
Language, culture and resentment 
prove stronger than religion 

Secularization in Bangladesh 

Donald Eugene Smith 

hc emergence of an official policy of T secularism in Bangladesh must be 
viewed as a major ideological landmark in the recent 
history of the Indian subcontinent. Analyzed in terms 
of lcgitimizing symbols, the abrupt change from the 
Islamic Republic of Pakistan to the sccular People’s 
Republic of Bangladesh is a significant cvent. It is 
axiomatic that revolutionary changes in the symbols 
of statehood nced not be, and gencrally are not, ne 
companied by corresponding attitudinal changes 
among the masses of the people. The symbols, after 
all, arc formulated by a small political 6litc or evcn 
by one leader. But it is important to understand both 
what the leaders are trying to express by the symbols 
they choose and how thcse symbols arc rclatcd to thc 
political proccss and the general culture. 

It is wcll to emphasize at the outset that the term 
“secdarism” as uscd on thc subcontincnt docs not 
imply attitudes or policics of hostility toward re- 
ligion. The rcligious neutrality of thc state, combined 
with freedom of religion, is the main idea convcyed 
by the tcrm in India and Bangladesh. 

India was partitioncd in 1947 as a result of thc un- 
compromising demand of the Muslim League, 1cd by 
M.A. Jinnah, for the creation of a separate Muslim 
State. The two compact Muslim-majority arcas, one 
in thc west and one in the east, separated by a 
thousand miles of Indian territory, became the new 
Statc of Pakistan. The ideological justification for the 
partition was provided by Jinnah‘s two-nation theory, 
by which the Hindus and thc Muslims were con- \ 
territory of India. Separated by distinct and ‘fre- 

...’ sidered to bc two separate nations living within the . ..- 

quently ’ conflictin reli$ons, phflosophics, laws, so- constituted separate nations. Having identified the 
’ morally entitlcd to a territory and a state of their 

Own- 

From its inception Pakistan Was plagued by idm- 
logical confusion. The crux of the problem n x h d  
around two adjcctivcs, “Muslim” and “Islamic.” His- 

cia1 customs and f anpages, these two “muniti- Muslims as a nation, reasoned, they were 
__ . . . .- .. .- 
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torically, it .is clear that the Pakistan movement, 
which attracted mass Muslim support in its dccisive 
phase, was a movement for the creation of a Muslim 
state, that is, one in which the Muslinis would be in 
control. Jinnah and various other leaders werc large- 
ly Westernized culturally, and in terms of traditional . 

lslamic lielief and practice not very devout. The 
most influential ulnnur (those learned in Islam, con- 
stituting il kind, of clergy) would have nothing to do 
with tlic movement until the very eve of partition, 
sincc they werc convinced that the secular politicians 
were manipulating religious sentiment for their own 
ciids. The Muslim nationalism of Jinnah was theo- 
logically objectionablc, siiicc it igriord the univcr- 
sal Islamic community (ummuh) as thc proper focus 
of rrligio-political loyalty. 

Aftcr Pakistan came into being, however, thc basic 
prcmises of the debate changed. Pakistan already 
existed as a Muslim state, but to what cxtent would 
it become an Islamic state, that is, a state in which 
thc basic structure, the constitution and liiws, would 
bi! givcn a distinctively Islamic form? Thc ulama, 
many of whom had either opposed or bccn indiffer- 
ent to the partition movcmcnt, now proclaimed that 
builclin an Islamic state could bc the only valid 

mctrcly il secular state govcrncd by Muslims, what 
rnord justification was thcrc for the enormous cost 
in bloodshed and suffering which tlie partition had 
brought with it? 

Thc ideological confusion cmiitinucd as Pakistan’s 
rulers (civilian politicians until 1958, and military 
thercaftcr), though prcdominantly modern in out- 
look, fclt too insecure to do without the legitimizing 
aura cast by Islam. Throughout the twenty-five-year 
history of Pakistan, no national leadcr has bccri ablc 
to say “Islam has given us our group idcntity, and 
we :ire a Muslim nation; but Islam provides no viable 
system of laws and government, ;in Islamic statc is 
impossible.” 

