
 

JOURNAL  
O F 

THE ASIATIC SOCIETY OF BANGLADESH 

(HUMANITIES) 

 
 

   Vol. 63 No. 2 December  2018 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

Editor 

Akmal Hussain 

Associate Editor 

Rashed Uz Zaman 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

ASIATIC SOCIETY OF BANGLADESH 
 



 
EDITORIAL  BOARD 

 
 

Chairperson Professor Ahmed Abdullah Jamal 

Editor Professor Akmal Hussain 

Associate Editor Professor Rashed Uz Zaman 

Members :  Professor Fakrul Alam 

 Professor Chitta Ranjan Misra 

 Professor Asha Islam Nayeem 

  

  

Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bangladesh (Humanities), is published by the 

Asiatic Society of Bangladesh in June and December every year. Scholarly articles 

relating to Peoples and Nature of Asia are considered for publication in the 

Journal. It also receives books for reviewing. 
 

Correspondence : All correspondence may be addressed to: Editor, Journal of the 

Asiatic Society of Bangladesh (Humanities), 5, Old Secretariat Road, Nimtali, Ramna, 

Dhaka 1000, Bangladesh. 

Telephone  : (880+2) 9576391 

E-mail        : asbpublication@gmail.com 

Website     :  www.asiaticsociety.org.bd    

 
 
Published by    The Asiatic Society of Bangladesh 
 
 

Price       Tk. 200.00 (Two hundred taka) 
 
 

ISSN     10156836 
 

 



Guidelines for Contributors 

The Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bangladesh is a peer-reviewed journal. 

Manuscripts submitted for publication in the journal should be printed, double-

spaced on one side of A4 size paper with generous margins, and should not 

normally exceed 10,000 words using British spelling. In addition, a soft copy of the 

manuscript should be submitted. A quotation that will run more than fifty words 

should be set off as a single-spaced, double-indented paragraph. Notes and 

references should be numbered consecutively throughout and be placed at the 

foot of the page. Tables should be given separate numbers in the manuscript, such 

as Table 1, Table 2, etc. with running headings.  

Notes and References should be cited as follows: 

1.  P.J. Marshall, Bengal: The British Bridgehead, The Cambridge History of 
India, (Cambridge 1987), p. 77. 

2.  Willem Van Schendel, ‘Economy of the Working Classes’. Sirajul Islam (ed.), 
History of Bangladesh 1704-1971, Vol. II, (Economic History), (Asiatic Society 
of Bangladesh 1992), pp. 542-99. 

3.  W.H. Morris-Jones, “Pakistan Post-Mortem and the Roots of Bangladesh”, 
Political Quarterly, Vol. 18 (April-June), 1972, pp. 187-200. 

 

DECLARATION 
 

A manuscript which is concurrently under consideration by another journal or press 

or which has been published elsewhere will not be considered for publication in the 

Journal. 

The author of a paper will sign a declaration to the effect that (i) the work 

submitted has been written by her/him; s/he takes public responsibility for the 

content of the paper; (iii) the content of the paper has not been published before in 

any referred journal or has not been submitted to such journal for publication; and 

(iv) s/he accords consent to the Asiatic Society of Bangladesh to publish the paper. 
 

BOOK REVIEW  

Books sent to the journal for review should be given in duplicate. 



 

 
CONTENTS 

 
 

MARGINAL WOMEN: INDEPENDENT EARNERS IN COLONIAL  
EAST BENGAL 

Fairooz Jahan 139 

 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF ASIAN ARABIC POETIC LITERATURE IN 
LATIN AMERICA: AN OVERVIEW 

Md. Nasir Uddin 163 

 

TRENDS AND ISSUES OF WOMEN POLICING IN BANGLADESH:  
A SOCIO-CULTURAL ANALYSIS 

Bijoy Basak 183 

 
REPRESENTATION OF GENDER AND HETEROSEXUALITY:  
A STUDY OF CONTRACEPTION ADVERTISEMENTS IN 
BANGLADESH−1971 TO 2011 
 

Umme Busra Fateha Sultana 205 
 

“THAT MAP OF LONGINGS WITH NO LIMIT”: ENGAGING WITH 
AMITAV GHOSH’S REFLECTIONS ON CARTOGRAPHIC        
AGGRESSION 

Md. Mominul Islam 247 

 
QUIT INDIA MOVEMENT: MEDIA DISCOURSE AND MASS  
MOBILIZATION IN EASTERN BENGAL  

Mohammad Golam Rabbani     261 

 

Book review 

NURUL ISLAM,  AN ODYSSEY: THE JOURNEY OF MY LIFE 

Md. Rezwanul Haque Masud      283 

 

  

 

 



 



 

 

THE ASIATIC SOCIETY OF BANGLADESH 
Council  2018 & 2019 

   

President : Professor Mahfuza Khanam 

Vice-Presidents : Professor Mesbah-us-Saleheen 

 Professor Ahmed Abdullah Jamal 

 Professor Md. Harunor Rashid Khan 

Treasurer : Professor Sajahan Miah 

General Secretary: Dr. Sabbir Ahmed 

Secretary : Mr. Md. Abdur Rahim 

Members : Mr. Ahmad Rafique                         (Fellow) 

 Professor Jamilur Reza Choudhury (Fellow) 

 Professor M. Delwar Hussain 

 Professor Najma Khan Majlis 

 Professor S. M. Mahfuzur Rahman 

 Dr. Muhammad Abdul Mazid 

 Professor Syed Rashidul Hasan 

 Professor Dulal Bhowmik 

 Professor Hafiza Khatun 

 Professor Syed Azizul Huq 

 Professor Asha Islam Nayeem 

 Professor Md. Abdul Karim 

 

 



Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bangladesh (Hum.), Vol. 63(2), 2018, pp. 139-162 

 
 
 

MARGINAL WOMEN: INDEPENDENT EARNERS IN      
COLONIAL EAST BENGAL 

 

Fairooz Jahan* 
 

Abstract 

Since 19th century, the idea of female emancipation had been a significant part of 
the socio-economic reform movements undertaken by the western and native 
intellectuals in colonial Bengal. But these concepts of emancipation did not include 
women of all classes and castes. It was mainly confined to the upper and newborn 
middle classes. Women in 19th and 20th century Bengal, like women in other 
regions were not economically or socially a homogeneous group and their life styles 
and occupations, according to Sumanta Banerjee, varied depending on whether they 
were women of rich families, women of middle class or poor women.1According to 
the government reports of early 20th century, Bengal was a richer province and 
women did not need to work to the same extent as in Orissa or Bihar. In Bengal, 
number of women actually working to earn was a little over 2 million and in Orissa 
and Bihar it was nearly 6.5 million.2 Though the statement leaves a lot of scope for 
debate, most of these working women were from the poor section of the society. The 
focus of this paper is on the marginal women who worked independently yet were 
ignored by most of the political, socio-economic or moral reforms of ‘Bengal 
Renaissance’. Why and how a section of these marginal women stepped out 
independently in a high class patriarchy? What setbacks did they face in modern 
industrial sector? What were the characteristic patterns of their occupations? What 
was their position compared to other classes of women? -These are the basic issues 
that are to be addressed in the paper. 

Introduction 

'Marginalization' evokes a dynamic between two social analytic categories: the center 

or mainstream and the area called 'margins'. The center is normally associated with 

dominance, power, privilege: the margins with relative powerlessness. To be 

marginalized is to be placed in the margins.3 

                                                            
* Teaching Assistant, Department of English and Humanities, BRAC University, Dhaka 

1 S. Banerjee, “Marginalization of Women’s Popular Culture in Nineteenth Century 
Bengal”, Recasting Women, K. Sangari and S. Veid (ed.), New Delhi, 1989, p. 283 

2 L. S. S. O’ Malley, Census of India 1911, Vol. V, Part. 1, p. 549, from the Rare Section 
of Dhaka University Central Library. 

3 https://www.encyclopedia.com/education/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts/marginal-
people. 
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Considering the case of women in colonial Bengal, women from upper and middle 

strata belonged to the center and insolvent majority belonged to the margins. By the 

end of the third quarter of 19th century, owing to various social reforms and women 

educational institutions, a new class of educated women from the privileged families 

grew who began to step out to earn through various jobs along with men but still in 

limited sectors. Prior to these socio-academic initiatives, these elite women were 

placed in the Andarmahals4 depending thoroughly on the male breadwinners. Even 

in not so well off families with high caste identity, women barely came out to earn. 

In 1930s, the general proportion of working women was the lowest in the higher 

castes. There were only 7 female workers for every 100 among the Brahmins and 

only 8 among the Kayasthas and Baidyas.5 In many cases, these women were active 

workers in their households mostly but, they were not recognized as independent 

earners as their labour was not paid one. 

