Decenil®&0, and rejected the introduction of Arabicstcn Bengali.

28 Chalit Bhasa was more of a local language spokéme Muslim dominated East Bengal. Contraryhtis Sadhu
Bhasa was more of a ‘sanskritised’ language ghased by the Bengali Hindus. This debate was medegant with regard to
the quality of language in which prose was composiedhis context the perceived dichotomy betwdss tivo communities
witnessed the flourishing of punthi literature azhallenge to Sadhu Bhasa.

29 Alam (1991) analyses the role played by the 19juage Movement (bhasha andolan) in East Bengake
development of a Bengali nationalist discourse. Theguage Movement forged a conscious link betwesious subaltern
social groups, enabling them to transcend existiagiers and transform them into formidable pditiactors. Using the
Gramscian concept of counter-hegemonic striving, plaper argues that the language movement wasirdtide outcome of
years of counter hegemonic activities of the Bangiathalterns. This process of counter hegemonyeaspscially evident in the
peasant insurgency in rural areas, and in the ingildf an alternative political organization. Thiiculation of political power
through these two processes stands in sharp cotutrtee efforts of the Muslim League, both idedtadly and politically.

30 The question of a joint electorate was not gesiad issue in the 1954 provincial election andeaference was

made to it in the famous 21 Point Programme.
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Programme had argued for the removal of this econalsparity between the two
wings.

Bengali commitment to Pakistan had been predicatethe assumption that
they would exercise autonomy at the regional learel share power at the federal
level, but they found themselves betrayed almasnfthe start of the new Pakistan.
In a heavily centralized system, power was coneg&edr among the West Pakistan-
based elite. This elite used its power to plundesources from East Bengal,
monopolized external aid, and channelled stateuress to West Pakistan, ostensibly
in a programme to build social equality. But thisogramme demanded the
suppression of democracy and the denial of autontomthe provinces, and East
Pakistan in particular. An emphasis on religiousnitity was used as a facade to
conceal the Punjab-centric identity of the new Baki state. The struggles for
democracy, regional autonomy, social justice, sg@rmh and nationalism therefore
coalesced within the broader struggle for self-fateEast Pakistafl- The creation of
Bangladesh’s national identity must therefore kmwed within the historical context
that led to creation of an independent state.

Contesting identitiesin the new state of Bangladesh

The policies and programmes of Fazlul Haq withidiuided India, and later those of
H.S. Suhrawardy, Maulana Bhashani, Mujibur Rahmad Ziaur Rahman, each
played a decisive role in the evolution of Benddlislim politics. The origins of the
idea of Bangladesh lay in successive identity-eelatonflicts. The first of these
conflicts, associated with religious identities;sfiled to East Bengal's separation
from the body politic of India and from West Benguathin Pakistan. The second
conflict, associated with East Pakistan’s politicihguistic and cultural identity,
culminated in the subsequent division of Pakistan1®71 and the creation of
Bangladesh. In the first decades of independenc#efr differences of perception
and ideology among Bangladeshi leaders went orhapes these identities further
during the 1980s and 1990s.

The disappearance of the ‘second colonial rulénsit had attempted to weld
the disparate communities of Pakistan into a natgitowed the importance of
primordial cultural-linguistic identities. Mujib weé on to shape the new nation on the
basis of his ‘four pillars’ - democracy, socialissgcularism and Bengali nationalism
- the basic principles of the freedom struggle ah@adesh. By contrast, the narrower
policy perspectives of the anti-Mujib leaders sashMaulana Bhasani and General
Ziaur Rahman (who seized power in a coup in 19)lesized a different kind of
nationalism that had Islam its cofeBhasani’'s policies were based on ideas of
‘Islamic socialism’, and in one of his meetingsdeelared that he would ‘trample the
Constitution underfoot, if it is not based on thergh and the practices of the
Prophet’ (Chakravarty 1995). Contrary to Mujib’s lips of secularism, he
advocated a narrower form of communalism, basedroanti-Hindu ethos that was
closer to that found in the idea of Pakistan. Ha&icaaed Mujib for making
Bangladesh into a satellite of Hindu India, attengpto forge a united front between

31 Discussion with Rehman Sobhan, Dhaka; also abka® (2006).

32 This was to become known as ‘Bangladeshi nalim’.
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extremists of right and left against the forcesetularismThe debate on state and
religion became an issue when the 1972 ConstitutibrBangladeshstated that
secularism was the fourth pillar of state policheTidea of making seculariéfrpart
of state policy followed logically from the freedastruggle in which Bengalis sought
to establish a democratic country based on sevalaes.

