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Fractured Nation, Fractured ldentities: Quest for a National
Reconciliation in Bangladesh

Sayeed Iftekhar Ahmed
School of Security and Global Studies, American Public @rsity System, Charles Town, WV, USA

Abstract

In Bangladesh, the two main political parties — the Bangshdawami League (AL) and the Bangladesh Na-
tionalist Party (BNP) — have held contested, opposing view®very significant national and international issue,
and except for two years in 2007—2008, they have been in powerery consecutive term since 1991. This has
led to the absence of even a minimal ideological consensus essential component for any smoothly functioning
democracy. This ideological chasm is rooted in the faildréne nationalist elites to develop a unified discourse that
is based on a shared identity and national imagery; thigmttas led to the development of two parallel nationalisms
in both the elite and the subaltern domains which has fredttine entire nation and created dual identities. This
study urges the construction of a space for reflexive, diseeyr and deliberative local-level dialogues that could en
gage the government, opposition political activists, ami gociety activists at the Zilla, Upazilla, and Union ks,
in a much-needed public examination of Bangladesh’s natimtentity. It would help to deconstruct these projects
through dialogical and democratic means rather than fgrtiair totalizing claims upon each other.

1 Introduction not believe that they would be able to come back to power

_ ] through a free and fair election if their opponent retained
Once again, the Bangladesh Awami League (AL) and {3gver during the time of the election. Therefore, despite

Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) have taken an antgges fact that the state faces no direct military interven-
onistic position on the issue of the parliamentary electllcﬁran’ the political parties have failed to institutionalithe
scheduled for 2014. The BNP stands for the restoratiggmocratic system through fair elections and a legitimate

of the non-partisan, non-elected, “neutral” caretaker-gay,ccession of power under the leadership of a political
ernment; they have demanded, like before, that the c 8rty.

taker government should replace the elected one during o . .
the time of the electioh. Meanwhile, rejecting the idea  1h€ antagonistic position between these parties has
of the caretaker system, the AL has proposed to form %useq numerous street confrontat_lons that hav_e_ claimed
“interim government” from the elected members of th@any lives, especially in 1996 and in 2006n addition,
leading parties in the parliament. It is interesting to not@€ enduring chasm between them has created an open-
that they both shifted their preferences when their rol) for the military for indirect intervention into the po-
switched from the ruling to the opposition party — in thétical system, which has further deteriorated the possibi
opposition, they supported the caretaker system, but tiyof institutionalizing democracy in t_he body politic of
as the ruling party, they opposed iEven though the two Bangladesh. For exqmple, confrontations b_et\/\{een the AL
parties have served (exceptin 2007 and 2008) as the rufiity! the BNP on the issue of a caretaker chief in 2006 en-
party and the main opposition in every consecutive tel¢fuUraged the military to intervene in the state once again
since 1991, they have not been able to establish evend the outcome of this was the Fakhruddin interregnum,
minimal ideological consensus — an essential compon¥fitich despite its civilian faade, was basically a military
for any smoothly functioning democracy. As a result, tf#overnmentin a civilian cloak.
AL and the BNP hold contested, opposing views not only The root of the ideological chasm between the AL
on the issue of a caretaker system but on every significafti the BNP appears to be the failure of the nationalist
national and international issue, including the basic coglites to develop a unified discourse of nationalism that
cepts of national identity, the role of religion in the statgs hased on a shared identity and national imagery; this
and the nature of their relationship with India. has led to the development of two parallel nationalisms
This ideological chasm between the AL and the BNiR both the elite and the subaltern domains — a unique
has led to mutual distrust and disbelief; hence, they ghenomenon in South Asian historyEurther, this dual
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“nation-building” process has fragmented the elites afich elites and the subaltern domains in Bengal, which
the subalterns on the issues of identity, nation, and weas known as East Pakistan. Most of the Bengali Mus-
tionality and planted disbelief and distrust among the Alm elites imagined themselves as a nation and felt asso-
and the BNP leaders and activists, which has resultedciated with the people living in the Western wing of Pak-
their inability to take a unified stand on the important igstan; they believed that the Hindus, the religious minori-
sues. In the post (internal) colonial state of Bangladesies, and the Adivasis were the “others,” the outsiders of
“imagined” within the available set of colonial moduleshis nationalist project.