But there was always a section of women out of the privileged centers, poverty-

ridden and had to come out to work and earn. Clarisse Bader in her monograph 

(1867) tried to discuss the role played by the women in the Hindu pantheon from the 

time of Aryan symbolism to the materialistic age of Krishna. She stated that women 

were not excluded from labouring in any period of history. To strengthen her 

argument she has cited the example of women collecting 'kusa' grass for the sacred 

enclosure, and the plant from where ‘soma’ juice was extracted. She also added that 

they had the right of offering sacrifices in their names as well as in comprising 

hymns.6 

Not only in religious performances, women, mainly from poorer families in Bengal 

had always worked as companion of their husbands in economic crisis or to pass 

their leisure. But they remained behind the curtains till the early colonial era, when 

their role as a working class began to grab notions either as earners or dependent. In 

between there is another group which has been referred as 'working dependents' who 

assist the independent earners and stimulate the earning. The position of women in 

colonial Bengal, was entangled among these three groups specially those of marginal 

                                                            
4  Andarmahals were the restricted areas for women in the elite households to maintain 

privacy in 19th and 20th century Bengal. 
5 A. E. Porter, Census of India 1931, Vol. V, Part. 1 (Report), p. 283, from the Rare Section 

of Dhaka University Central Library. 
6 Soma was an unidentified plantin ancient India and it’s juice was used as a fundamental 

offering of Vedic sacrifices. - C. Bader, Women in Ancient India: Moral and Literary 
Studies, London, 1925, pp. 8-9 
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women's, which were not socially recognized and thus were often not recorded. This 

paper will attempt to identify the group of earning marginal women and will discuss 

their socio-economic condition in colonial East Bengal through a comparative study. 

Sources 

This research work has been conducted based on mainly primary sources, gathered 

from the Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library, Bangladesh National 

Archives and Dhaka Public Library to maintain the authenticity of the work. For 

secondary sources several relevant books, journals, articles, reports, newspapers, 

government gazettes have been studied and manually crosschecked. For the 

convenience of the reader, the location of the primary sources have been mentioned 

in the footnotes. 

Literature Review 

Literatures on women working in colonial Bengal are numerous and 

multidimensional. Apart from several texts on woman emancipation, works like 

Recasting Women edited by Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid, The Rise and 

Decline of the Male Breadwinner Family? An Overview of the Decline edited by 

Angelique Janssens, Women in the Family and the Economy edited by George 

Kurian and Ratna Ghosh; have focused on the women role in family economy. 

Meredith Borthwick’s work, The Changing Role of Women in Bengal 1849-1905 has 

discussed the position of middle class women in society. Articles like "Domesticity 

and Dependence in Bengal" by Samita Sen, “Marginalization of Women’s Popular 

Culture in Nineteenth Century Bengal” by Sumanta Banerjee, "Working Women in 

Colonial Bengal", by Nirmala Banerjee; are notable works on colonial working 

women. 

Though highly informative, none of these works have solely focused on the poor 

women in colonial Bengal working not in household or industries, rather as 

independent earners and contributing in the economy as individuals. This paper aims 

to highlight this specific sector of colonial Bengal women. 

The Concept of Earning Marginal Women 

The census report of India 1901 (Bengal), has described working women as- “who 

worked at any occupation, not being merely an amusement or of purely domestic 

nature.” The same census has grouped the occupations where lower class females 

were engaged, in three sections: 
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(1) those which were followed by women independently without reference to the 

work of their male relatives. Such as, midwifery, tattooing, silk-worm rearing, 

domestic services, flour grinding etc. 

(2) those which were supplementary to their husbands' occupation, such as cotton-

spinning, carried on by wives of weavers, and the selling of fruit, vegetables, milk 

and fish by the wives of fruit and vegetable growers, cow-keepers and fishermen etc. 

(3) those where both sexes worked together. Such as, basket weaving, work on tea 

gardens and coal mines and as field labourers and jhum cultivators etc. 

Among these, women belonging to the first and third sections were basically 

independent earners as their work was monetarily valued. But even among these 

lower classes it was not easy for these women to work. According to 20th century 

census figures, Bengali females who were earning were 157 per 1,000 male workers 

which is a far smaller proportion than was found in India as a whole. Most of these 

minor group of working women belonged to the lowest section of the society, and 

worked outside only at the worst conditions. Government agent, Mr. Thompson in 

his census report mentioned, even after a saline inundation in 1921 in Kaliganj 

Thana, some 'haggard' women stated during a relief work that though their crops 

were ruined by flood, their husbands were working in the 'bada' (reserved forest) and 

earned enough to keep them alive and they did not wish to go to work.7  Lord 

Dufferin's 'Report on the condition of the lower class people in Bengal' 8 submitted to 

Viceroy in 1888 and various government reports on presidency divisions have often 

discussed women workforce participation rates and linked it with the immediate 

economic conditions and prospects of the group concerned. For example, A. Smith 

reporting on the presidency division of Khulna reported that no women except the 

women of potter families, either in cultivator or in artisan families, worked outside.9 

Mr. Lyall, Commissioner of Chittagong Division noted that unlike in most other 

districts, women of Chittagong district were not to be seen even in hats or markets.10 

                                                            
7 L. R. Fawcus, Final Report on the Khulna Settlement: 1920-26, Calcutta, 1927, p. 51, 

from the Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library. 
8  P. Nolan, Report on the Conditions of the Lower Classes of People in Bengal, 1888, 

submitted to the Viceroy (BENGAL 1888). Henceforth referred to as Duffer in Report. 
https://archive.org/stream/Report On Condition Of The Lower Classes/Report_on_ 
Condition_of_the_Lower_Classes_djvu.txt 

9 Dufferin Report. Subsidiary report for Chittagong Division submitted by Lyall, 
Commissioner. 

10 Dufferin Report. Subsidiary report for Chotanagpur Division submitted by Stevens, 
Commissioner. 
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Outside Bengal also, Mr. C. Worsley, Commissioner of Puri division, mentioned that 

even after three years of crop failure, few women were to be found working on road 

or earth cutting.11 

In such condition, where even in lower communities, women working outside was 
considered a social stigma, a group of women came out to earn independently. In 
1930s, among people living principally on their income there were more than 1 
female for every 5 males.12 And there was at least 1 female earner to every 3 males 
among the Bauris, Bagdis, Doms, Haris, Khambus and such other classes. Among 
these marginal women, a section was from the migrant classes or their descendants. 
In the town of Khulna and a few other places, Buna women, who were the 
descendants of immigrants from Burdwan and Bankura, went out to earn.13 

Factors behind the Growth of Marginal Women as Independent Earners: 

The growth of these women as independent earners had to do a lot with the 
surrounding circumstances and the changing socio-economic and somewhat political 
scenario under the British. Some incentives are discussed here. 

Torture and exploitation: Life of women, specially in a rural context, was very 
difficult where female exploitation was a regular phenomena. Manimala, an active 
fighter for gender studies, in her article “Women of the Killing Belt of Bihar” gives 
figures about the way gender exploitation went on unbated as an essential ingredient 
in caste/class oppression. She showed that the Harijan women of the poorest section 
bore the worst burns of exploitation. This was similar in case of East Bengal. The 
increasing torture level and hopes of getting a better life dragged many women to the 
towns. A woman was shown in a contemporary newspaper who came to the city to 
escape the torture of in-laws and started selling betel leaf. 14 Bankim Chandra 
Chattopadhyay's heroine Prafulla Kumari in the novel Debi Chowdhurani (1884) 
urged to her widowed mother: "Why should we live by begging?... Let us spin sacred 
threads for sale and get some money (kowri) for that" when her in-laws denied to 
accept her.15 

                                                            
11 Dufferin Report. Subsidiary report for Puri Division submitted by C. Worseley, 

Commissioner. 
12 A. E. Porter, Census of India, 1931, Vol. V, Part. 1 (Report), p. 281 
13 L. S. S. O' Malley, Bengal District Gazetteers (Khulna), Calcutta, 1908, p. 115, from the 

Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library. 
14 "Panwali" (Betel leaf seller) in Bangabani, 3rd edition, Bengali Year 1331 (Jaishtha), 

from the Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library. 
15 B. C. Chattopadhyay, Debi Chowdhurani, in Bankim Rachanawali (Calcutta: Sahtya 

Sunsad, 1977), Vol. I, p. 789 
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Lack of sufficient number of male member to earn 

(death/separation/polygamy):  

Samita Sen (1997) has opined that, non-economic reasons like widowhood, desertion 
or barrenness might be the causes for women to go out to work.16 In colonial Bengal, 
it was a custom to have several wives specially among ‘Kulin Brahmins’. And after 
the abolition of ‘Satidah’ a large number of widows were left without any earning 
source and had to come out to earn gradually. Another interesting fact was the 'Bibi 
concept'. The experiment of importing women abandoned by the British in the 18th 

century, left their servants to find women among the natives.17 East Bengal was not 
an exception. Many Bengali women played the role of Bibis (long time consorts) for 
the Englishmen. They were basically from the marginal and after the departure of the 
British babus, these women were left with kids and had no other option than to come 
out to earn.18 

Migration: 19th and 20th centuries had triggered off a tremendous wave of migration 
in the industrial areas of Bengal. As against this remarkable degree of mobility, 
shown by men in response to changing economic conditions, women of Bengal by 
and large remained in their own villages. It was only some tribal women who joined 
these various strands of migration, the number being very few. The men who 
migrated often were the sole earner for a family of ten or more adult women and 
children of different kinship.19 The women thus left behind could not simply sit idle 
as there were often times when the males failed to send money or in case of 
emergency it were these women who had to step out to earn.20 

Distress and Disasters: During the periods of distress or natural calamities people had 
to allow their wives or other female members to come out and support. "In Patna and 
Gaya districts where distress was most acute and people could eat rice only once a 

                                                            
16 S. Sen, “Domesticity and Dependence in Bengal” , International Review of Social History  

Vol. 42 (1997),  p. 71, https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ international-review-of-
social-history/article/gendered-exclusion-domesticity-and-dependence-in-bengal/ 
4DC5C8C5C56E11F5EBB7C921459829E9. 

