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ABSTRACT:

The Southern Asian region is a bunch of geographically contiguous countries that share common historical bonds,
cultural and social identities and economic, political and strategic interests, with a desire to live in harmony and
cooperation. The people, cultures and religions (or ethnicity) of the region are inextricably interwoven. Boundary
demarcation invariably cuts across communities and nations. There are matrimonial alliances, family ties and
social, cultural and ethnic associations across the borders between India and all the South Asian nations. The
nation-building process in this region is unique and different from the other regions as it has been under the
clutches of foreign powers for a long. However, since 1990, the region has started marching towards development.
The paper deals specifically with the Bengali ethnicity in India and Bangladesh and how the border shapes and
reshapes the nation-building in the region. The artificially created Borders in 1947 due to the partition of the sub-
continent have been determining the ethnicity dividing social, cultural, political and economic systems and identity,
nations and even social relations. The paper critically examines how the same Bengali ethnicity helps nation-
building in Bangladesh but becomes a grave danger for nation-building in India.

Key words: Migration, Ethnicity, Partition, Nation: Building, Southern Asia, Transborder Links, India, Bangladesh,
Pakistan

INTRODUCTION:

As Milton Esman has correctly narrated, “From the dawn
of history communities organized on putative common
descent, culture and destiny have coexisted, competed,
and clashed (Milton J. Esman, 1994: 1) (Urmila Phadnis,
and Rajat Ganguly, 2001: 15).”  Today’s worry is their
global spread of communication and community
formation. The issues of border, ethnicity and nation-
building are different but unique in the Southern Asian
region. The region is a bunch of geographically
neighbouring countries that share common historical
bonds, cultural and social identities and economic,
political and strategic interests, with a desire to live in
harmony and cooperation. Any historical or cultural
story  of  Southern  Asia  is  a  story  of  the  Indian
subcontinent.

Although South Asia with its well-defined external
boundaries constitutes a coherent region, its internal
political geography follows no clear lines of
demarcation. They do not share borders, except with
and through India. The people, cultures and religions
(or ethnicity) of the region are inextricably interwoven.
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Boundary demarcation invariably cuts across
communities and nations. There exist various modes of
close cross-border relationships between India and all
of its contiguous neighbouring countries such as
matrimonial unions, family ties and social, cultural and
ethnic links. Besides historical reasons, the physical
porous nature of the border makes the easy flow of
people, goods and ideas across the borders sharply
impacting bilateral economic and political relations with
India. However, the same porousness of the border
becomes the main security-related problem and becomes
a hurdle in the nation-building process of the region.

The nation-building process in South Asia is unique and
different from the other regions as it has been under the
clutches of foreign powers for a long. However, since
1990, the region has started marching towards
development. The region generally follows the Western
model especially the British and American model of
development for building nation-states as the most
advanced countries of the world, so also India and
Bangladesh. The Bengali ethnicity has been spread over
India and Bangladesh. The role played by India in
Bangladesh’s liberation brought the people of West and
East Bengal much closer. The Bengali nation was
divided in 1947 with the partition of the sub-continent.
However, cross-border relationships have existed in the
form of cross-border migration that creates (national)
security problems and threats to the nation-building
process.

IMAGINING THE BENGALI NATION

Bengali ethnicity is spread all over Southern Asia and
mostly in Bangladesh, West Bengal and the Northeastern
states of India. They have a common language and
participate in a shared cultural heritage even as they
profess different paths. At any rate, Bengali Muslims
and Hindus do participate in a society and culture beyond
their respective state boundaries. In other words, the
Bengalis constitute a nation; they have a common
language, ‘Bengali,’ though they are citizens of different
states and follow two different religions.

Thus disjunction between the state and nation has
different in different parts of India. The reason for this
has to be located in the anti-colonial struggle, and
subsequent division of the sub-continent into two states
on the religious background. The process continued till
the birth of Bangladesh in 1971. The Indian partition is
considered one of the ten great population transfers of
human history.  Between 1946 and 1951, nearly four
million Hindus came from East Pakistan. The influx

continued from East Pakistan for over three decades.
Bengalis who came and settled in India were in their
nation but often treated as an ethnic group who were
unwelcomed by the natives and hence they had to face
violence (Tanika Sarkar, 1985: 106).

At  the  time  of  the  Bengal  partition  in  1905,  Muslims
were 54 per cent and the Hindus were 46 per cent, with
Muslims being predominant in the East and Hindus in
the West of Bengal. Therefore, the division under Lord
Curzon divided the Bengali nationality along religious
lines. During the period, 1905-1947, religion was
utilized for the mobilization of people across national
identities. In this process, a common history, descent,
collective experience and memory, common culture and
lifestyle all got relegated to the background. Attempts
were made to create a nationality based on religious faith
(Mahfuz R. Chowdhury, 2004: 36).