the elites have reconstructed two parallel nations — the

secular, linguistic-based Bengali (AL) and the territo% in th iority of th bal h f M
d Islam-based Bangladeshi (BNPBoth parties have . ain, the majority of the su qternsw © came frofn us-
an lim backgrounds had no choice other than to accept the

endeavored to implement the totalizing claims of the|'|’hagination of the elites as their own. In Bengal, as the

own n?uo_nqhst prOJeqt w.h|le denying th? multiple .frag"‘subaltern conscience [was] subject to the cathexis of the
ments” within the nation; and both parties, when in O%Ii}es” (Spivak 1988, p. 11), independent of the elite do-
position, have obstinately avoided attending sessions 0f . e .
parliament or engaging in any kind of dialogical deliberpam’ t_hey were uqable o Qevelpp a distinctive view Qf
ation, which has further exacerbated their failure to insghe nation, n.at.|onallsm, a_nd identity. Therefore, on the is
tutior;alize democracy in the body politic of Bangladésh ue .Of magining the n_atlon, the §ubalterns gccgpted the
The failure to develop a unified nationalist discourse ul{.(_allgm-l_denuty of t_he elites’ as thqr own, despite itsgpr
. X ° Ulhation in a domain where they did not belong.
mately fractured the entire nation and created dual identi-
ties within the framework of the nation-state. However, within a very short period after the creation
This paper takes a brief historical view to gauge ho@f Pakistan, the “two-nation” theory lost its popularity in
the making and remaking of identity and nationalism frast Pakistan. T_h_e Mu;llm elites could not estab!lsh hege-
the political discourse of the nation has resulted in tHi&ONY over the civil society of Bengal on the basis of this
enduring chasm between the AL and the BNP, and Hheory. Inthe mear_1t|me_, the_|r|der!t|t|es.had already trans
fragmented both the elites and the subalterns on the isi/@ed to the Pakistani national identity from the Mus-
of identity, nation, and nationalism. One possible polidy national identity. Their failure to establish hegemony
recommendation is that the civil society should take tfigsSulted in what Guha (1998) and Bates (1975) defined
initiative to create a space for a local-level reflexivejlel @ “dominance without hegemony.” Among the various
erative dialog in order to engage the leaders and activi@$SSible reasons they could not succeed was their apa-
of the AL and the BNP in frequent discursive deliberdly toward establishing democratic norms and practices,
tion. The goal would be to deconstruct their nationali4fich ultimately resulted in long-term military rule, the
projects through dialogical and democratic means rattR&"ception of economic exploitation by the Pakistani lead-
than forcing their totalizing claims upon each other. Thigd classes among the minds of both the Bengali elite and
deliberation should not be restricted to the top-brass-le&f# Subalterns, and the distinct cultural praxis between th
ers in the capital but should also include the civilians affyest and the East wings of Pakistan.
party activists at the grassroots — e.g. the Zilla, Upazilla The Muslim elites in Bengal found themselves highly
and Union levels. circumscribed in the economic and political structures in
Pakistan. Their sense of exclusion from the economic
2 Genesis of the Present Cleavage and_polit?cal !ives .of ngistan vis-a.-vis the failure okth
Pakistani nationalist elites to establish hegemony ower th
The elite historiographies, both the nationalist aravil society of Bengal encouraged them to seek a counter
the leftist, have construed the “Bangladesh revolutioideology through which to assert their economic and polit-
(Maniruzzaman 1980) as a secular, elite nationalisal interests in a unified Pakistan. As a result, to counter
project. This was the major point of contention betweealigion-based nationalism, a section of the Bengali glite
the emerging Bengali elites with their Pakistani countezame out from the Muslim League and formed a different
part, the state established in 1947 for the Muslims of colparty, the Awami League (ALJ.In this new reality, like
nial India on the basis of the “two-nation” theory, wherthe Muslim elites in British India, in their “cultural do-
the elites of the Pakistan movement, who mainly belongetin,” they (re)imagined that all the inhabitants of Ben-
to the Muslim League, imagined that the Muslims and tlyal regardless of their religious differences were a nation
Hindus in British India were two antagonistic nations anthey upheld secular Bengali nationalism in order to ac-
hence, they would not be able to live together in an isemmodate people from differentreligions in their nation-
dependent state Therefore, they thought it necessary talist project, which quickly gained popularity among the
create a separate state for the Muslims of colonial Indgubalterns in East PakistdrThe party was easily able to
The two-nation theory gained popularity with the Musconvince the economically exploited and politically sup-