Pakistan’s rulers preferred ambiguity, and thus 
both thc 1956 and 1962 constitutions proclaimed an 
Islamic Republic of Pakistan in which no laws would 
be enacted which werc contrary to the Qur’an and 
Tradition. The original 1962 Constitution, drafted 
under military rule, did not designate Pakistan an 
Islamic Rcpublic, but it was so amcndcd as soon as 
it came into force. Tho final document also created 
an Advisory Council of Islamic Ideology. These pro- 
visions suggested continuing faith in the notion of 
an Islamic state and helped to legitimize the regime, 
or at lcast to moderate differences with the tradition- 
alist scvtors of socicty. 

Of ovcrriding importance, howevcr, was the fierce 
conviction that a strong emphasis on thc Islamic 
nature of the statc was essential to the unity of 
Pakistan. What was it that the Pushtu, Punjabi, 
Sindhi or Urdu-speaking people of West Pakistan 
had in common with the Bengali-speaking peoplc a 

reason T or the cxistence of Pakistan. If the goal was 

’ 

thousand miles away in East Pakistan? Two things, 
it was said, one positive and one negative; a common 
religion (Islam) and a common. enemy (India). 
Pakistanis in both wings of the country, but especial- 
ly in the West, regarded Islam as the great integra- 
tive force which would make the geographically im- 
plausible State of Pakistan succeed. 

If Islam was politically useful in terms of legit- 
imacy and national integration, it also exactcd a high 
prim from s u m s i v e  Pakistani governments. The 
concept of an Islamic state, as interpreted by the 
traditionalists, seriously undermined modern ideas of 
citizenship and of the legislative state. By definition, 
according to thc traditionalists, in an Islamic statc 
non-Muslims could not be merged with Muslims in 
ii common citizenship, nor could individual non-Mus- 
lims hold positions of authority in the state. These 
principles werc directed not only at tho Hindus, in 
the long debate over separate electorates, but at the 
Ahmadiyya movement, an unorthodox Muslim scct. 

That an Islamic state required definite limitations 
on thc legislative power of thc statc was univcrsally 
accepted and was, as noted above, incorporated in 
both constitutions through the provision that no laws 
contrary to the Qur’an and Tradition would be cn- 
actcd. Sharp debate cruptcd ovcr changcs in the 
Muslim family laws, particularly over provisions re- 
stricting unilateral divorcc by males and polyg- 
amous marriages. Thcse changes had first been rcc- 
ommended by an official commission in 1955, but it 
was riot until 1961, under militmy rule, that they 
could bc implemcntcd over thc strenuous objections 
of the ulama. 

Thus, throughout Pakistan’s history the modernists, 
cmvinced that changcs in traditional Muslim society 
arc urgently needed, have been in control. Rut their 
acceptance of the basic prcmisc that Pakistan is an 
Islamic state, based largely on considerations of 
legitimacy and integration, has imposed serious 
limitations on their programs of modernization. They 
haw discovcred, like other leaders in the Third 
World, that it is not casy to utilize sdected parts of 
religious tradition and ignore or reject other parts. 

Nchru, Gandhi and other Indian leaders reluctant- 
ly acceptd the partition, but they never accepted the 
two-nation theory uscd to justify it. While the Indian 
Constitution of 1950 does not use the term, its clear 
intent is to create a secular state in which religion is 
irrelevant to citizenship, and state and religion are 
kept separate. With minor exccptions, liberal dem- 
ocratic principles provide the formal ideological basis 
of the Constitution. Serious problems remain in the 
implcmentation of secularism in India, but the ex- 
periment has achieved a fair measure of success. 
The least one can say is that the political forces com- 
mittcd to identifying the Indian state with Hinduism 
or the Hindu community are today very weak indeed. 