17 East India company officials used to bring British women as their partners or wives till 
18th century to maintain their race purity. 

18 The Hindu, "Bibis and Mistresses", August 6th, 2000, (https://www.thehindu.com/ 2000/ 
08/06/stories/1306067n.htm) 

19 L. S. S. O’ Malley, Bengal District Gazetteer (Faridpur), Calcutta, p. 55, from the Rare 
Section of Dhaka University Central Library. 

20 J. C. Jack, The Economic Life of A Bengal District, 1916, p. 77, from the Central Public 
Library, Dhaka. 
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day, men and women both worked, also as wage labourers for others."21 Bengal was 
a very famine prone area. In 1873-74 the whole area of Northern Bengal from 
Champaran to Rangpur witnessed severe famine and scarcities in the years 1891, 
1897, 1908, 1909 etc.22 High floods by river Padma caused widespread destruction in 
Faridpur in 1787, 1824, 1838 and many cyclones swept the area in 1912, 1919.23 
Earthquakes were frequent in Rangpur district in the years 1885 and 1897 which 
caused the unprecedented rate of prices like Rs. 6 per maund for rice.24 

Less 'Purdah' barrier: The marginal women were not bound by the Purdah system as 
the elite women were. The fact that they did not have much prestige to lose, gave 
them an added incentive to work outside freely. "Not infrequently a troop of them 
[marginal women] may be seen in a state of semi-nudity, carrying basket loads of 
earth. In some places numbers of women may be seen early in the morning going in 
the jungle and returning in the evening".25 

First World War (1914-18): ‘Bangali Paltan’ was a regiment of Bengali soldiers 
during the First World War where the Bengalis began to be recruited for the Indian 
Army. In the process, many non-combatant soldiers and skilled and unskilled 
laborers were also recruited from Bengal.26 Though the impact was not that severe in 
East Bengal rural society, a section of women had to face the consequences and took 
the earning responsibility on their shoulders. 

Setbacks in Modern Industrial Sectors 

Despite having potent pulling factors, however, female workers formed only a small 
part of the workforce in large scale industries which began to grow as the British 
started to invest in selected industries for overseas markets which led to the 
employment of several native labourers. This small part of women labour was 
decreasing constantly. The 1881 Census had recorded only 20,0000 spinners in 
whole Bengal. By 1901, the total number of women of Bengal presidency working in 
the cotton textile industry (consisting of spinning, weaving and dyeing of cotton 

                                                            
21 Dufferin Report. Subsidiary report for Patna Division submitted by Boxwell, 

Commissioner. 
22 F. W. Strong, Eastern Bengal District Gazetteers (Dinajpur), Allahabad, 1912, pp. 65-67, 

from the Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library. 
23 L. S. S. O' Malley, Bengal District Gazetteer, (Faridpur), Calcutta, p. 73 
24 A. Vas, Eastern Bengal and Assam District Gazetteers (Rangpur), Allahabad, 1911, p. 

83, from the Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library. 
25 J. Kerr, Domestic Life, Character, and Customs of the Natives of India, London, 1865, 

p.88, from the Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library. 
26 http://en.banglapedia.org/index.php?title=Bangali_Paltan. 
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cloth) had gone down further by 13,5000.27 This is a very important change to note 
as cotton spinning had always been one occupation where women of almost all castes 
and income levels worked. By the middle of 19th century spinning as a cash earning 
occupation for women had lost its pre-eminence.28 Their biggest losses were in food 
processing and in occupations dealing with forest products. For example, rice milling 
had largely become a factory industry by the 1920s where women were only 
employed in the drying process.29 In 1921, 428,691 women were returned as being 
employed in industry. By 1930s, 306,536 only was the total number of women 
employed either as principal or subsidiary occupation and including working 
dependents. The decrease is 122,155 or 28.5%. Between the growing period from 
1890 to 1929, three major industries developed in these regions-jute, tea, coal. In 
these three industries women employment declined steeply towards 1930s. 1930 and 
1931 the number of women working in registered factories was reduced by over 
12,0030A major setback arrived in coal and tea industries in 1928 when underground 
work by women and children were prohibited. 

Though gender-ghettos became entrenched through personalized and informal 
recruitments, in 1920s and 30s there were pockets of local shortages in the supply of 
women's labour to modern industries. But a good number of women willingly denied 
the opportunities in industrial labour. The Bengali women workers in Kolkata's jute 
and cotton mills who gave evidence to the Indian Factory commission in 1890 were 
all widows or deserted women without children to support them. They all claimed 
that no woman would work in the factories unless she was truly unfortunate.31 Some 
potent reasons behind this issue were- 

1) Unlike traditional economic activities, modern occupations were concentrated in 

few small pockets. These small pockets were precisely in areas where women's 

workforce participation rates (WFPRS) had traditionally been low. 

2) The labour was said to be less than fully committed to the modern sector and so 

wanting to keep intact it's rural linkages and economic base. For that, a worker's best 

                                                            
27 E. A. Gait, Census of India 1901, Vol. VI, Part. 2 (Tables), Subsidiary Table-1, from the 

Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library. 
28 "Working Women in Colonial Bengal", by N. Banerjee in Recasting Women, K. Sangari 

and S. Vaid (ed.), New Delhi, 1989, p. 283 
29 L. S. S. O’ Malley, Census of India 1911, Vol. V, Part. 2, Table-16 
30 A. E. Porter, Census of India, 1931, Vol. V, Part. 1 (Report) 
31 Report of the Indian Factory Commission, Proceedings of the 22nd Meeting (Calcutta, 

22nd Oct. 1890), testimony of the 2nd witness, Taroni, cited in Recasting Women, K. 
Sangari and S. Vaid (ed.), New Delhi, 1989 
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way to retain his rights to the family land and dwelling was to keep his wife and 

children on their family property, no matter how low their productivity is. 

3) The extremely unpleasant housing environment in the alien city Kolkata forced 
single women to live under the protection of some men but was not married to them. 
In Calcutta's jute area amongst female workers one out of four admitted to being a 
prostitute.32 Dr. Dagmar Curjel's report on women medical service in India in 1923 
stated that "Respectable Bengali women do not undertake industrial work and 
practically all such Bengalis found in the mills are degraded women or prostitutes."33 

4) Often women had to work in two mills in two shifts because their earnings in one 
job were extremely meagre.34 

5) The Bengali women were specially sickly and disease-ridden. The rates of several 
diseases, sterility, child mortality and even infanticide were very high. One mill 
manager reported that 50% of his workers were suffering from syphilis and the mill 
had refused to treat them as it was very expensive.35 

6) According to Nirmala Banerjee, for women the jute lines were the end of the road. 
None of the women who once come to the jute mills ever go back to their own 
village. Men went back from time to time or sent money to their relatives in villages. 
But the women who joined the mills had to severe all the social and family ties 
before taking such drastic step. A small number of women could afford the 
permanent separation. 

7) Maternity was a big hindrance for women in industries. Most of the mills never 
considered the option of maternity leave for their female workers. Some mill owners 
realized that if any sort of maternity leave or extra payment was given to these 
women, their midlemen/husbands would employ them in other mills. The maternity 
benefits began to be discussed and considered very lately in post colonial era, mainly 
in tea industries. Some tea gardens in Dooars began to give maternity benefits, but 
there was no uniformity. The amount varied from 3 to 10 annas per week and some 

                                                            
32 Royal Commission of 1931, evidence Vol. 5, part-2, Oral Evidence: Bengal, 3rd 

February, 1930, p. 5, cited in ibid 
33 D. Curjel, Women’s Medical Service of India: Report of an Enquiry into the Conditions 

of Employment of Women Before and After Child Birth in Bengal Industries (Govt. of 
Bengal, Dept. of Commerce) File no-2R-20/1923, p. 12. Thus referred to as Curjel’s 
Report (Cited in Recasting Women, K. Sangari and S. Vaid (ed.), New Delhi, 1989, p. 
279 

34 ibid 
35 ibid 
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made lump sum payment of Rs.5 and Rs.10 before and after the birth respectively.36  
But even in that period most of the employers used to discharge female workers the 
moment they got to know that she was pregnant.37 

Thus, even though jobs were available in some industrial sectors, it did not always 
bring forth an immediate response from the local female population. 

Independent Occupations Adopted by the Marginal Women 

The adversities in the industrial sectors left no other option for these women other 
than choosing some independent occupations to earn and gradually some female 
monopolized work sectors evolved, though some already existed. Another reason 
behind these women based occupations was the lack of male access in sensitive 
places like the Andarmahals and child birth sessions. 