Unable to create their own independent political do-



AHMED, S. I. FRACTURED NATION, FRACTURED IDENTITIES: QUEST FOR ANATIONAL RECONCILIATION IN BANGLADESH 3

pressed destitute masses that in order to be emancipateal traditions of the Hindus — the “enemy,” the “out-
from their extreme cornered conditions in the state asitlers” of the Pakistani nationalist project. In their nar-
society they needed to organize a freedom movement aatives, the movement for Bangladesh was a conspiracy
create a nation of their own on the basis of secular natidry India with the aim of disintegrating Pakistan for the
alism. strategic advantage of India. The Hindus and the Com-

Despite their conscious resistance to the internal colgUnists were in the forefront of implementing this con-
nial structure of Pakistan as a result of the absence of wiB{facy theory. Hence, during the time of the Liberation
Gramsci (2011, p. 196) called the “multiple elements Yar in 1_971, all the Isla_mlst parties actively opp_osed_ the
‘conscious leadership’ the subalterns could not indepenSeParation of East Pakistan; they equated the identity of

dently develop their own domain of politics: hence, th€|:>yakistan with the identity of Islam. They believed that the
had to rely on the elite’s imagination of nation as thestate of Pakistan “was under constant threat and that the

own 10 Despite their dependency, the subalterns had adff€at came from India” (Haggani 2005, p. 14). They were

rations disparate from the elites about the creation of fk&id that in the secular new state, the people of Bengal
new nation. Whereas for the subalterns the creation@!d not retain their Islamic identity. Therefore, to pro-

the new nation-state would lay the groundwork for soci$ECt the integration of Pakistan and their Islamic identity
economic equitability as well as increasing their politici1eY éguated “Maulana Maududi's notion of the defense

“capabilities,” for the elites it was a struggle to securgith ©f 1Slam” (Haggani 2005, p. 24) with that of Pakistan.
class interests! All of the Islamist parties, especially the Jammat-i-

The “Bangladesh revolution” was thus not a unifieﬁlami’ active!y participated with the Pakistani army _in
project, and the participants in the revolution were nB{utaIIy crushing the Bangladesh movement, committing

motivated by similar aspirations. Instead of a “collectivaeinous gtrocit.ies in the name of Islam in order to pro-
consciousness” (Durkheim 1997, pp. 38-39), where bdast the integrity of the Pakistan _and _Islam|c identity.
the elites and the subalterns were guided by the “subj&t2wever. all of their efforts were in vain, and the new
tive will” there were intragroup contestations in both th&ate; Bangladesh, was born through a bloody civil war
elite and the subaltern domains regarding the nature of fReo71. The d|S|_ntegrat|0n O_f Pakistan completely shat-
body politic of the new natioh? For example, they weretered the ideological foundation of the Islamists. It was
fragmented not only on the role of religion in the state bB{ey_ond their imagination that linguistic, secular, ethno-

also on whether the new nation should adopt the path ionalism could overrio_le religio-nationalism. They had
socialism or follow the path of capitalism. been protgs of the (Islamic) state; now they were in the pe-
riphery of the (secular) state, which made them extremely

Among the Bengali nationalists those who belonged i strated about the future of Islamic identity and religio
the AL camp believed that the body politic of the new Ngyased nationalism in Bangladesh.