The essential strength of a secular society isitlratiuces the significance of
primordial factors such as religion, ethnicity, andste within national identity
construction, influencing political choice and delating economic opportunitiés.
Elevation of any such primordial factor to a siggahce that constrains opportunities
or incites violence is inimical to the constructioiha secular society. Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman defined secularism in a distinctive way. kor secularism neither implied
the absence of religion, nor any repudiation odrfsl He argued that it was a way to
protect people against the influence of Islamiaemnists. In Pakistan, religion had
been used as a tool to establish and sustain aliskep for more than a decade, and
this was very well understood by the AL leadershipe repudiation of secularism by
the Pakistani state inspired a culture of exclusiat eroded democratic values and
arguably culminated in the genocide of 1971.

Under Bangladesh’s Constitution, Article 38 protedi politics based on
religion. Under this provision, religious partiasch as Jamaat-e-Islam were banned.
The aim was to build a society based on nationdlparblic welfare that would negate
communalism as a political force. Mujib believedttkhe religious ideology of Islam
could be retained within a spirit of secularismohder to publicise this, he re-instated
the old practice of daily recitals from holy boo&f different religions on national
radio and television. The idea was that Mujib’'serviould be based on ‘multi-
theocracy’ (Maniruzzaman 1990).

All this created an era of religious and cultunalagreement amongst different
religious ‘stakeholders’. The idea of setting umew cooperative farming system
upset rich rural cultivators, and the creationha Rakhi Bahinj a paramilitary force
between the government and army, displeased theedrrRorces. Mujib’'s
authoritarianism during the later years of his rudach as the abolition of civil
liberties and the introduction of a new one-parggtem, also undermined liberal
democrats in the country. In addition to each efdbove, the comprehensive failure
of the government deliver economic progress, thetrobed hoarding of food,
corruption and cronyism, led to widespread disilument and resulted in Mujib’s
assassination in 1975. The new nation then becdumgegx into a period of multiple
coups that were to lead on to a decade and a hatilibary dictatorship. The anti-
colonial nationalistic hegemony faded, and Gengrals military regime began to
consolidate state power by harping back to isstiesligion.

General Ziaur Rahman, in the process of consofigahiis political power
base, took the steps that began to transform Bieogkilire and polity along more

33 The Constitution does not precisely concepteatlie idea of secularism but suggests it may besedathrough
the elimination of: (a) communalism in all its fesm(b) the granting of official status to any réig; (c) the prohibition of the
use of religion for political purposes; (d) anyatimination against, or persecution of, personstimiag a particular religion.

34 These could be essential features for an ind@lisl identity but not for a secular state (per$@mmnmunication
with Rehman Sobhan, Dhaka).
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communal lines. Religious politics took shape im@adesh, with the amendment of
Article 38 of the Constitution. The word ‘seculan’s was deleted, and a new
provision incorporated ‘to place full Faith in Alghty Allah’, by amending article 8
(1) of the Constitution. It had also introduced twerds ‘Bismillahir Rahamnur
Rahim’ at the top of the preamble. The ‘strugglerfational Liberation’ was replaced
by the ‘war for national Independence’. Socialismswedesigned to conform to the
Islamic idea of social justice. A new clause wadeatito Article 25(2) relating to
‘Islamic solidarity’, which allowed the cultivatiorof fraternal relations among
Muslim countries” These changes were aimed at downplaying the fdléu@ib and
the Awami League in securing Independence. Theanyliregime therefore rejected
linguistic nationalism in favour of a territoriadlamic nationalism. This attempted to
forge a new national identity for the people of Bladesh by making a clearer
distinction between the Bengalis of India’s Wesh&a, and those in Bangladesh.
From this point, the citizens of Bangladesh wergcdbed as ‘Bangladeshis’ (Article
6). This brand of Bangladeshi nationalism was atsostructed by the regime
primarily to divert attention from the governmenfailure to deliver meaningful
change. The process of Islamisation served theogerpf trying to avert a legitimacy
crisis in the face of a weakening economy and pensce of mass poveriy. This
eventually opened the floodgates for other leadsush as General H.M. Ershad
during the 1980s, to continue using religion aga for political purposes.

