% ® N US Centre for Asian Legal Studies
Natipnal University Faculty Of LaW

of Singapore

30 August 2013, Friday 4+ 10.30am — 12.00pm 4+
Lee Sheridan Conference Room, Eu Tong Sen Building, NUS (BTC)

“Bengali” and “Bangladeshi”: The use of Islamic and Secular
Identities in Bangladesh

by Ms. Adeeba Aziz Khan
Barrister-at-Law, English and Welsh Bar by Lincoln’s Inn

ABSTRACT

Bangladeshis today are experiencing two separate and conflicting types of nationalism and collective
identity. There are those who support the ideology of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) in
alliance with Jamaat-i-Islami, who define Bangladeshi identity based on religion and territoriality and
those who support the ideology of the Awami League (AL) who define Bengali identity on the basis of
ethnicity, language and secularism. Since Bangladesh’s independence in 1971, successive regimes
have used constitutional amendments in order to define and re-define what it means to be
‘Bangladeshi’ and electoral violence, politics of the street, muscle politics, regular disruptions to daily
life through hartals, curfews and aggressive politics continue to be instigated by using these rivaling
ideologies as and when it suits political parties.

The paper analyses the key pledges in each national election campaign since 1991and most recently
in the 2013 City Corporation Polls by the BNP and the AL and their allies in order to establish how
the use of ‘religion’ and ‘secularism’ has supported the political parties to alternate power. The paper
concludes that these two competing ideologies have very little practical implication for Bangladesh. |
argue that collective memory is fabricated and exaggerated by political parties in order to create a
platform, differentiate themselves from other groups, maintain factional competition and patron-client
links and discredit other parties — leading to the contentious politics of the day.
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