tion should be secular and that capitalism and democracy
should be the guiding principle of the state, although later
because of the pressure from the leftists inside the Ppay, One State: Two “Nations”
they adopted socialism as their guiding principle. The
leftists — both the “pro-Moscow” and the “pro-PekingThe creation of Bangladesh opened up an avenue for the
— wanted to establish a socialist and secular Bangladestacular nationalist elites to reconstruct the identityhef t
Meanwhile another major political party, the Nationalation on the basis of secular nationalism. Like the Pak-
Awami Party (NAP, Vashani faction), believed that Islaristani nationalists, under the leadership of Sheikh Mu-
should be an integral part of the identity formation of thigour Rahman, they also faced counter-hegemony during
Bengali nation, and also that Islam should play a centthe course of implementing their project — mainly from
role in the new state, although they did not stand for tliee fragments of the ethnic minorities and Adivasis, who
Sharia state, like the Islamists who believe that Shasice the beginning of independence had refused to ac-
law should be the guiding principle of Pakistan. All theept the Bengali nationalists’ identity as their own. Fur-
Islamists regardless of party affiliation have stood forther, the desperate Islamists did not want to renounce their
united Pakistan because they believe that secular natisiamic identity and wanted to incorporate it into the iden-
alism is antithetical to the idea of religio-nationalisndantity of the new nation. In the changed situation, they de-
hence, against the ideal of Islarh. constructed the two-nation theory in order to rebuild the
Despite its marginalization in East Pakistan civil sgdentity of the Bengali nation by incorporating the ele-
ciety, religion-based identity and politics did not comMents of religion into the “nation-building” process.
pletely fade away. For the Islamists, the syncretistic cul- Being highly cornered in the body politic of the
tural tradition of Bengal practiced in the cultural domainew state, it was initially difficult to carry out their de-
of the Bengali nationalists was associated with the culenstructed nationalist idea, which caused despair. In
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this context, the NAP (Vashani) came forward to easeitlook towards secular Western democracy and followed
their abysmal crisis. They demanded the renaming \&estern lifestyles. Like Jinnah, they believed that the
Bangladesh as Muslim Bengal. Regardless of the idewtion should not abandon Islam in the process of their
logical differences, all the Islamists almost immediatelgentity formation. A good number of them however be-
supported the demand. This was the first serious countmved that although secular democracy was good for the
hegemonic challenge to the notion of secular nation&llestern states, it was not suitable for their own country.
ism and it was the embryo of the future Bangladeskiany of the inherited bureaucrats (both civil and military)
nationalism, which emerged within a very short perigdined the cause with the secular nationalists, but a signif
of time after the tragic assassination of the architect ichnt number also opposed the idea of disintegrating Pak-
the Bangladesh revolution, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. itan for the sake of linguistic, secular nationalism and
gained popularity among the subalterns and elites who ieey worked with the Pakistani military junta to crush the
lieved that the new state should not completely abandmeedom struggle of the Bengali nationalists. However,
religion in their process of nation building. regardless of their orientation, the Mujib government in-

. corporated them all into state structures. Therefore, like
For various reasons, however — such as rampant ct?lr-

ruption, the 1974 famine, the deterioration of law and o _thSEI\I/f/ZSreagic:hf?aSl:r?::tee rgsor?ft::;ei;ﬁ;og’f tr?aetic?rl:;izrl:
der, cronyism, and international isolation — the secul§fS ) gm . . ) )
d identity; even their cohesive, hierarchical organiza-

elites could not establish hegemony over civil society. ns could not subdue their internal contestation reqard-
addition, they faced challenges from variousfragments.bq u ubau I ' 9

the nation to their secular nationalist project. In this-cofl'? the remaking of the nation.
text, it is ironic that they took the same path of coercion The ideological contestation inside the military be-
to establish their domination over the new nation that tkeame bloody, especially when the junior Islamist officers
Muslim nationalists had taken in united Pakistan, agairtscided to forcefully overthrow the rule of the secular na-
which they struggled throughout the period of united Patienalists, which resulted in the tragic demise of the Mu-
istan. Failing to establish hegemony through democrajile regime. During 1975, a series of coups and counter-
means, in order to maintain their rule, the Bengali elitesups finally brought power to General Ziaur Rahman,
resorted to coercive measures and established a one-pgadyprimus inter pares. He reinterpreted the national iden-
dictatorship, which eventually led to “domination withoutity and categorically subverted the entrenched meaning
hegemony,” the same scenario that Pakistani elites facédsecular identity, nation, and nationalism in order to
in East Pakistan. reintroduce the discourse of Islamism into the restructure