Pakistani writers were uniformly scornful of Indian 
claims to a policy of secularism and made much of 
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madc basic contributions, although the Hindu ele- 
ments are more obvious. The Bengali languagc is 
written in a variant of the Devanagari script, which 
rclates it to Sanskrit, the sacred language of Hindu- 
ism, and its basic vocabulary and grammar are de- 
rived from Sanskrit. While mention must be made of 
the outstanding Muslim Bengali poet, Nazhl Islam, 
first place in modern Bengali litcrature is universally 
accorded 'to the Hindu, Rabindranath Tagore. Hindu 
ima ery pervades much of Bengali literature. 

gali culturc was a source of concern to West Pak- 
istani leaders, who correctly saw it as a potcntial 
threat to the two-nation theory and to the unity of 
Pakistan. Evcn highly Westernized leaders sou ht to 

of more distinctly Muslim symbols, M. A. Jinnah him- 
self traveled to Dacca in 1948 to argue the casc for 
Urdu (written in the Perso-Arabic script) as the sole 
official language of Pakistan. Efforts which from the 
Pakistani point of view were intended to promotc 
national integration of a Muslim nation werc seen 
by the Bengalis as evidence of domination by the 
othcr wing. It was not until 1954, after a prolonged 
struggle which produced mass demonstrations and 
Bengali martyrs, that Bengali was acceptcd as one 
of the two official languagcs of Pakistan. 

The import of Bengali books from India was grcat- 

T a e composite but Hindu-oriented nature of Ben- 

Islamicize the culture of East Pakistan by an in f usion 

the all-too-freque 't  Hindu-Muslim riots in post-parti- 
tion India. It was ,emotionally difficult for any Pakis- 
tani to concede t e ssibility of a genuinely secular 
state in India an8 f, t ereby cast doubt on the neces- 
sity and wisdom of the partition itself. The problem, 
howcver, went deeper. Sccularism was not simply a 
valid principle hypocritically betrayed by India; 
Pakistanis refused to acknowledge the validity of the 
principle itself. For if secularism as a principle were 
valid for India, why not for Pakistan as wcll? 

There were thus many ideological factors at work 
in Pakistan before the emergence of Bangladesh: the 
two-nation. theory, the blurred distinction between 
Muslim state and Islamic state, modemist-tradition- 
alist differences, the conscious use of Islam to pro- 
mote regime legitimacy and national integration, and 
attitudes toward secularism in India. 

e majority of Pakistan's population, of Th course, was in the geographically much 
smaller East. By 1971 thc approximate figures were 
75 million in East Pakistan, 55 million in West Pak- 
istan. Yet from the very birth of Pakistan an iinder- 
lying assumption was the rightful primacy of thc 
western wing in religious, linguistic, cconomic and 
political matters, and this assumption was reflected 
in numcrous specific policies of thc ccntral govern- 
ment. The internal politics of East Pakistan werc 
from the vcry beginning shapcd by thc struggle to 
overcomc the primacy of the wcstern wing. 

East and West Pakistan were also dramatically 
different in terms of the relative homogeneity of thcir 
populations. East Pakistan had a high degree of 
linguistic homogeneity, as virtually all nativc in- 
habitants spoke Bengali, but far less religious homo- 
gencity, with an important Hindu minority of 22 per 
cent in 1951. In West Pakistan the reverse was the 
case, with various regional languages (Punjabi, Sin- 
dhi, Pushtu) in addition to. Urdu, but a high degree 
of religious Iiomogencity, with a Hindu minority of 
only 1.5 per cent. 

These basic facts illuminate the dynamics which 
ultimatcly Icd to tho emergencc of Bangladesh. The 
Bengalis, constituting the majority of Pakistan's 
population, struggled to overcomc ccntral govem- 
ment policies which relegated them to an inferior po- 
sition. Because of linguistic homogeneity, Bengali 
language and culturc increasingly provided the 
symbols of group identity in the strug le against 

imize their advantages as the majority, the East Pak- 
istanis rcsisted all attempts coming from the wcstern 
wing to divide them politically along religious lines. 

age and culture encompassed both 

Any analysis of the origin of secularism in Bangla- 
desh must take into account the peculiar nature 
of Bengali culture. I t  is in fact a composite culture, 
to which both Hindu and Muslim communities have 

fellow Muslims in West Pakistan. In or B er tn max- 
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ly restricted by the central governmcnt, and the 
songs and pocms of Radindranath Tagore wcre 
1~a111icxl during the period of military rulc. Thc intcl- 
lcctuals of East Pakistan consistently opposed the 
govenirncn t’s CUI turd policy, and iiltimatcly, as 
Sheikh Mujib later declared. “The Bcngilis have 
slicd Iilood to establish in Bangladesh the right to 
read Tagorc:.” 