The Bengali Muslims joined Pakistan in 1947 but
realised soon the fallacious ideology based on religion,
which resulted in the partition of their own Bengal,
cutting across cultural affiliations. The movement for
the Bengali language as the Lingual Franca for East
Pakistan was a turning point in the history of Pakistan.
The Bengalis felt that there had been a systematic
attempt to attack Bengali culture and their language.
The move to foist Urdu, a language of 7 per cent of the
population in Pakistan as the state language only added
to their suspicions. The Bengali language was associated
with the Hindu culture and tradition. Today, Bengali
society is divided mostly among West Bengal,
Bangladesh, Tripura and Assam (Gziul Huq, 1971: 218).

IMPACT OF MIGRATION ON THE BENGALI NATION

Migration within Bangladesh and India started even
before the creation of these nations. During the partition
of  India  in  1947  there  occurred  a  mass  cross-border
movement of people, unparalleled in history, between
India  and  Pakistan,  when  a  large  number  of  people
moved into India from East Pakistan. History repeated
in 1971 in the wake of the partition of Pakistan and the
creation of Bangladesh out of East Pakistan large number
of people, mostly Hindus, around 10 million, crossed
over to India from East Pakistan fearing persecution at
the hands of the Pakistani military. Since then there has
not been any mass movement of people from Bangladesh
to India, but the migration continues (Myron Weiner,
1992-93: 91-126).

However, there are so many factors that compel
Bangladeshis to migrate to India. Those are mainly:
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environmental, economic, social and political factors,
which are also highly complex. Various social scientists
explain them in levels of income and employment
between sending and receiving areas, while geographers
examine differences in fertility, mortality, age structure
and labour force growth. Sociologists therefore focus
on two sets of causes, which may be seen as macro and
micro factors (Stephen Castles, 2002: 1143-1168). The
porous nature of the India-Bangladesh border helps
Bangladeshi migrants to crossover to India without being
detected by the security forces on the border. Bangladesh
shares common borders with five Indian states, viz.
Assam, Meghalay, Mizoram, Tripura and West Bengal
(Sajeda Amin, 2002: 251-267).

POLITICAL BORDER AND DETERM INATION

NATIONALISM

Borders or national borders, are very powerful and
determine and create ethnicity and nationalism. In the
case of Bengali ethnicity and nation, it was divided first
by Lord Curzon in 1905 based on religion. The Bengali
nation according to the language, tradition and culture
constituted the largest nation and was the most powerful
resistance to the British Raj. The intention was to use
religion according to the divide-and-rule policy and two-
nation theory. The Bengali people were divided into two
nations Hindus and Muslims into East and West Bengal.
Though, however, after great resistance, the British
withdrew their decision in 1912 but the crack was already
done.

The second division of border and Bengali nationalism
was done in 1947 with the division of British-India into
India and Pakistan again on a religious basis. The demand
of Mohammed Ali Jinnah for a homeland for Muslims
was the most compelling factor for the division of India
along with independence. The proceeding of
independence and division was carried out by Lord
Mount Batten according to the instructions given by PM
Attlee (Bipin Chandra, 1988: 497). A boundary
commission, known as the Radcliffe Boundary
Commission/Award, was constituted which divided
British-India into two sovereign countries—India and
Pakistan (Partition Proceedings, 1949).

The partition drama became more interesting with the
recreation of another country out of Pakistan based on
language and culture. Pakistan’s Urdu-speaking people
who had dominated all aspects of Pakistan’s society and

polity exploited the Bengali-speaking Muslims.
Bangladesh inherited the same borders of the Radcliffe
Award. The border was drawn on the ground dividing
the Bengali community/nationalism into two
nationalities. Due to the national border, the same
community has been renamed many times, sometimes
East Bengalis, sometimes East Pakistanis and
Bangladeshis (Shelley Feldman, 2003: 111-121).

ROLE OF LANGUAGE AND CULTURE

Bengali community has a common language, tradition
and culture that has been followed for a long. Though
the border divided their national identity/citizenship,
could not divide the feelings of the Bengali nation. For
a long, they have had a close socio-cultural and family
affinity across the border. Though they follow and show
loyalty to different countries have a close and very deep
love and sympathy towards Bengalis. The feeling of a
nation has never been changed but rather become
stronger. During the Ayub Khan period in Pakistan, the
Urdu language and Islam religion were imposed on
Bengalis of East Pakistan. The songs of Rabindranath
Tagore and other Bengali poets were banned as un-
Islamic and the Bengali festivals were stopped at all.
Islam was declared as the national language. The unsocial
behaviour of West Pakistan against the socio-cultural
feeling of Bengalis drove towards the creation of
Bangladesh in 1971. Though the Bengalis in Bangladesh
are Muslims and Indian Bengalis are Hindus the feeling
of nationalism and a nation has strengthened rather than
divided and defused (Jessica Stern, 2000).