In January 1975, in an unexpected move in the pgr(-)dy politic of the state. About the motives and the nature

liament, the AL passed a resolution establishing Sovi%!]c Zm;&gzons;rgcnontoftr? Ottt].tt.he |c|iendt|tby ?r?;jhthe ste_lte,
style, one-party rule that banned all the political pa tiaz ( » - 25) wrote that it involved bo € manip-

ties and groups. The AL renamed their party & ation/m_odification of_ constitutional procedure a_nd the
the Bangladesh Krisok Sromik Awami League (BAK.(-:OnSthtIon of a new |deqlogy thaf[ wo_uI(_j undermlne”the
SAL, Bangladesh Peasants and Workers Awami Leagl'J %ology ofthe former regime and justify its takeover.
whereby abolishing their previous organizations. The two To counter this secular linguistic nationalist ideology,
relatively small parties, the “pro-Moscow” CommunisEia effectively deconstructed the two-nation theory and
Party of Bangladesh (CPB) and the NAP (Mujaffar fasuccessfully reinvented territorial nationality by inpor
tion), joined with the new part}? Their excessive re-rating Islamic components into the national identity —
liance on the state’s apparatus and coercive measurewhat he identified as Bangladeshi nationalism. As an ex-
advance the reconstruction process isolated them furtbleisionist project, the religious “minorities” and the Adi
from the masses, which complicated their attempt to imasis were considered as “outsiders” and were excluded
plement their nationalist agenda. This sharpened the ctrom the re-created nation as well as from the process of
testation between the elites who supported the seculald&imizing the state and civil society. Zia’s Bangladeshi
project and those who opposed it. The disenfranchiseationalism officially disintegrated both the elites and th
subalterns simply fractured their own domain along thseibalterns, and since then, the secularists have usually
lines of their elite counterparts. identified them as Bengalis while the Islamists call them
ngladeshis.

Instead of the masses, the secular elites now shifPe%
their dependency to the civil-military bureaucrats in or- The AL and the leftist parties in general aligned them-
der to maintain their power-base. However, what theglves with the secular Bengali camp whereas the BNP
could not realize was that most of the civil-military bu— the party Zia established to “quest for [his] legiti-
reaucrats they inherited from Pakistan were trained in varacy” (Riaz 2004, p. 24) through advancing his agenda
ious Pakistani academies, and nevertheless had a posgiveemaking the nation with Islamic fervor — and the
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various factions of the Islamists identified themselves ades, and paradigms (adapted from Grin and et al. 2004).
Bangladeshis® Zia showed a “softy attitude toward Pakin the course of engagement, power “struggles (among the
istan” (Ahmed 1981, p. 137) and successfully eliminatetifferent actors) may involve enacting reflexive” delibera
and killed a good number of military officers who betion (Hendriks and Grin 2007, p. 333). The ideais to reach
longed mainly to the Bengali nationalist camp. Furthaninimal consensus about some fundamental issues within
the political activists of the AL and the JASOD (Nathe framework of reciprocal reflexivity while taking into
tional Socialist Party) faced severe persecution from thecount the divergent inputs from different actors posi-
Ziaregime. Then to advance his nationalist ideas and eiivned in contradictory locations. Informal organizaton
bolden his power-base, Zia took an “overtly pro-Islamiguch as civil society groups, local NGOs, and women’s
stance” (Ahmed 1994, p. 692) and established good tgg®ups, and informal networking can play an important
with the Jammat-i-Islami. Bangladesh in fact began itsle in developing the networks of reflexivity between the
“shift from the secular values [toward] the vulnerabilitgontradictory actors.