A. H. Dani while recording the history of Dhaka city, asserted that, some of the 
women in Dhaka worked as hard as men. Specially the women of the class of  
Kootees, who husked grain, carried bricks and materials for building, and also those 
belonging to the Jalwa and Budiya castes who were employed in rowing boats, 
fishing etc.38 

Table 1: Occupations which were practically monopolized by marginal women in 1901- 

    *Source: E. A. Gait, Census of India 1901, Vol. VI, Part. 1, (Reports), p. 482 

                                                            
36 Tripartite Conference on Tea Plantation Labour, Annexure II: Sickness and Maternity 

Benefits in Bengal, (Govt. of Bengal, Dept. of Commerce) file 3C- 42/49, February 1949, 
from Bangladesh National Archives 

37 M. S. Hasan, Resolution-X, 2nd Meeting of the Day East Bengal Labour Advisory Board, 
(Govt. of Bengal, Dept. of Commerce), File no- 3c-4/50, April 1950, from Bangladesh 
National Archives 

38 A. H. Dani, DACCA, A Record of Its Changing Fortune, Dhaka, 1962, p. 65 

Occupation and Group Number of females to 100 men 

Cotton spinner 1974 

Flour grinders 1089
Tattoers 462
Silkworm rearers 406
Firewood collectors 402
Water carriers 373
Leaf plate makers 358
Fibre matte makers 262
Grain parchers 255
Rope, sacking and net makers 239

Rice pounders 219

Fruit and vegetable sellers 169
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In 1921 as well, these occupations of cotton and silk spinning, rope and twine 

making, rice pounding, grain parching, begging, prostitution, fuel trade, midwifery 

were monopolized by females.39 Some very prominent occupations where females 

were engaged, deserve special mentioning here- 

Midwifery: A very important work field monopolized by women was midwifery. In 

this sector only small number of males were retained as actual workers and even 

these few performed only the comparatively unimportant task of severing the 

umbilical cord. By the beginning of 20th century government records estimated that 

there were 33,000 persons returned as midwives but the real number was greater. The 

‘dhai’ was usually the wife of the village Chamar, Hari, or Dom and thus belonged to 

the lowest strata of the community. This profession was mainly hereditary, and the 

young women who aspired to follow this occupation had to first go through a course 

of delivery cases. Like many other occupations of the marginal women, the resources 

of the dhais were very limited. Their remuneration varied from 4 annas upwards, 

according to the status of the parents. Well to do people in special cases gave as 

much as Rs.25. In addition to money, they received presents of plates, cloths and 

etc.40 They have been offered the social status equivalent to that of a biological 

mother and addressed as ‘dai-ma’ in Bengali literature of the 20th century. (Akhter, 

2002; Mukhopadhyay, 2008; Sathyamala, 2005)41 Soon in post colonial era, clauses 

were added in administration to include midwives and trained dhais in nursing 

profession "for rendering maternity services to the women workers"42 

Jewellery Making: Along with the larger industries of gold or silver jewelry 

making, there were small cottage industries or individual initiatives of jewellery 

making specially adopted by women with several crafting materials. An important 

one was, manufacture of shell bracelets. In the second half of 19th century, there were 

about 500 shell cutters in the town of Dhaka, who were employed in three distinct 

branches of this art. Women formed a large part of it. Ready-made bracelets and 

separate rings, elaborately carved and painted, were sold in large quantities by many 

                                                            
39 W. H. Thompson, Census of India,1921, Vol. V, Part. 2, p. 416, ibid 
40 E. A. Gait, Census of India 1901, Vol. VI, Part. 1, (Reports), p. 478 
41 K. Soman, "Traditional Midwives in Social Reproduction: Changing Landscape in 20th 

Century Bengal", Indian Journal of Gender Studies, 20(2), June 2013, Sage Publications, 
p. 214 (journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0971521513482216). 

42 Clause 2(e), The Bengal Maternity Benefit Bill, 1946 (Govt. of Bengal, Dept. of 
Commerce) File no- 3c-4/50, April 1950 File IA-36/49, 1949, from Bangladesh National 
Archives. 
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women. They were also known as 'Cacharoos'.43 Women were largely engaged in the 

making of sea shell bracelets in Sylhet. These were cut out as solid rings from large 

white conch shells found near sea and had a ready market.44 Total female makers of 

bangles, sacred threads, beads necklaces in 1920s were 1443.45 

Day Labour: Even in those days, there were female day labourers employed in 
different sectors. In Dhaka, women constituted a large proportion of the persons 
employed in the times of harvest and they generally earned as much as much as 
men.46 The number of female was two-thirds that of males amongst field labourers in 
1901.47  In Dinajpur, most of the field labourers were women and children.48  In 
Jessore, Buna, Bagdi, Dom, Hari, Muchi, Mehtar females earned regular wages by 
day labour, many employed in streets and house sweeping.49 In Rajshahi there were 
2121 female labourers comparing to 27,747 male labourers.50 

Apart from agricultural sector, a large number of women were employed in Railway 
construction in various districts and as seasonal labourers specially in the lean 
seasons, when men could not find work, women would hire out their labour at 
exceptionally low wage.51 Female labourers employed on roads and bridges were 236 
for every 1000 males and including labourers and workmen unspecified there were 
158 females for every 1000 males.52 A section of immigrant women from West 
Bengal were engaged in forest cleaning in Sundarban areas.53 Many such immigrants 

                                                            
43 J. Taylor, A Sketch of the Topography and Statistics of Dacca, Vol. 1, Calcutta, 1840, 

p.180, from Central Public Library, Dhaka. 
44 W. W. Hunter, A Statistical Account of Bengal: (Districts of Goalpara, the Garo Hills, the  

Naga Hills, the Khasi and Jaintia Hills, Sylhet, Kachar), Vol. II, London, 1879, pp. 304-5, 
(All volumes of Hunter’s  statistical work are from the Rare Section of Dhaka University 
Central Library). 

45 L. S. S. O’ Malley, Census of India 1911, Vol. V, Part. 1, p.202 
46 J. Taylor, A Sketch of the Topography and Statistics of Dacca, 1840, Calcutta, Vol. II, p. 

309, from Central Public Library, Dhaka. 
47 E. A. Gait, Census of India 1901, Vol. VI, Part-1, (Reports), p. 482 
48 W. W. Hunter, A Statistical Account of Bengal (Districts of Maldah, Rangpur and 

Dinajpur), Vol. 7, London, 1875, p. 398 
49 L. S. S O'Malley, Bengal District Gazetteers (Jessore), Calcutta, 1912, p. 89, from the 

Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library. 
50 W.H. Nelson, Final Report on the Survey and Settlement Operations in the District of 

Rajshahi: 1912-1922, Calcutta, 1923, p. 28, ibid 
51 S. Sen, "Domesticity and Dependence in Bengal", International Review of Social History, 

Vol. 42 ,1997, p. 72 
52 A. E. Porter, Census of India, 1931, Vol. V, Part. I (Report), p. 289 
53 W. W. Hunter, A Statistical Account of Bengal (Districts of 24 Parganas and Sundarbans), 

Vol. I, London, 1875, p. 319 
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worked in gangs. One such gang of labourers was found in Bogra which had 60 men 
and 40 women and children where the women earned half as the males that was 100 
rupees.54 Some Bengali newspapers advocated the need of female Labour Unions55 
Maternity benefits of 8 to 10 weeks for female wage labourers was proposed by Mr. 
M.A. Khateeb in an immediate post-colonial meeting.56 

Trade and commerce: A large section of these marginal earners women were 

engaged in small trading ventures with limited scopes which mainly contained home-

made products and crafts. Among the trade components, one important article was 

sale of fuels, which consists of cowdung cakes available at any household. Female 

trading in fuel in early 20th century were 23017 and men in the same field were 

9383.57 They also had a very considerable share in trade of wood and pottery and 

food stuffs.58 

Table 2: Women traders in Bengal Market comparing to 1000 male co-workers 

Trading Sectors Women per 1000 males 

Sell of pottery bricks and tiles and other  
construction materials  

486 

Wood , barks, bamboo, canes 284-571

Dealers in grains and pulse 505

Dealers in fodder for animals 437

Dealers in dairy produce 315

Dealers in charcoal and wood 399 

    *Source: A. E. Porter, Census of India, 1931, Vol. V, Part-1 (Report), p. 289 

There were female vendors who sold their products in the Andarmahals of rich 

families. For instance, selling sarees and hand made products during different 

                                                            
54 W. W. Hunter, A Statistical Account of Bengal (Districts of Rajshahi and Bogra), Vol. 

VIII, London, 1875, p. 64 
55 “Mahila Pragati” (Progress of Women), Bengali Monthly Prabashi, 24th edition, Vol. I, 

Bengali year 1331(Bhadra), from the Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library 
56 Resolution X, 2nd Meeting of the Day East Bengal Labour Advisory Board, (Govt. of 

Bengal, Dept. of Commerce) File no- 3c-4/50, April 1950, from Bangladesh National 
Archives 

57 L. S. S. O’ Malley, Census of India 1911, Vol. V, Part-1, p. 566 
58 A. E. Porter, Census of India, 1931, Vol. V, Part-1 (Report), p. 289 
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pujas.59 Another group was the gypsy (Bede) women who used to roam in various 

localities of lower classes and sold their traditional products. 