While there is no doubt that Islam was used palitycby these leaders, the
critical issue is to understand how deeply thisaHssation’ process has in fact gone.
One of its effects was the attempt to rehabilitae number of prominent
‘collaborators’ accused in 1971 of involvementhe Killing of intellectuals and other
civilians. Indeed, a majority of these collaboratdrad come from the religious
political parties. They began using every religiagsasion to chastise Bangladesh’s
liberals and secularists for abandoning Islam dred Rrophet and accepting Hindu
Bengali Rabindronath Tagore as a cultural figurdh®&y invoking these slogans, the
right-wing establishment succeeded in transferritgy communalism into the
Bangladeshi brand of nationalism. On the basis rofaati-Mujib ideology, the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) was founded 978l Similarly, the second
military regime, General H M. Ershad continued ppiedecessor’'s policy with
enthusiasm. Indeed, he went one step further blaieg ‘Islam as state religion’ of
Bangladesfi! The Bangladesh masses had struggled againstlanidsbrand of
nationalism in 1971 to secure a Bengali cultunadpliistic identity, but the subsequent
military regimes gradually helped bring an Islamdentity into Bangladeshi politics.

The growth of an Islamic politics

The onset of democracy during the 1990s did net &itte trends set in place by the
military regimes significantly, and there was arcreéased incidence of terrorist

35 The Constitution of the People’s Republic of ladesh, Ministry of Law, The Government of the Rejr of
Bangladesh, 1979.

36 Hashmi (2003) argues that the successors obMufopted Islam after the failure of both the welfstate and the
promised socialist utopia.

37 Eighth Amendment of the Constitution, The Cduostin of People's Republic of Bangladesh, MinisifylL.aw,

Government of the Republic of Bangladesh.
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activities, extremism and communalism in Bangladgsw during the 2000s. A key

change was that in the BNP government of 2001-6ddmentalist forces had

increasingly begun to occupy legitimate politicadise as the ideals of the Liberation
movement faded.

The BNP has always been associated with an ideotfgiBangladeshi
nationalism’ in contrast to the ‘Bengali Nationalistraditionally associated with the
AL. After the 2001 elections, there was a tremersduge in the attacks on minorities,
moderate Muslims and liberal democratic forcesuditlg opposition politicians. The
BNP-led governing coalition included Islamist pasti most notably the Jamaat-i-
Islami. Islamic groups such as the Islamic Chattabir and HUJI-B gained
legitimacy within the political landscape of Bandgash. This was a very significant
change as forces that had once been shunned abaraliors had now managed to
occupy mainstream political space. The same penasd also withessed a rise in
terrorist training camps. The existence of Islammditant groups such as Jamat-ul-
Mujahideen-Bangladesh (with a close link to Afglismadis) and Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-
Islami Bangladesh (linked to Al-Qaeda) in Bangldddsave consolidated and
expanded their institutional trans-border netwotkscertain quarters scholars began
wondering if ‘“Talibanization’ of Bangladesh was enday (e.g. Karlekar 2006). In
fact, the characteristics of this change was peeckihat the ethos and the ideology of
the movement for autonomy and the Liberation stieiggere no longer relevant in
Bangladeshi politics, and the re-emergence of Isdana factor considered necessary
to consolidate political power in Bangladesh. Thargmalization and disappearance
of the left of centre and leftist parties from Bkaupsh’s political scene were a
setback to the moderate forces in the country (IRQD1). It is interesting that after
2006 this has become less prevalent, and that atcoof Bangladesh’s
‘talibanization’ now seem somewhat alarmist.