to Islamism” (Milam 2009, p. 11) during the time of Zia’s According to Grin (2006), the concept of reflexiv-

metapolitefsi when he reconstructed nationalism with ) also takes into account the conversion of the gover-
Islamic component and moved towards a faade of demQGyce system itself. Reflexivity therefore infers that Roth
racy. ing is static — praxis, paradigms, or systems — all are
Both parties, the AL and the BNP, have endeavoreddabject to deliberation, altercation, and reconfiguration
implement the totalizing claims of their nationalist prcije Therefore, the role of civil society groups is to create
and have considered each other as the major rivals of theeispace for the confronting political actors (local-level
project. When they were in power, they persecuted th¢ and BNP activists) where they can engage in dia-
other party’s activists, which widened their mutual disegical deliberation and move from confrontation to con-
trust and disbelief. Despite organizing a joint movemetastation in order to reach an agreement on basic values.
(from a different platform) against the last military dictaThis would eventually help institutionalize the demoarati
tor of the country, General Hussain Mohammad Ershagistem without abandoning their antagonistic nationalist
they could not overcome their problem of mutual distrugirojects. Such reflexive networks emphasize “the right of
Since the overthrow of General Ershad in 1990, one @érticipation, empowerment, process monitoring and con-
these two parties has been in power for all but 2 years. fliet settlement” (Meer and et al. 2004).
stead of reconciling, they have both tried to advance their

own totalizing cla!m of ”a“"”"?"'sr.'" which most of th.% strategy for creating a space to establish recursive re-
time has resulted in confrontation instead of ComeStat'%onsive networks for the political actors who possess an-
Their contentious relationship has not only hinderedms{ onistic political values. The goal of establishing the
tutiona!ization of the democr.atic system_but is also one ok vork is to engage in a dialogical process through open
the major obstacles preventing economic develOpmemdeliberation, creating an environment of democracy from
The nationalism debate thus originated in the elite dgelow, or a grassroots democracy, which has been missing
main, and their failure to speak for the nation as a whalgthe political culture of the state of Bangladesh since its
fractured the identities of the nation and placed them datablishment in 1971. The network of reflexivity would
contentious relations. At the national level, the elitesmpower the grassroots party activists, those who were
could not develop even a minimal value consensus on {igially marginalized in the party structures of both the

importantissues. As a policy recommendation, this pager and BNP, and enhance their political capabilities.
therefore argues that it is time for the civil society to mte o

. . . Establishing grassroots democracy would work as a
vene in order to create an atmosphere of reflexive, discur-

sive, deliberative discussion at the local level in order %\talyst for bridging the chasm because it V.V(.)UId open
an avenue for local-level leaders and activists at the

engage the government and opposition political activi flla, Upazilla, and Union levels to engage in frequent
in a much-needed public examination of Bangladesh’s na: - ! . . . : .
Iscursive deliberation. Discursive deliberation — argu-

tional identity. ment and counter-argument — would help generate an
environment of mutual respect and constructive interac-

4 Grassroots Dialogues: Quest for ation among the actors situated in contradictory, different
National Reconciliation jocations.
The practice of discursive deliberation in the reflex-

The notion of reflexivity embraces two meanings: orgare networks would ensure multiple inputs from diver-
nized inputs and “conscientious self-introspection” (Jugent actors, achieving what Sen (2005, p. 163) men-
2005, p. 12). It engages actors with contradictory valugsns as important for obtaining the political capabili-
in an examination and reevaluation of existing systent®s of individuals, what he refers to as “public discus-

The working definition of a reflexive network here is
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sion — between persons and across borders.” Discoation-state. This ultimately divides the entire nation on
sive deliberation would engage the antagonistic actorstlie major issues and fractures their identities.

what Bohman (1997, p. 90) describes as “argument and s the national elites have failed to speak for the na-
counter-argument” in an environment of mutual respagip a5 a whole, a reflexive, discursive, deliberative local
among the different party members who are holding cogyel dialog is required that would engage the government,
trasting views about the fundamental issues of the stajgposition political activists, and civil society actiigsn
Despite incongruity and aversion for the others, a “virty much-needed public examination of Bangladesh’s na-
ous deliberator respects other group members” (Crocgha| identity. However, the root cause of the problem,
2006, p. 6). Moreover, it helps to generate “a favorabgsich originates from the parallel nation-building prdjec
attltudg toward, and cqnstructlve interaction with the-p&fouid not be resolved through this dialogue, although it
sons with whom one disagrees” (Gutmann and Thompsggyd help to deconstruct these projects through dialogi-
1996, p. 79). Therefore, creating a space for frequent digy and democratic means rather than forcing their total-

cursive deliberation for the AL and BNP activists woulgdzing claims upon each other.