"In Dinajpur, a visit to any market in the interior would show that the majority of the 

vendors were women of agricultural and allied castes, among whom Rajbansi women 

would generally be found to predominant."60 

"In Khulna, when women were compelled to work for their own livelihood, they 

generally bought paddy, husked it in their own houses, and sold the rice. A few 

women had shops of their own or were employed in shops."61 

Folksong narrator and Vaishnavite Poetism: Sumanta Banerjee has highlighted 

about this side of marginal women involvement. The traditional features and specific 

dialects and idioms of the folk songs were common to women of almost all classes of 

household in 19th century and thus had a wide female audience ranging from the 

lower caste and lower class self-employed women of the market place to the women 

of Andarmahal.62 The Bengali rural women brought with them their rural folk culture 

with their poetic rules, their own musical scales and rhythm and played role in 

composing many popular form of folksongs in 19th and 20th century Bengal. These 

songs were a melting pot of tradition and topicality. The educated Bengali men 

considered these genre of songs as "licentious and voluptuous taste" and came up 

with severe efforts to keep their own wives and daughters away from these popular 

music form. 

Along with folksongs, female poets had been a part of the Vaishnavite literary 

tradition of Bengal since centuries. Vaishnavism was an open armed concept for 

those who had been rejected by all. Many widows, tortured women deserting their 

homes joined some Vaishnavite monasteries.63 These women were known as 'Neri 

Kavis' who used to sing in poetic duels and begged from door to door and had great 

importance among the Andarmahal women. In 1826, on an occasion of Saraswati 

Puja, three neri kavis were specially invited by a Zamindar Krishna Kanta Dutta of 

                                                            
59 Bengali Newspaper Prabashi, 27th edition, Bengali year 1334 (Pausha), University of 

Dhaka, p. 316  
60 F. W Strong, Eastern Bengal District Gazetteers (Dinajpur), Allahabad, 1912, p. 79, ibid 
61 L. S. S. O’ Malley, Bengal District Gazetteers (Khulna), Calcutta, 1908, p. 115, ibid 
62  S. Banerjee, “Marginalization of Women’s Popular Culture in Nineteenth Century 

Bengal”, Recasting Women, K. Sangari and S. Veid (ed.) New Delhi, 1989, p.130 
63 P. Mandal, Chithi–Patre–Samajchitra, Two Volumes, 1953 (Cited in Recasting Women, 

K. Sangari and S. Vaid (ed.), New Delhi, 1989) 
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Kaikala Village.64 These neri kavis had become an influential section and it was as 

evident from a letter written by rival male poets in Samachar Darpan where they 

mentioned how the 'Neri Vaishnavees' outcasted them by performing at almost every 

festival in the houses of the rich.65 

Bengali Fairs, Festivals and Women Performers 

A very important sector where the marginal women earners were more affluent were 

the fairs. A lot of fairs and festivals were arranged in several districts in different 

seasons. The Jamalpur Mela, Kishoreganj Mela, Ashtami Snan, the Dole fair at 

Hosnepur were majors in Khulna.66  Very popular cattle fair used to be held in 

February at Darwani, in Nilphamari thana of Rangpur district.67 In Pabna, fairs in the 

occasions of Kali Puja, Basanti Ashtami were held.68 These fairs were extremely 

popular Around 15,000 thousand people of Bogra district used to attend the famous 

religious fair in Manda village situated at the west bank of Atrai river.69 "During 

fairs, a touring officer may be confident that he will not find any prominent villager 

in his own house."70 Not only the locals, even outsiders like Mughals, Afghans, 

Nepalis were frequent in famous fairs like Alowa Khaowa Mela, Nekmard fair in 

Dinajpur.71 Marginal women played a very vital role in these fairs. Not only as 

traders of several homely items but also several doggerels and poem and theatrical 

performance (Jatrapala) were fashioned by women who belonged to the marginal 

class. Along with prostitutes, there were professional dancers, performers, story 

narrators. According to 1891 Census, there were 17,023 actresses, singers and 

dancers and their accompanists. In 1930s, dancing and singing girls brought the 

number of women up to 1 for every 3 men employed as conjurers and acrobats.72 

Jamindars in districts like Rangpur used to bring prostitutes in the fairs to increase 

                                                            
64 Samachar Darpan, 11th March, 1826; quoted in B. Bandyopaddhay (ed.), Samvadpatre 

Sekaler Katha, Two Volumes, 1932, 1935 
65 Samachar Darpan, 22nd  November, 1828; quoted in ibid 
66 L. S. S. O’ Malley, Bengal District Gazetteers (Khulna), Calcutta, 1908, p. 90 
67 J. A. Vas, Eastern Bengal and Assam District Gazetteers(Rangpur), Allahabad, 1911, p.94 
68 L. S. S. O’Malley, Bengal District Gazetteers (Pabna), Calcutta, 1923, p.73, from the 

Rare Section of  Dhaka University Central Library. 
69 W.W Hunter, A Statistical Account of Bengal (Districts of Rajshahi and Bogra), Vol. 

VIII, London, 1875, p.56 
70 F. O. Bell, Final Report on the Survey Settlement Operations in the District of Dinajpur 

(1934-40), p.54, from the Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library. 
71 W.W. Hunter, A Statistical Account of Bengal (Districts of Maldah, Rangpur and 

Dinajpur), Vol. VII, London, 1875, p.387 
72 A. E. Porter, Census of India, 1931, Vol. V, Part-1 (Report), p.281 
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audience and make profit.73 Describing a fair on the occasion of 'Raas', the Bengali 

weekly Soma Prakashre ported that 99% of the participants were women and mostly 

women of the lower class.74 

Domestic Service: One occupation expanded fast in this period specially after the 
backlash in industrial sectors, that is the domestic services. In this area, women 
surpassed men by large margin in Bengal and Bihar. Specially in Bengal, after a brief 
respite in 1911, it generally accounted for over 70% of women workers in modern 
service. This number largely increased since1930s and turned to be a major non-
agricultural occupation. This growth was a sole character of Bengal, as in Bihar and 
Orissa the occupation could attain little notion due to the general decline of the urban 
areas. There were certain occupations which naturally fell to a woman's lot, such as 
domestic industries of rice pounding and husking and parching of grain. “In Bengal 
there were 27 women to every male engaged in rice pounding and husking, while in 
Bihar and Orissa the proportion is 16 to1."75 Two other domestic industries for which 
women were well suited in Bengal -silkworm rearing and making twine or string.76 

Along with the domestic industries, female were predominant as domestic servants, 
mainly as non-kin care givers to the kids of upper class, middle class, or European 
households. They were also known as 'amah' or wet nurses or breast givers and were 
paid up to 6 to 12 rupees.77 

Unproductive Occupations: (Beggars, Vagrants, prostitutes) 

The profession of beggars and vagrants was almost a family occupation and women 
in this section were very predominant. The census report of 1921 has listed 120,000 
females engaged in begging. In 1931, 940 females retained in this group for every 
1000 males.78 A group of people who were religious mendicants and inmates or 
monasteries also survived by begging. In some districts the Bairagis and Vaishnabs 
who were mostly women, were professional beggars. Noakhali had to support 17,000 
professional mendicants.79 These were mostly spiritual and in Dinajpur they were 

                                                            
73 "Melae Ganikar Amdani" (Prostitutes in Fairs), in Bengali monthly Prabashi, 27th  edition, 

Vol. II, p.277, Central Public Library, Dhaka 
74 Somaprakash, 7thDecember, 1863, from Bangladesh National Archives 
75 L. S. S. O’ Malley, Census of India 1911, Vol. V, Part-1, p. 549 
76 Ibid 
77 S. M. Banerjee, “Blurring Boundaries, Distant Companions: Non-Kin Female Caregivers 
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often called in the religious ceremonies.80 In Bengal the number of such group in 
1911 was 48000 among whom a large number was females. 81  William Hunter 
estimated in his account that there were 3322 female beggars in Dhaka in 1870s.82 

The number of females actually engaged in disreputable occupations represents no less 
than one out of every eighty females of all sorts, a proportion which is highest among all 
the districts of Bengal except Chittagong. No less than 8000 of the people depending on 
unproductive pursuits, such as beggars and prostitutes are females, and probably a large 
proportion of them are prostitutes; apart from the census figures, it is known fact that 
prostitutes in Rajshahi are very numerous and sought after.83 

In Eastern Bengal over all there was a high demand of prostitutes. The elites and 
'New Zamindars' had their own specific 'barbanitas' (prostitutes).84 When a landlord 
wanted to establish a new haat (market) to annoy a rival, he imported a colony of 
prostitutes as his first step. 85  Prostitutes were found in every bazar and in 
considerable number in the major districts like Mymensingh, Dhaka, Khulna, 
Rajshahi and others. They earned a good amount and were not always forced in this 
profession. A house of the rescue of fallen women had been established at Dhaka by 
the 'Brahmo Samaj' community, but it was doubtful whether prostitutes as a whole 
were discontented with their lot. The life of respectable Indian women was hedged 
round by innumerable restrictions and those who had once been placed outside the 
pale, enjoyed greater variety of their lives.86 L.S.S.O’ Malley pointed out that some 
of these women either from want or owing to vicious inclinations, led a 
disrespectable life.87 