The rise of Islamic extremism was fuelled by comily economic
underdevelopment, poverty and unemployment. Baeglademains predominantly
an agriculture-based society, with more than foety cent population is still bellow
poverty line. Unemployed immigrants such as Rolygiyrefugees were
systematically targeted and taken advantage ofebgious fundamentalist forces.
These domestic factors, and the influence of iatiional Islamic actors, both
provided a rationale for exploiting illiterate andemployed youth to promote Islamic
extremism, including within an expanding Madrasa e

The factors beyond Islamic revivalism and intoleenn Bangladesh lie
mainly within macro, meso and micro layers of witlangladesh society and polity.
At the macro level, the socio-political elites detsociety have used Islamism for
political purposes to hold state power and divestnf problems of mass poverty and
unemployment. In this process, external actors)gupetro-dollars from Middle East
countries, have imposed their version of Islamismough the work of charities to
strengthen a Madrasa culture and patronise mosdues.dominance of Middle
Eastern IslamHanabli) has contributed ideas of intolerance among thelihs of
BangladeshHanafi). At the meso (intermediate) level, a declinedfdarship in the
Islamic academic sector and inability of mainstreasligious civil society,
particularly mosque-based educated mullahs, toatdfie true version of Islam to the
society, has led to confusion among some Muslintsth& micro level, increased
migration of unskilled and semi-skilled workers ttee Middle East has favoured
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efforts to impose an ‘authentic’ Middle Easternsien of Islam oveHanafi society,
as migrants return home to predominantly poor aliterate communities in
Bangladesh.

I slamic politics versus secularism

Secular forms of politics remain inculcated withthe thought processes of
mainstream political parties in Bangladesh, refldan their slogans and manifestos.
During the ninth parliamentary elections in 2008 Awami League promised that
the use of religion and communalism in politics Vdobe banned if elected, with
courtesy and tolerance restored to the politic#tuce: of the country® By contrast,
the BNP’s alliance partner Jamaat-e-Islam, the qmept of a stronger Islamic
identity, stated that if elected it would enactdasphemy law’ to prevent anti-
religious statements and criticism of religion inoks, newspapers and electronic
media (Kumar 2009). Most importantly, the Jamaatpleasized giving military
training to citizens aged between 20 and 30 gr&guwelder the supervision of the
defence forced’ Jamaat did not clarify the intention behind suelining, but it made
many people worried since Islamist organizationgehgenerally given this kind of
training to promote militancy. The BNP-led politicalliance had been largely
responsible for the rise of Islamic fundamentalismd it had neglected to combat
Islamic extremism in the last decade.

When the AL won the election with a landslide, tesults seemed to indicate
a rejection of the Jamaat-e-Islami brand of Islanmei¢ivalism in Bangladesh. The
Awami League leader Sheikh Hasina promised to #aple of Bangladesh to bring
about change, and the younger generation had bé&ey &actor in the left leaning
secularist's alliance election victory. Hasina uedlanguage a change from darkness
to light, from the shrouds of graft and corruptiemlence and militancy to the light
of a modern, secular and democratic country. Shicpkarly emphasised the idea re-
instating ‘the spirit of 1971’. The AL won 262 sgaiut of 300 parliamentary seats,
and these new MPs are entrusted with the onusegfing a new era in the history of
Bangladesh. The mandate clearly shows that ped@argladesh voted for a party,
that won the country’s independence from Pakistathé spirit of secularism. In the
elections, the ‘forces of 1947’ were badly defeabgdthe believers of moderate
democratic and secular principléS$.

Historically, Bengali culture as we have seen, @mnly inclusive, tolerant and
syncretic in nature. Time and again, these socioh@l values have come under
attack and suffered. People have struggled to miainthese basic values, from
fighting the war against Pakistan in 1971, to nt@eently voting to power a secular
alliance against the forces of intolerance in thé®Parliamentary Elections. A recent
verdict in the Bangladesh High Court has directssl government to re-instate the
original 1972 Constitution. The dangers of extremisave at least for now been

38 Election Manifesto of Bangladesh, Awami Leaguélinth Parliamentary Elections 2008, at
http://www.albd.org/autoalbd/index.php?option=comntent&task=view&id=367&Itemid=1.