IMAGINED CROSS-BORDER COMMUNITIES

As it has been argued in the paper trans-border
community relations in Bengali people/ethnicity is very
much deep, high and close. The process of the trans-
border community is being maintained and survived by
the cross-border migration. The border between India
and Bangladesh is the longest border India has with any
of its neighbours. It is the most unfenced and porous
border. The nature of the border helps the migration to
cross the border and makes the management a difficult
task. Surprisingly the people on both sides receive those
migrants  with  a  warm  welcome.  They  can  be  easily
assimilated into the masses due to their social, cultural
and family affinities/similarity. The trans-border
relations survived and were sustained through marriage
alliances, working as daily wages/workers and even
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through cross-border mafia groups. They are being
protected and patronized by the communities residing
on both sides and even by the authorities and the
politicians (Shelley Feldman, 2003: 111-121).

CROSS-BORDER COMMUNITY  RELATIONS AND

GLOBALIZATION

Globalization, on the other hand, has further enhanced
and made the process much easier. The term
‘globalization,’ argues for an unabated flow of
interconnectedness and information that changed the
imagination of communities their identities and
relationships across borders. In the wake of the new age,
new communication technologies and fast-travel
transport systems across the globe have allowed frequent
and all-round flows of people, ideas and cultural signs.
The changing and declining of the meaning and
definition of nation-state and sovereignty and its
autonomous power have weakened along with its control
over the national border for which the migrants are now
easily assimilating across the borders (Georges Photios
Tapinos, 2000: 297-306). Therefore this notion changes
the very core of issues and practices linked to migration
and community formation simultaneously challenging
the meaning of borders. It also impacts the social and
cultural relationships among different groups of migrants
originating from the sending and the receiving countries
(Hein de Haas, 2006).

BENGALI ETHNICITY AND NATION-BUILDING IN

BANGLADESH

The ethnic structure of Islam-dominated Bangladesh is
far more homogeneous in cultural terms. Bengali
Muslims comprise about 86 per cent of the population
followed by Bengali Hindus (about 13 per cent)
(Georges Photios Tapinos, 2000). In Bangladesh, it was
comparatively easy, primarily because of the relatively
higher degree of ethnic homogeneity. In fact, as far back
as the 1950s Mujib had come out with a sharp
enunciation of a ‘three-nation’ theory, outbidding the
earlier Pakistani conception of ‘two nations’ theory,
based on religion. Also in February 1971, at a Bengali
academy meeting, Mujib declared: ‘After years of
struggle and sacrifice, Bengali nationalism was now a
reality and Bengalis were a nation. “Joy Bengal” was
not merely a slogan but it embodied all aspects of
Bengal’s life—politics, economy, culture and language.
In the post-liberation period, secularism, as practised in

Bangladesh during the Mujib regime, came close to the
Indian model of providing equal treatment to regimes
in public affairs (Hafeez Malik, 1977).

Bengali ethnicity as argued in the paper is residing
mostly in Bangladesh and West Bengal of India, which
maintained and survived by cross-border migration.
Scholars argue migration, human or animal, is a
universal phenomenon. Unlike air, sea and birders
recognize no border so also hunger, poverty, and security
threats. The partition of Bengal has been recorded as
the cruelest tragedy in world history. Millions of people
from both sides of the border were forced in
unimaginable circumstances to leave their homeland for
a reason they were not responsible for. Since that
moment the unending misery and sorrow started
following them which has never ended. Ever since the
partition of the Indian subcontinent and the formation
of East Pakistan and later Bangladesh, their nationals
came to India with or without valid documents.  Up to
1971, over 10 million (4.7 Hindus and 5.3 Muslims)
had sought refuge in India, especially in West Bengal.
When imagining Bengal and Bengali nation from the
geographical, historical, and cultural point of view,
Bangladesh forms the larger part of it and the rest is the
Indian states of West Bengal and Assam. The poor
Bangladeshis destination, the Northeast Indian states,
is bound to Bangladesh on almost all sides. India shares
a 4096.7-kilometre land border with Bangladesh
(Georges Photios Tapinos, 2000).