The mmpositc cultural foundation of free Bangla- 
dcsli’s secularism is illustrated by its national anthem 
taken from Tagore’s poem “My Goldcn Bengal.” In 
this pocni the hnd of Bengal is addressctd as “Moth- 
cr.” ‘I’hc imagcry of “Mothcr Bcngla” is unmistakably 
Hindu, part of a Bengali literary tradition that identi- 
fied thc land of Bengal with a fcmale deity. The ten 
lines of thc puem which make up the national anthcm 
do riot deify the land, but the orthodox ulama still 
fccls iincornfortable with “my golden Bengal, I love 
yoii, Oh my mother.” 

Certainly thc Rcngali Muslims arc no less attached 
to their religion than thc Punjabi Muslims. To be 
siirc!, West Pakis tiinis rcgard the Bengalis as scconcl- 
class hluslims, but this opinion has alway bccn re- 
jcctccl ancl bitterly rescntccl by the 13engalis. In 
ncngil Islam W:LS implnnted in a culture which 
strongly cncnnragcd the mystical at the expensc: of 
the dogmatic and legalistic aspects of Islamic tra- 
dition. hluslim intcllectiinls in  Bangladesh find it not 
only unnatural but irnpossilllc to rcject their prc- 
lslaniic cultural heritage when so miicli of it is con- 
vcycd or at lcnst imp1ic.d by the lanpiagc they speak. 

Scciilarism in prcscn t-day Bnngladesh arises also 
from thc predominantly sccular naturc of the politi- 
cal ;ind cwonomic gricv;inces. Its mnsistent demand 
was for grcntcr provincial :iutonomy so that major 
decisions would be ma& in Dacca. In discussing 
J l ~ ~ l l k ! r l l S  Of Ililtiolia1 UIlity, the WCSt PilkiStani kad- 
crs tcndcd to cmpliasizc religious and ideological 
arguments, whilc k q y l i  Icadcrs fociised on specific 
gricvanccs of a wholly secular natiuc. 

11 thc l%S4 provincinl elections the Awami I Lc:aguc, led by H. S. Suhrawardy, joincd 
with other opposition parties in presenting a 21- 
Point I’rogram which danandLd full autonomy for 
East Pakistan with rcgard to all matters othcr than 
defense, foreign iiffairs and currcncy. In that clwtion 
the ruling Muslim League, which had adiicvcd the 
crcation of Pakistan just seven years carlier, suffercd 
an overwlielining defeat. Thc United Front which 
came to power, however, soon disintcgritcd in con- 
flicts lxtween thc Awami League and the Pcasants 
arid Workers Party. Tlic Awami Lcague was weak- 
cnod in 1957 by a split which rcsulted in the forma- 
tion of the National Awami Party lcd lly Madana 
Bhashani. Thc Awami Lcague, which had spear- 
hcadcd thc autonomy movement, was in power in 
East Pakistan several times during the period 1954- 
58 but was imablc to consolidate the political forces 

of Bengali rcgionalism. Howcver deeply the Ben ali 
lcaders resented West Pakistani domipation, t !t ey 
seemed incapable of working together for long. 

Thc fachial basis of Bengali grievances against the 
central governmcnt was beyond dispute. The civil 
service positions in thc central Sccrctariat were over- 
whelmingly controlled by West Pakistanis. In 1965 
only one of the seventeen highest-ranking officcrs in 
the army was from East Pakistan, and only 5 per wnt 
of all officers came from thc eastern wing. ’While 60 
pcr cent of Pakistan’s foreip exchange was earned 
by exports from the castcrn wing (chiefly jute), 70 
pcr cent of the foreign imports went to West Pakis- 
tan. Thc pattcrn held also in allocating foreign aid. 