There was another section of women known as the 'Deva Dasis' (Temple workers) 

who dedicated their lives for their lords, used to reside in the temple and were under 

strict regulations. These women often played the roles of sex worker too.88 

                                                            
80 F. W. Strong, Eastern Bengal District Gazetteers (Dinajpur), Allahabad, 1912, p. 78 
81 L. S. S. O’ Malley, Census of India 1911, Vol. V, Part. 1 (Report), p.548 
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Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library 
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Record of James Taylor: James Taylor (Civil Surgeon) in his writing on Dhaka, has 
shown specific caste groups and their occupation in 19th century, among whom 
marginal women were included. Some major ones in his accounts are, 'sowluks' who 
deal in salt, betel-nut, grain; the 'kapallees' who weaved sackcloth, twines; the 
'patoneers' who made 'seetul-patee' (fine mats), the 'tamboolees' who sold betel leafs,  
'gundbuniks' retailers of spice or drugs, 'dhomes' burners of dead, they were confined 
to the cities only; 'bhoeemallees' they were sweepers; 'joogees' were weavers; the 
'gurwarus' those who killed otters, turtles, porpoises for the skin and harbal 
medication; 'bhudiyas' makers of pearl jewellery or necklaces of tigers claws, 
bamboo combs, they also amused public with tricks of legerdemain, dancing 
monkey, snakes, and practiced small medical services like cupping using the sharp 
teeth of  ‘Cankilla fish’.89 

Record of William Hunter: William Hunter (Director General of Statistics to the 
Government of India) in his Statistical Account of Bengal based on the census result 
of 1872, had provided estimates of occupations in the districts of East Bengal where 
females were independently involved. Some major districts are shown below: 

Dhaka: Among total 947,218 females, major occupation holders numbered: 
Midwives 114, singer 13, painters 32, priestesses 371, females Barbers 36, female 
cooks 37, female sweepers 12, washerwoman 187, sweepers 12, prostitute 
1738,female cowherds 21, basket maker 38, garland sellers 24, cloth vendor 65, 
weavers 507, grain husker 2920, pan seller 21, 'ganja' seller 6, spinners 4979, 
fisherwomen 1047, labourers 1078, female tailors 231, dealers in pottery 133, petty 
dealer (bepari)  238 and so forth.90 

Jessore: Among total female 1,023,895, women in major occupation were priestesses 
183, singers 4, dancer 1, personal servants 1083, barbers 21, washerwomen 46, 
prostitute 959, spinner 1532, weaver 154, occupancy raiyats 72, grain husker 1274, 
fisherwomen 415, milk seller 226, labourers 1613, seller of molasses 15, rice dealer 
156, cloth vendor 10, shell curver 4 etc.91 

Bakerganj: Among total female 1,173,196, there were: priestess 199, dancers 3, 

cooks 44, barbers 46, washerwomen 213, sweepers 19, prostitute 1189, personal 

                                                            
89 J. Taylor, A Sketch of the Topography and Statistics of Dacca, Vol. II, 1840, Calcutta, pp. 
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90 W. W. Hunter, A Statistical Account of Bengal, Vol. V (Districts of Dacca, Bakerganj, 

Faridpur and Mymensingh), London, 1875, p.37 
91 W. W. Hunter, A Statistical Account of Bengal, Vol. II (Districts of Nadia and Jessore), 

London, 1875, p. 191 
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servant 425, petty dealers 21, basket makers 30, spinner 1277, weaver 228, grain 

husker 2971, fisherwomen 336, milk seller 27, 'pan' seller 103, dealers in firewood 

127, mat maker 85, net maker 131, dealer in pottery 59, labourers 1113, beggars 

1908 etc.92 

Faridpur: Among total female 514,735, there were: labourer 493, beggars 1515, milk 

seller 71, garland seller 19, spinner 2124, weaver 126, gunny-bag makers 76, grain 

husker 583, dealer in pottery 32, priestess 183, prostitute 761, beparis 6, midwives 

72, barber 22, washerwomen 54, personal servants 1173, stationer 37 etc.93 In many 

other districts like Pabna, Rajshahi, Sylhet, Rangpur, Dinajpur, W.W Hunter did not 

find specific mention worthy occupations. 

 

Table 3: Distribution of female workers by broad occupational categories in Bengal- 

Years WFPR Agriculture 
and general 

labour 

Traditional 
personal 
service 

Production 
and trade for 
local markets 

production 
and trade for 

extended 
markets

Modern 
service 

1881 8.7 32.2 13.3 43.2 11.2  

1901 8.8 40.9 9.9 33.3 10.4 5.5 

1911 9.0 48.7 8.7 28.2 11.5 2.9 

1921 8.5 54.1 6.0 21.0 11.9 6.1 

1931 7.0 55.9 4.6 11.8 8.7 19.0 

*Source: Census Reports of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa Volumes, Part. 2, Tables- Summary of occupation, 
cited in "Working Women in Colonial Bengal", by N. Banerjee, Recasting Women, K. Sangari and S. Vaid 
(ed.), New Delhi, 1989, p. 279 

Characteristics of the Occupations Adopted by Marginal Women 

According to the census of 1901, the occupations which female followed, were 
generally distinguished by two characteristics, their simplicity and the small amount 
of physical labour which they involve.94 
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There were a set of similar pattern among all the occupations these marginal women 
adopted. Some of them are- 

a) The use of only locally available cheap materials. 

b) The use of crude and locally made tools of production. 

c) Very little regional specialization. 

d) No requirement of special training. 

e) Minimal capital investment. 

f) Dealings were mostly done among women considering their comfort zone. 

g) These occupations had some degree of isolation from the competition of outside 
goods. 

The advantage of these occupations were generally no different from standard 
household chores, any woman of any caste or community could resort to one of them 
in case of distress. 

Socio-economic Barriers Faced by the Earner Marginal Women 

The journey of poverty ridden women as breadwinners was not a smooth one. These 
women who had adopted several independent occupations to earn, had to face 
innumerable barriers which often had deadly consequences on their economic 
ventures and also in their personal lives. To portray a proper view of the barriers I 
have put Nirmala Banerjee’s and my findings (From Census and Survey reports) 
together here- 

Women's crafts were basically for common day to day necessities, there was 
potentially a large market for such products in the region entirely so as the areas 
gradually opened up for modern transport, there were tremendous profits to be made 
through the ordinary products like sea salt, coal or kerosene which replaced the 
earlier crude, local goods made by women. Because of their simple tools and low 
capital input, women's productivity in the crafts were very low, hence these began to 
be passed to the men who scored bigger markets. 

At the same time increasing commercialization and pressure on land resources meant 
that the free availability of products of forests and common lands were being sharply 
curtailed. 

Women were not free agents; they were more indulged in family bindings comparing 
to their male counterparts. They were not completely out of their depending 
characters and were not accustomed with the concept of leaving their children or 
known. The motherly instincts and household responsibilities restricted their 
movement in distant area and thus they were confined to the local markets. 
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A large sector of women owing to their morals and natural habits, targeted only the 
womenfolk as their clients which deprived them from a large number of customers. 

Irrespective of the occupations in which the poor women were independently 
involved, they had only access to unskilled, back-breaking and physically exhausting 
works for their physical strength. Even for the women who were involved in craft 
and trade, the strain of the work was no less. For example, women fish vendors 
covered between 20-30 Kilometers on foot carrying weights of 30-40 kilograms. It 
must be remembered that over and above this, when these women returned, they 
were totally responsible for the arduous domestic chores that await them at home.95 

In names of caste and religion, they were severely constrained by the conventions 
and taboos accepted by the particular social groups, caste or community they belong. 
More than half the people of Bengal were Muslims and they were well off in some 
regions. A survey settlement on Noakhali district mentioned that the Muslim 
cultivators there were extraordinarily well of with no anxiety of crop failure and their 
landlords who were seldom stronger than themselves.96 But in most of the cases, they 
were chiefly low class, they were more prolific than other communities. It was 
thought as a sign of respectability among Muslims to keep women in seclusion as 
much as possible.97 There were specific communities like women from Rajbansi 
communities did not work for wages in Rajshahi.98 

Were the Marginal Earner Women Freer than the Elite Women of the Society? 

The vivid description of the occupations pursued by the marginal women hopefully 
has portrayed their image as independent earners already. Now the question arises 
that what was their position compared to the elite women of the society? 