39 ‘Polls Manifesto: Jamaat pledge blasphemy lawlhe Daily Star, February 4th, 2008,
http://www.thedailtstar.net/pf story. php?nid=66982

40 The ‘forces of 1947’ represent the ‘idea of B&li’, based on the principle of ‘Islamic natiosai.
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sidestepped by the people of Bangladesh in thidiefe With an absolute majority in
the parliament, the government has now changedsaenic symbolism and re-
instated ‘Secularism’ (fifteenth amendment) withire constitution of Bangladesh.
The consolidation of democracy, and the maintenasfca vibrant civil society,
remains the best antidote for secular identity witBangladeshi society. At the same
time, while the tensions around identity remainaagault line that runs through
Bangladesh politics, other factors are also at.ply example, as Mushtaq Khan
(2000) has shown, there is now a deep-rooted systepolitical patronage and
alliance-building that allows each party to gainwpo and resources in rotation
through electoral politics. In this model, he amgytigat religious and secular identities
do not run very deep, and are just convenientipalitools. The fact that the AL and
the BNP have successfully alternated in governraaal election since 1991 suggests
that this system is a resilient one.

Conclusion

The main argument of this working paper has centredhe idea that Bangladesh
rests on a set of primordial socio-cultural, lirgjid and religious identities that have
been distinctively shaped by the history of the d@@ndelta. The socio-economic
system around which modern civilization has grovniru Bengal is derived from a
distinctive cultural-religious ideology. As a resukelatively flexible religious
ideologies were mobilized around the mode of prtidacand economic life of the
people. Subsequent attempts to construct a uniggeistic or religious identity
within Bangladesh have tended to ignore the maualtigdlentities around issues of
language, class and profession, and this has ocoedlyi served to provoke
confrontation and violence.

The nationalist project has revolved acwa recurring tension between two
distinct ‘constructs’: the ‘Bengali’ and the ‘Baagleshi’ identities. The ‘Bengall’
identity evolved largely due to two factors: firety account of the syncretic secularist
traditions that were present in the early histofyBengal, and second, from the
Language Movement that arose in the early 1950sirwiast Pakistan. On the other
hand, the ‘Bangladeshi’ identity was forged by makrecourse to Islamic loyalties
that were initially crystallized during the movenhéor Pakistan, and then later by the
process of Islamisation set in motion by the militeegime of General Zia and later
continued by General Ershad. Yet both two iderstitiad exclusionary elements — the
first towards non-Bengalis such as the Chakma ainer dribal peoples found in the
Hill Tracts and elsewhere, and non-Bengali ‘Bihde$t over from Pakistan; and the
second towards non-Muslims, who had long consid#érenhselves to be Bengalis. A
recognition of plural identities is needed to mainta society which includes a
mosaic of people of different creeds, communiti&sd political persuasions and
enable them to live in harmony and tolerance. After reintroduction of electoral
democracy in 1991, more space opened up for palitrobilization along religious
lines, with the use of Islam by political partieck as the BNP and Jamaat-i-Islami to
gain electoral benefits. The result was a statessped Islamisation that has been
deployed primarily to divert attention from thetstafailure to deliver solid benefits
to its people. The outcome of the 9th ParliamenEdgction has revived hopes that
there are still strong sections of moderate Berggdularist forces within civil society
that both promote inclusive cultural values andistes resurgence of Islamic
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extremism. The majority of Bangladesh’s people #asdivil society (including the
majority of religious leaders) still hold strongcsilar and inclusive cultural values.
Finally, the paper has also argued that therecwrigelation between an economically
weaker Bangladesh and the resurgence of Islamisthpatween greater prosperity
and a reduction of Islamism. The international camity should therefore continue
to endeavour to help the country with its developin@ secularist-linguistic-civic-
Bengali-nationalism is perfectly possible withinethframework of Islam in
Bangladesh if this long tradition of tolerance ésimagined within the nationalistic
hegemony.
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