The Bengalis are boosting and encouraging their own
country and helping the nation-building process in many
respects. The illegal migrants are been employed in
small-scale industries and agriculture-like jobs all over
India, mostly in Northeast India and earning huge
amounts of money. The refugees are already been
assimilated into the Indian population and settled in good
professions. The legal workers are engaged in many
higher posts and high-profile jobs. All these people have
left the main parts of their families in Bangladesh and
sending money for their survival. In this way,
Bangladesh is earning millions of dollars.

ETHNICITY AND NATION-BUILDING IN INDIA

Bengali ethnicity has become one of the most serious
challenges for India’s national security and national
integration. Other challenges are the influx of illegal
migrants, migration-caused violent conflicts including
inter and intra ethnic group, terrorism, insurgency
movements and their trans-border networks. Secondly,
the spreading of small arms throughout the states of
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northeast India and from there to other parts of India,
the border crime, illegal border trade, trafficking of
drugs, humans and animals and last but not least, the
growing Madrassas in the region. The destruction of
the economy, environmental degradation, socio-cultural
problems, scarcity of water, food and other human has
made this worsen.

The continuous migration has transformed the entire
complexion of populations in several districts of
northeastern states, Bihar and West Bengal. Even in
Delhi Mumbai and other big cities, the composition of
some constituencies for legislative and local bodies’
elections has changed. The existing Madrassas and their
trans-border and international linkages have become the
means of antisocial activities being active in the Indo-
Bangladesh border. The Harkat-ul-Jehadi-e-Islami,
Bangladesh (HuJI-BD), has linkages with Pakistan and
Afghanistan-based terrorist groups, the Jaish-e-
Mohammed (JeM), the Lashkar-e-Toiba (LeT) and Al-
Qaeda (Bertil Lintner, 2002: 14-17).

Environmental degradation, population of water and air
and health problems are some other impor tant
tribulations for border region people of both countries.
Rapid population growth in urban areas has resulted in
unplanned development, greater demand for land and
energy, traffic congestion, increased waste generation,
overburdened or unavailable waste treatment and
disposal facilities, and increased frequency of chemical
emergencies has created so many security problems in
India (Ashok Swain, 1996: 189-204) (Narottam Gaan,
2001: 151-176).

CHALLENGES TO THE NATION-BUILDING

The paper has argued that ethnicity and nation-building
are the two most important issues of the time. The
interplay of ethnicity and ethnic movements thus
indicates the competitive—turned—conflictual assertion
of ethnic nationalism against state-centric nationalism.
Though nation-building is the most important and
inevitable task all the nations including developed and
developing countries are facing challenges. India and
Bangladesh are two developing countries with historical
linkages facing peculiar and similar challenges to the
nation-building process. The ethnicity and emergence
of ethnic movements can be traced to several factors
like the gradual erosion of the traditional normative
frameworks and an increasing impetus to the ideologies
of democracy, equality and distributive justice, with the
perception and projection of the ruling regimes as being
discriminatory and oppressive in ethnic terms (Georges
Photios Tapinos, 2000: 367-368).

CONCLUSION REMARKS

In such a volatile situation, in the event of state power
becoming increasingly ineffective in containing
ethnicity politically. The escalation of violence by the
illegal movement of people in Southern Asia has
witnessed an increasing use of sophisticated arms and
weapons. The issue of ethnicity and nation-building has
come to be regarded as one of the most important and
challenging tasks and pressing problems facing India
and Bangladesh. The issue of ethnicity and migration is
the age-old phenomenon of the world and is not going
to stop anywhere. On the other hand, we are living in a
world where national borders have become obsolete.
“A borderless world” is a phrase often associated with
economic integration under the banner of globalization.

The proponents of economic cooperation argue that
economic integration can be prompted even among
states in conflict, and eventually overcome political
antagonism (Mayumi Moriyama, 2006: 1351-1359).
According to scholars, globalization is about to break
down national borders. It also argues for economic
integration, interdependence of markets and harmonious
cultural relations across the borders. Similarly, how
border controls are implemented and managed would
reduce the benefits of openness of borders and
significantly affect the further of socio-cultural relations
and economic integration (Peter Andreas, 2003: 3-7). It
also claims to justify that the meaning of borders and
boundaries can be changed drastically as per the need
for space and time (James Anderson and Liam O’Dowd,
1999: 593-604).

This process probably could be successful through
cultural cooperation or the culture of operation between
two countries. Cultural cooperation signifies the
exchange of education, techniques, technologies,
investments, joint ventures in infrastructure sectors and
other important sectors, exchange of ideas and people.
According to C Raja Mahan, the zone of conflict should
become the zone of cooperation and development (C
Raja Mohan, 2002-03: 141-15). As historical linkages,
traditions and culture advocates working together is
perhaps the only way to manage ethnicity or ethnic
problems and develop nation-building in both the
countries of India and Bangladesh.
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