James Kerr (1865) opined that, in Bengal while the higher ranks of women were 
scarcely seen at all, and the middle class seldom, the poor and labouring classes 
walked around without reserve, and even with less disguise than their sisters in 
Europe.99 Nirmala Banerjee has similar opinion too. She mentioned that women from 
groups with higher social status or higher incomes were subject to more restrictions, 

                                                            
95 L. Gulati, "Myth and Reality In the context of Poor Working Women in Kerala", Indian 

Women: Myth and Reality, J. Bagchi (ed.), 1995, p. 88 
96 W. H. Thompson, Final Report on the Survey and Settlement Operations in the District of 

Noakhali: 1914-19, Calcutta, p.30, from the Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library 
97 L. S. S O’ Malley, Census of India, Vol. V, Part. 1 (Repot), 1911, pp. 648-49 
98 W. H. Nelson, Final Report on the Survey and Settlement Operations in the District of 

Rajshahi: 1912-1922, Calcutta, 1923, pp.23-4, from the Rare Section of Dhaka University 
Central Library. 

99 J. Kerr, Domestic Life, Character, and Customs of the Natives of India, London, 1865, p.83, 
from the Rare Section of Dhaka University Central Library. 
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in areas where there was a general feeling of prosperity, the conventions were all the 
more binding on women."100 

As it has been seen so far, women in Bengal was a heterogeneous group based on 
their socio-economic status. During the latter part of 19th century, there was a gradual 
growth in awareness of outside activities, which made it possible for women to 
become prominent in public life in this century. But here were subtle differences 
among members of the Bengali urban elite over the extent to which women should 
be educated and free movement in the society. Most of them still confined their 
womenfolk in the domains of Andarmahals and they had no property right to 
claim.101 Though some new jamindars under western influence, began to educate 
their wives in Andarmahals, they barely dragged it to higher levels and most of them 
took that more as a luxurious leisure. Data collection shows that the percentage of 
women, coming to the job market with only school leaving degrees was 18.75% in 
case of women above 50 years compared to 8.14% of women below 30 years.102 

Though the middle class women with all her leisured consumerism provided the 
lower class women a fantasy of freedom, it was somewhat a myth. They were mainly 
the 'ginnis' who looked after the household stores, made arrangements for meals, and 
supervised the behaviour of the family members.103 In these elite households women 
were often treated with suspicion and accused of attempting to disrupt filial and 
fraternal solidarity. Even the mouthpiece of women emancipation as 'Bamabodhini 
Patrika' warned against the appearance of bhadralok women in public, where on the 
other hand almost every year women from the lower groups not only congregated in 
public, but also sang and danced during popular festivals. According to Sumanta 
Banerjee, because of the nature of their work, the marginal working women had to 
move in the so called 'dangerous society' which was considered to be a threat to their 
sheltered sisters who lived in the Andarmahals. These working women to some 
extent had access in the Andarmahals like naptenis who were women from the barber 
caste who used to decorate with Alta (red liquid) the feet of the Andarmahal women, 
sweepers, owners of stalls selling vegetables or fish, female Vaishnavi poets, street 
singers and dancer. The wife of a millionaire, Ramdoolal Dey, organized such 
reading which lasted ninety days, during which time, thousands of women came to 

                                                            
100 N. Banerjee, “Working Women in Colonial Bengal: Modernization and Marginalization”, 

Recasting Women, K. Sangari and S. Veid (ed.), New Delhi, 1989, p.289 
101 “Bharat er Nari” (Women of India), Bengali Newspaper Shabuj Patra, 6th edition, 

Bengali year 1326 (Jaishtha), p.273, from Central Public Library, Dhaka. 
102 M. Nag, “Bengali Middle Class Women: Distance between Myth and Reality” in Indian 

Women: Myth and Reality, J. Bagchi (ed.), 1995, p.94 
103 S. C. Bose, The Hindoos As They Are, Calcutta, 1881, pp. 2-3 
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listen it.104 For daily household chores the women of Kaibarta, Bagdi, Buna, Dai 
(midwives, breast-givers) attended the wealthier women as domestic servants.105 
These working class of women who had the access to the Andarmahals often 
provided the Zenana class the only link to the outside class.106 

Another important thing from which the marginal women were comparatively freer 
was the religious rituals. The upper and middle class women were more prone to 
religious beliefs while for the marginal women the main concern was survival. Being 
parts of the lowest social strata, they did not have much to do with religious aspects 
and thus were not bound them. 

James Kerr, in writing about his experience in India, had described about women in 
Bengal. Here a comparison between the two classes could be seen. He mentioned 
that the women of upper classes were of ‘fairer complexion’ and had more delicate 
features than their sisters in the lower ranks of life and were in strict seclusion. They 
passed in ‘palakeens’107 and were often scared by the presence of outsiders. On the 
other hand he mentioned about the lower class women that they were generally 
industrious and contributed their fair shares to support the family and they often 
undertook works of labourous kind.108Ahmad Dani describing the position of women 
in Dhaka, also asserted that only women belonging to the lower classes ever 
appeared abroad.109 

Finally, a very crucial difference between the two classes of women was the level of 
male domination. Among the elite class the so called social reforms were also 
enforced by the men on the women and the men used to decide the degree of reforms 
for their women. But the marginal working women were mostly the ones who were 
no longer associated to their husbands or in some cases even the husbands supported 
their activities out of severe financial crisis. 

Concluding Observations 

A major ingredient in the dominant myths about womanhood is women's 
identification with the domestic area and this concept is even more prominent in the 
case of marginal women. This is evident in almost all literary records of colonial 
Bengal, both government and individual ones - where marginal women have mostly 

                                                            
104 G.C. Ghose, “Ramdoolal Dey, the Bangalee Millionaire”, in The Changing Role of 

Women in Bengal 1849-1905, M. Borthwick, New Jersey, 1984, p.17 
105 L.S.S. O'Malley, Bengal District Gazetteers (Jessore), 1912, p. 89 
106 S. Banerjee, “Marginalization of Women’s Popular Culture in Nineteenth Century 

Bengal”, Recasting Women, K. Sangari and S. Veid (ed.), New Delhi, 1989, p.129 
107 Palakeen or palkee is a completely covered vehicle which was used by the elite class 

women in Bengal and some other parts of India. 
108  J. Kerr, Domestic Life, Character, and Customs of the Natives of India, London, 1865, p.76 
109 A. H. Dani, DACCA, A Record of Its Changing Fortune, Dhaka, 1962, p. 65 
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been represented as dependents on their male counter parts or at best as helping 
hands in their husbands’ professions. This was not a complete scenario. A good 
number of marginal women were active earners in colonial East Bengal. There is a 
lot of scope to discuss the factors that motivated those women to strive for a 
livelihood outside their homes. It was mostly done out of dire economic necessities, 
difficult family life and adverse working environment in various mills. A section of 
subaltern women came out to earn their livelihood by independent means. In many 
sectors where male access was restricted, women found their way to earn. In a 
colonial society, this attempt of independent earning by these women was a 
revolutionary and courageous act, but this failed to gain any significant support from 
the native elites or budding middle class intellectuals and was infested with several 
social obstacles. 

However, though these initiatives were of very simple characteristic patterns and 
took place in a limited sphere, it had deep impact on women of other classes. 
Following the footsteps of these women, many other distressed, abandoned women 
or widows from poor households came out to be their own breadwinners. Such 
attempts of independent earning had encouraged not only their fellow tormented 
women, but also inspired relatively more protected women belonging to better off 
families who witnessed the freedom these marginal women workers had in the ‘outer 
world’. Finally, it would worth mentioning that in 19th and 20th century Bengal, not 
one but two parallel movements of female emancipation went on; one was elitist, 
influenced by a ‘high culture’ that included a few elite women who were supported 
by a group of male intellectuals whereas the other was prompted by poverty and 
carried out by the marginal women themselves. Though the latter one was more 
diverse and sustainable, this was largely ignored as the narrators of history at the 
time belonged to the upper streams of the society. 

But since the late 20th century a group of scholars have been focusing on the history 
of the subaltern class. They strive to come out of the 'King-Queen' concepts and the 
contribution of the subaltern people in the history of this nation’s economy and 
society is finally getting recognized. This paper tries to shed some light on this 
ongoing process by portraying the role played by the marginal women earners in 
19th and 20th century East Bengal. 
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Abstract 
The Diaspora/Mahjar literature that began and gradually developed in Latin 
America1in the late nineteenth and early 20th centuries holds an important part in 
modern Arabic literature. The countries where the literature developed are: Brazil, 
Argentina, Mexico, Venezuela, Ecuador and Chile. At first, the émigrés published 
Arabic newspapers to communicate among themselves. Afterwards, they formed 
literary circles and published literary magazines and journals under the flag of these 
circles. Subjects of their writing were dominated by nostalgia for the motherland, 
contemporary socio-political-economic and cultural issues of their homeland and 
their lifestyle in the new home. The writers and poets in Latin America preserved 
the originality of Arabic literature which the Arab immigrants in North America 
failed to do. In this article, I shall present a brief history of development of Mahjar 
literature in Latin America: publication of magazines and newspapers, formation of 
literary circles, and the important poets in different Latin American countries. 
Special attention will be given to Latin American Mahjar poetry. 