Industrialization arid general economic growth in 
Wcst Pakistan far outstripped dcvelopmcnt in thc 
East. Pcr capita income in thc Wcst was 32 per cent 
highcr than in thc East in 1960 but had almost 
doubled to 61 per cent ten ycws later. East Pakistan, 
with thc majority of thc country’s population, was 
cu>nsistcntly rclegatcd to an inferior position. As thc 
Bengalis claimed, it had llecome a colony of West 
I’a kis tan. 

Thesc disparitics and injustices defincd the political 
situation in East Pakistan. Undoubtedly, had not a 
clccadc of military rule under Ayub Khan intervcned, 
the Bcngali autonomy movement would have evoIvcd 
into a demand for secession at a much carlicr date. 
In any cvcnt, Ayul>’s successor, General Yahya Khan, 
dcu.ided to bring an end to military rule by clections 
in 19770. The National Assembly was to be elected on 
the lmsis of “ o m  man, onc ~ofe;’ thus giving East 
Pakistan a majority of thc seats (169 out of 313). 

Thc Awami League, now Icd by Sheikh Mujibur 
Rahman ( usually referred to as Shcikh Mujib), 
based its campaign on a Six-Point Formula of re- 
gional autonomy. Pakistan was to become a loose 
federation with only defcnsc and foreign affairs 
vested in thc central government; thcre would be 
either two scparatc currencies or two scparatc Re- 
serve Ranks; only the fcdcrating unit; would have 
thc powcr of taxation; economic, fiscal and legal rc- 
forms would be instituted to eliminate economic dis- 
parities betwcen thc two wings; and East Pakistan 
would haw its own militia or paramilitary force. 

Shcikh Mujib won a resounding victory in that 
clcction (167 out of 169 seats), routing the various 
parties identified with somc kind of Islamic ideology. 
The political and economic by-icvanccs he articulated 
simply had nothing to do with Islam. Those re- 

‘sponsiblc for thc injusticcs perpctrated on East 
Pakistan wcre fellow Muslims. Islamic ideology, 
Mujib contcnded, had becn used to disguise the 
colonial status of East Pakistan. 

In retrospcct, thc secularization of thc political 
process in East Pakistan from 1954 to the emcrgcnce 
of Bangladesh in 1971 was a remarkably unilincar 
process. Unlikc the dcvclopmcnt of sccularism in 
India, this secularization was not directed by gov- 



crnmcnt policy but, on the contrary, was in basic con- 
tradiction to official ideology. If Indian secularism 
reflected the thinking of the Congress Party 6litc 
which drafted the 1950 Constitution, secularism in 
Bangladesh reflected the struggles of hvo decades to 
rectify injustices which had been lcgitimized by 
of€icial religious ideology. In these struggles secular, 
political and economic grievances became central, 
ancl Bengali cultural symbols gained ascendancy over 
Islamic symbols. 

hc cvcrits following thc Awami Leapc T victory in thc 1970 elcctions are well 
known. The convening of the National Assembly was 
postponcd on various pretexts, and Yahya Khan then 
attempted to crush thc separatist movement by a 
military attack on the Bengali population which 
could only be described as genocidal. Starting on 
March 25, 1971, over 15,000 peoplc were killed in 
the first thrce days of this reign of tcrror. 

The Wcst Pakistani crackdown was especially 
ruthless in its attacks on Hindus, and about 80 pcr 
cent of the 10 million refligees who fled to India over 
the next six months wcre Hindus. Since the Hindu 
minority had provided practically nonc of the Icader- 
ship of the Awarni League, one may ask why Hindus 
were madc a special target. A partial cxplanation is 
the fanaticism which justified the crackdown as a 
j i h d  (holy war) aimed at eliminating a group of 
kafirs (infidels) who were contaminating the Mus- 
lim society of East Pakistan. The very cxistcnce of a 
sizable Hindu minority, i t  was thought, oncouragcd 
the dcvelopment of a sccular Bengali nationalism. 
Thc holy war was therefore laiinchcd against the 
coiitamiriatirlg infidcls and thc apost;ite Muslims who 
had rcjectcd the lslamic ideology of Pakistan. The 
Wcst Pakistani military, having initially made thc 
Awami Lcaguc its prime target, thcn likely hoped 
to win the approval of thc alicriatcd Muslim majority 
by attacking the I-Iindus, thos attempting to give the 
conflict a communal coloring. 