assist them in interacting with each other through dialogi-
cal and democratic means rather than trying to implement
their political agendas through street battles.

The major challenge of creating space for reflexive
discursive deliberation lies in the profound mutual distru
between the party activists which originates from differ-
ent imaginations of the nation. Further, the lack of demo-
cratic practices inside both party structures has resirted
a patron-client relationship, where the activists are “po-
litically poor” (Crocker 2006, p. 6) and are relegated to
party henchmen, where instead of being an active cata-
lyst their role is to simply carry out the orders of their
leaders. However, if local civil society activists can suc-
cessfully create an avenue for frequent deliberation be-
tween the party activists and local leaders, their newfound
skills of dialogical deliberation would ultimately enhanc
their political capabilities. If minimal consensus about
the major national issues were established at the grass-
roots level, the enhanced political capabilities of thelec
level activists would help them to shape the policies at
the national level through exerting their influence on the
national elites. This would ultimately establish minimal
consensus on the fundamental issues without abandoning
their vision of remaking the nation in accordance with
their own narratives of nationalism.

5 Concluding Remarks

The antagonistic chasm between the AL and the BNP is

rooted in differing nationalistic “imaginings.” The subal 3

terns, who have been unable to establish their own inde-
pendent political domain, have largely subscribed to the
same imaginations. The elites in the two parties have tried
to impose their own imagined process upon each other,

sometimes by undemocratic means, which several times4.

has led to mutual persecution or street battles. Both camps
of elites (Bengali and Bangladeshi) have used the state
apparatus to subdue the other in order to carry out their
imagination process. As a result, two parallel, antagonis-
tic nations have emerged within the structure of the same

"1

Endnotes

After the overthrow of the military dictator General
Ershadin 1990, a nonpartisan caretaker government
was installed to fill the vacuum and to conduct a
parliamentary election. Later, in 1996, this sys-
tem became constitutionalized by the sixth, BNP-
dominated parliament. For details about the care-
taker government, see Chapter Il A, “Non-Party
Care Taker Government, Articles 58 (B), (C), (D),
and (E),” in The Constitution of the People’s Re-
public of Bangladesh (as modified up to May 17,
2004). Since 1991, all parliamentary elections in
Bangladesh have been held under the supervision
of a caretaker government. The AL-dominated par-
liament abolished the caretaker system in 2011 by
amending the constitution (the 15th amendment),
but ironically, for the two terms (in 1996 and 2008)
when the AL came to power, after the tragic bloody
overthrow of the Awami League government in
1975, caretaker governments were in charge of con-
ducting the elections.

2. Exceptin 2001, when despite being the ruling party

the AL did not advocate for conducting the election
under the current, elected government. However,
unlike the AL, as the ruling party in 1996 and 2006
the BNP insisted on conducting the election under
the partisan government.

At least 70 people died in various street fights, just
in 2006, related to the issue of the caretaker gov-
ernment. These data were compiled from various
Bangladeshi newspapers published from October
29, 2006 to December 21, 2006.

| have adopted the following concept of the subal-
tern for this study: “In the context of Bangladesh,
the term ‘subaltern’ refers to various marginalized
groups and underclasses, workers, day laborers,
middle and small peasants, the rural proletariat,
women, various native and ‘tribal’ peoples, and
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‘minority’ religious groups and communities. The
position of subalternity is relational and relative;
therefore in some local or regional situations or un-
der certain circumstances any of them could act as
or for the ‘elite.’ Like the elites, there are frag-
ments within the various subaltern groups. The re-
lationships between and within the various subal-
tern groups and fragments are both contentious and
harmonious, depending upon the context, locality,
and situation. In the questions of nation, nation-
ality, identity, secularism, and religion, the subal-
terns are also divided, like their elite counterparts.
Subaltern cultural practices in the Bengal region are
generally syncretic; that is, in their everyday lives,
Hindu and Muslim and other minority and local
religions and practices are all intermingled. Sub-
alterns are also divided on the role of religion in

the state and civil society and there is no appar-11-

ent homogenous or monolithic subaltern culture in
Bangladesh” (Ahmed 2006, pp. 159-160).