Indian support for the Bengali liberation move- 
mcnt was instantaneous with the West Pakistani 
crackdown of March W. In the following months 
thc Bengali gucrrilla units were trained and armed 
in bases within India. A Bangladesh government in 
exilc was set up in Calcutta. Finally, allicd with thc 
Mukti Bahini (thc Bcngdi Liberation Army), thc 
Indian military defeated Pakistan dccisivcly in the 
two-week war of December, 19'71. 

Indian troops, the majority of them Hindus, en- 
tered the city of Dacca as liberators, to the wild ac- 
claim of the Muslim inhabitants. This emotional 
sccnc cpitomizd a historic realignment of political 
forces on the subcontinent. Thc two-nation theory, 
which was always subject to serious criticism on 
thcoretical grounds, was now dcad politically. The 
two large Muslim populations of the subcontinent 
were now totally alienated from each other, and one 

' , '. # 

had forged a closc alliance with a predominantly 
Hindu country. The closc tics bchvccn Bangladesh 
and India represented a kind of intcrnational secu- 
larism. 

Whilc no official in cithcr country could afford to 
say so, Bangladesh gained its indcpendcnce in a way 
which of ncccssity placed it in a clicnt relationship 
with India. In terms of stratcgic defense, Bangla- 
desh's dependence on India is likely to be long-range 
and perhaps permanent. India moved quickly to pro- 
vide large amounts of economic aid; although thc 
Soviet Union, the Unitcd Statcs and othcr powcrs, as 
well as international agericics, so011 rcducccl India's 
relative importance in tcrms of aid. Mrs. Gandhi 
has been very scnsitivc to the potcntial problems 
arising out of Bangladcsh's dcpcndcncc on India, 
but the esscntial facts of relativc size, strength ancl 
location \vi11 obviously remain. 

Bangladesh's commitment to secularism intcrndy 
fits perfectly its new relationship with India and is 
an additional ideologioil bond between them. The 
principle of secularism is also a commitment to the 
protection of the sizable Hindu minority of Bangla- 
clcsh, and this in turn has an important bearing on rc- 
lations with India. Any marked dctcrioration in the 
position of thc Hindu minority would no doubt 
create scrious strains with India. 

hm it is clear that thc emergence of 
secularism in Ban ladesh cannot be dis- 

jib. Secularism is thc conclusion of a prolonged and 
stmile debate in Pakistan over the contemporary 
meaning of the Islamic state. Secularism is rooted'in 
B composite Bengali culture which is inhospitable 
to Islamic cxclusivism. Secularism is thc rcpudiation 
of an Islamic ideology which was +sed to legitimize 
the Wcst Pakistani colonial domination of the Ben- 
alis. Secularism is tho expression of an internal po- 

kical process in East Pakistan overwhelmingly sec- 

missed as T simply an ideologica f fancy of Sheikh Mu- 
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ular in its major issues, political parties and Icader- 
ship. Secularism, finally, is highly c o n p e n t  with 
Bangladesh’s ncw relationship with India. 

The ideological bases of Bangladesh were spelled 
out by Sheikh Mujib Rahman in the early months of 
1972 and crystallized as the “four principles” or 
“four pillars”: nationalism, democracy, socialism and 
sccularism. Whilc Mujib insists that not hc but his 
followcrs were responsible for the designation, the 
four principles bccamc popularly known as “Mujib- 
ism.” A booklet in Bengali bearing this title was writ- 
ten by Zillm Raham, general secretary of the Awami 
League. 

Of particular intcrcst arc his interpretations of na- 
tionalism and scculnrism. Nationalism “is fnnda- 
mentally a philosophical idea.” A nation is a col- 
lcctivity of individnals who feel bound together by 
“the samc cord of fate” and are willing to make 
sacrifices to achicvc common political, economic or 
other idcals. Nationalism is thus a “common idcal- 
ism.” There are certain objective factors behind thc 
creation of this common idealism-a common lan- 
guage, culture, territory, history and so forth. Con- 
spicuously alxen t from Raham’s discussion is the 
factor of religion. 

Tho most important factors contributing to the 
growth of Ben ali nationalism arc “the same geo- 
graphical boun % ary, tlie sane language, and a corn- 
mor1 culture.’’ The prerequisite for success in all 
arcas of endeavor is “the development of a nationally 
orientcd mind.” The Ilengalis were able to win the 
freedom struggle because they revived the spirit of 
Bengali nationalism in their consciousness and ac- 
t i o ~ ~ ~ ;  only by  keeping it alive can they develop as 
3 grcat I1 ;I t‘ 1011. 

Secularism is “the policy of keeping religion separ- 
ate from politics,” but does not imply the abandon- 
rncnt of rcligion or olficial hostility to reli ‘on. The 

relationships involving the individual, thc state and 
religion. “First, the relationship between man and 
religion. Man is cvmplctely free; he has every right to 
practice any religion he likes. Secondly, the relation- 
ship between man and thc state. In this arca, the 
only rmgnition of man is that he is a citizen; it does 
not matter what religion hc professcts-Islam, Hin- 
duism, Buddhism, Christianity. Thirdly, the rela- 
tionship between religion and the state. In this arca 
thc state should bc complctcly neutral, having no 
conricction bctwmn itself and religion; thc statc 
should neither support nor intcrferc with any par- 
ticular rcligion.” 

The Constitution of the People’s Republic of 
Bangladesh, unlike the Indian Constitution, explicit- 
ly rcwgnizes and defines the principles of secularism. 
Part I1 begins: “The principles of nationalism, social- 
ism, democracy and secularism, together with the 

secular state is conceived of as a triangu F ar set of 

principles derived from them as sct out in this Part, 
shall be known as the fundamental principles of 
state policy” (Article 8 [l]). These principles are 
to serve as a guide in the making of laws and in the 
interpretation of the Constitution but will not be 
judicially enforceablc. Article 12 states : “The prin- 
ciplc of sccularism shall be realized by the climina- 
tion of-( a )  communalism in all its forms; ( b )  the 
pmting by the State of political status in favor of 
any religion; (c) the abuse of religion for political 
purposes; ( d )  any discrimination against, or per- 
secution of, persons practicing a particular religion.” 

Part I11 of the Constitution, dealing with funda- 
mental rights, bars discrimination by thc statc against 
any citizcn on grounds only of religion, race, caste, 
sex or place of birth, and guarantees every citizcn 
the right to profess, practice or propagate any re- 
ligion. The elimination of “communalism in all its 
forms” and “the abuse of religion for political pur- 
poses” (as stated in Part 11) is the object of Part 111’s 
limitation on the right of citizcns to form associations 
or unions: “Provided that no person’shall have the 
right to form, or be a mcmber or otherwisc take part 
in the activities of, any cammunal or other association 
or union which in the name or on the basis of any 
religion has for its object, or pursues, a political pur- 
pose" (Article 38). 

ajor problems of all kinds face Sheikh M Mujib as Bangladc3h enters its sccond 
year of independence. In terms of thc commitment 
to scvularism, important policy areas remain to be 
dcalt with. Secularist and socialist rhetoric indicate 
a progressive social policy, but how will this be dc- 
fined when it comes to modifying Muslim family law 
and the old issues of polygamy and unilateral di- 
vorce? There has long been extreme dissatisfaction 
with the operation of state-aided Islamic elementary 
and secondary schools ( d r m m ) ,  but will govern- 
ment policy aim at their replacement by secular 
schools or at their gradual transformation into more 
suitable vehicles for a modem cumculum? 

One critical question cOncerns the degrce of coer- 
cion which the government will use in order to con- 
trol thc political exprcssion of Islam. The funda- 
mentalist Jamaati-Islami and the political parties of 
the ulama have been banned and under the new 
Constitution will presumably remain so. Recause 
many membcrs of these groups sympathized with the 
ideological and political aims of the West Pakistanis 
(Islamic ideology and a united Pakistan), they are 
today thoroughly discredited by public opinion in 
Bangladesh. Nevcrtheless, if Mujib pushes soculariza- 
tion too fast, there will probably be a reaction. And 
if thc political and economic situation worsens in 
coming years, Islamic sentiment might yet become a 
base of opposition. 