The term elite signifies powerful groups, classes,
or persons. In Bangladesh, the capitalist class,
high-ranking government officials, political lead-
ers, lawyers, doctors, bureaucrats, and technocrats
are known as elites. Most of the political leaders
from the major political parties are from elite back-
grounds. Despite similar class/group affiliations,
they do not agree on nation, nationality, or iden-
tity. They are also divided on the role of secularism
and Islam in the state. This division clearly reflects
that like their subaltern counterparts, instead of be-
ing guided by “collective consciousness” as a class
or a group, they are also motivated by the “subjec-
tive consciousness.” As a result of the failure of the
elites to speak for the nation as a whole, the nation
of Bangladesh remains fragmented.

. For the concept of internal colony, see Gonzalez-
Casanova (1965).
. For the fragments of the nation, see Chatterjee
(1993).

. Anderson (1991) described nation as the “imagined
community.”

. The Muslim elites who came out from the Muslim
League established the East Pakistan Awami Mus-

lim League on June, 23, 1949, but later, on De-15.

cember 4, 1955, they dropped the name “Muslim.”
The party was renamed the Bangladesh Awami
League after Bangladesh gained independence. See
Bangladesh Awami Leagubttp://www.albd.org/

. The syncretistic culture that the elites and the sub-
alterns practiced throughout the time of united Pak—1
istan clearly reflects the reimagining process in
their cultural domains. One of the examples was the
practicing of Tagore’s song. The Pakistani Muslim

12.

14.
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elites believed that Rabindranath Tagore’s song was
antithetical to their nationalist project and hence
against the very notion of the state of Pakistan itself,
because the essence of his song is against the ex-
clusive nature of Muslim nationalism. In addition,
Tagore’s Hindu background made them believe that
he was an outsider to their nationalist project. De-
fying this hegemonic notion of the Pakistani nation-
alist elites, as a part of their counter-hegemonic, na-
tional reimagining process, especially the emerging
Bengali nationalist elites practiced the Tagore songs
or arranged festivities around Tagore about the time
of internal colonial domination.

10. For the economic, administrative, and political in-

equalities between East and West Pakistan, see Ja-
han (1972).

For various human capabilities, see Nussbaum
(2000, pp. 78-80).

Durkheim (1997, pp. 38—-39) defined collective con-
sciousness as “the totality of beliefs and sentiments
common to average members of the same society ...
it is an entirely different thing from particular con-
sciences, although it can only be realized through
them.”

13. Like their secular counterparts, who co-opted the

political discourse of modernity with the syncretis-
tic tradition of Bengal, the Islamists co-opted the
religiosity of Islam with the discourse of moder-
nity. Hence, they juxtaposed concepts like Sharia
and state or Islam and nationalism (Islamic nation-
alism) in order to justify their politics within the
framework of the postcolonial state, which was set
up on the principle of Western modernity, which
they considered as contradictory with the teachings
of Islam.

In this study, | used the modernist concept of
nation-building. In the context of postcolonial
states, they interpreted the nation, nationalism, and
nation-building in accordance with the colonial
modules that the postcolonial states inherited from
their colonial masters. For a modernist understand-
ing of the nation, see Emerson (1960).

In a move to curtail the freedom of the press,
the BAKSAL government banned all independent
newspapers and nationalized the most popular one,
The Daily Ittefaq. Including this one, only four
government newspapers were published during the
time of one-party rule by the secular elites.

6. During the Zia regime, the BAKSAL was revived

as the Awami League, which later renamed itself
the Bangladesh Awami League (AL).
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