The Mahjar Literature 

The Mahjar literature usually refers to literary works of the authors, who migrated to 

both Latin and North America and settled there. The Arabic word “Mahjar” is 

derived from the root ھجر) Ha/ ھـ+ Jim ج+Ra ر ), to mean “emigration, sanctuary, 

refuge, retreat, settlement, colony and place of emigration.”2 The name “al-Mahjar” 

 is meant in Arabic to be settled in Northern, Central and Southern America (المھجر)

where Lebanese, Syrian, Palestinian and other Arabs had migrated. The towns in 

Latin America whose names recur most often in the Mahjar literature are Sao Paolo, 

Rio de Janeiro, Buenos Aires and Monica. There developed a characteristic literary 

                                                 
*  Assistant Professor, Department of Arabic, University of Dhaka 
1  Latin America comprises of eighteen republics of the South America continent. They 

include Argentina, Peru, Venezuela, Chile, Cuba, Ecuador, Guatemala, Bolivia, Haiti, the 
Dominica Republic, El Salvador, Uruguay, Honduras, Paraguay, Costa Rica, Panama, 
Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago. The Encyclopedia Americana, Dombarg: Encyclopedia 
Americana Corporation, 2007, p. 1  

2  J. Milton Cowan, A Dictionary of Modern written Arabic (Germany: Buchdruckeri Huberl 
and Co. 1976), p. 1196 
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movement in the first half of the twentieth century. There are also some other places 

out of the Latin America in the continent where emigrants from the Near East had 

settled. They published there bulletins, journals, periodicals and books with the objective 

of promoting knowledge about the Arabs and their heritage.3 In fact, Mahjar literature 

implies all writings in Arabic composed by Arab emigrants in North and Latin 

America, regardless of whether it is published in America itself or in the Arab East.4 

Migration of Arab people to Latin America 

There were some vital reasons that worked behind migration of Arabs to Latin 

America: First, in Lebanon the dwellers of the mountain region were deprived of 

agricultural land after the establishment of the regime of “Mutasarrifiyya”.5 It 

compelled them to leave the highland and to seek work outside their home. When 

migration to Latin America was conceivable, some groups moved there. Second, 

oppression of the farmers by their feudal lords, the load of taxation, persistent 

sectarianism, corruption of administration were some social reasons. Third, due to 

interaction of the Arabs with the west during the rule of Ibrahim Pasha (1832-40) 

they were motivated to migrate to these countries.6 Fourth, Brazil preferred the 

settlement of emigrants. The country gave them support and assistance. Argentina 

also had similar attractions with its huge tracts of land requiring agriculture and its 

untapped material resources.7 

The flow of emigration of Arabs towards Latin America originated from Syria in the 

late nineteenth century. The opportunities of emigration to Latin America were 

enhanced by the visit of emperor of Brazil, Dom Pedro-ll to Palestine and Lebanon in 

1877. An agreement signed between the Ottoman and the Brazilian government in 

1892 opened the door of immigration. The first Arab to reach Brazil was Numah 

                                                 
3  The Encyclopedia of Islam. Vol. 5, (Leiden: E. J. Brill), p. 1253 
4  Julie Scott Meisami and Paul Starkey, Encyclopedia of Arabic literature, Vol. 2 (New 

York: Taylor & Francis Group, 1998), p.492 
5  Mutasarrifiyyah is the law passed in 1861 after an incident in May 1860 which triggered 

off a conflict between Christians, and Druzes followed by massacres of Christians in 
‘mixed areas’ and in Damascus. By the intervention of European powers, negotiations held 
between the Porte, France, Great Britain, Australia, Prussia and Russia created a province 
of Mount Lebanon. Administrative unity of the province was conferred by a law titled 
‘Mutasarrifiyya’ which is the agreement signed at Pera on 9 June 1861. The law made it 
clear that: The Lebanon will be administered by a Christian government appointed by the 
sublime Porte and responsible directly to it. Encyclopedia of Islam, Vol. 5, p. 794.  

6  Encyclopedia of Arabic literature, Vol. 2, p. 492 
7  Encyclopedia of Islam, Vol. 5, p. 1258 
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Yafis. He reached there in 1893.8 Gradually, the emigrants became attracted to Latin 

America. The number of emigrants to Latin America increased by 3,00,000 in 

Argentina alone. Brazil accepted more than half a million. The Palestinians preferred 

the states of Central America, Chile and Mexico.9 Thus, the Arabs made their way to 

Latin America for more than a century. 

Development of Mahjar Literature in Latin America 

The emigrant Arabs from Asian region to Latin America felt the importance of 

communication among themselves as they intended to stay there permanently, in 

spite of their pain in exile and in spite of the bitter nostalgia that they felt for their 

country and families. In the first phase of communication, they published newspapers 

in Arabic. Later they formed literary organizations which patronized publication of 

literary magazines and journals. The emigrants gave importance to writing poetry 

than prose. It may be because of the emotion that dominated their heart. 

Published Magazines and Newspapers 

Magazines and newspapers played a vital role behind development of Arabic 

literature in Latin America. Fawzi ‘Abd al-Razzaq (d.1984) in his book ‘Adab al-

Mahjar: Bibliyaghrafiyya lil-dirasat al-Naqdiyya wa al-Maqalat’ lists 49 Arabic 

newspapers and 22 periodicals published at various times in Sao Palo, and 35 

newspapers and 21 periodicals in Buenos Aires.10 Al-Andalus al-jadidah and Al-

jababiq were both the earliest magazines published from Brazil edited by Shukr 

Allah al-jarr.  Al-Sharq (1927-74) was edited by the Musa Kurayyim. It was one of 

the leading magazines in Brazil which was published by “al-‘Usbah al-

Andalusiyyah”. Al-Sharq published the literary works of members of “al-‘Usbah al-

Andalusiyyah”.11 Al-‘Usbah was another magazine published by “al-‘Usbah al-

Andalusiyyah”. The magazine started its journey in 1935 by Habib Mas’ud. Almost 

all the members of the organization wrote in it.12 Al-Fayha was published from Sao 

Paolo, Brazil in 1895. Abu al-Hawl was published between 1906-41. It was edited by 

Shukri al-Khuri. Al-Marahil started publiocation in 1955 and was edited by the 

                                                 
8  Jeorge Sayda ‘Adabuna wa Udabauna Fi al-Mahjir al-Imriki, (Beirut: Ma’hadu ad-Dirasat al-

Arabiyyah), p. 215 
9  The Encyclopedia of Islam, Vol. 5, p. 1254 
10  Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, Vol. 2, p. 492 
11  Encyclopedia of Islam, Vol. 5, p.1250 
12  Ibid, p. 1256 
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Maryana Di’bil Fakhuri. The magazine was published with selected writings from 

magazines and newspapers published in the Arab world. Al-Manabil, edited by llyas 

Qunsul survived three years. Yaqjatul ‘Arab, a famous Arabic newspaper was edited 

by Iliyas Qunsul. Al-jaridah as-Suriyyah al-Lubnaniyyah, was a leading newspaper 

published from Argentina. In Buenos Aires, Khalil Sa’ada, father of Syrian politician 

Antun Sa’ada, published jaridat al-Rabitah al-Wataniyyah al-Suriyyah. It survived 

from 1929 to 1934. Jaridah al-Rafiq was published from Mexico and edited by 

Mahbub Khuri al Shartuni. All these magazines and newspapers paved the way for 

the development of Arabic literature in Latin America.  

Literary Organizations in Latin America 

Literary organizations were important platforms for exercises of Arabic literature in 

Latin America. Riwaq al-Ma’arri was the earliest literary organization. It was 

founded in Sao Paolo of Brazil in 1900 by Na’um Lubaki. The organization attracted 

many merchants. It was a centre for reading and discussing literary works by 

contemporaneous Arab poets.13 Members of the organization were: Jeorge ‘Assaf, 

Qaysar Ma’luf, Khalil Kusayyib, Usuf Nasif Djahir, Faris Najim, Wadir Farah, Asad 

Busharrw and others.14  

Al-‘Usbah al-Andalusiyyah was the second literary organization in Latin America. It 

was founded by Mikhail Ma’luf in 1932. The founder took initiatives to bring the 

scattered activities of Arab writers in Brazil in a single platform. He was the 

founding chairman of the organization.15 At first, he took initiatives to gather the 

scattered prose and poetic works of renowned registered personalities of the 

organization like: Nazir Jaytun, Habib Mas’ud, Iskandar Karbaz, Daud Shakur, Usuf 

al-‘Ayni, Husni Gurab and others.16 The chairman and members of the organization 

were committed to protect the unity among the Arabs who stayed in Brazil. It 

enabled them to publish a magazine titled “al-‘Usbah” which remained in print for 

twenty years. The members of the organization also worked to strengthen the Arabic 

literature, to bring the writers on a stage, to step up the intellectual prestige of the 

Arabs and to evade imitation.17 The writers of the organization wrote in pure Arabic 

                                                 
13  Encyclopedia of Arabic literature, Vol. 2, p. 492 
14  Mohammad bin Sa’ad bin Hossain, Al-Adab al-Hadith Tarikh wa Dirasat (Riyadh: 

Matba’a al-Farazdaq al- Tizariyyah 1983), p.106 
15  Ibid, p. 217 
16  Encyclopedia of Arabic literature, Vol. 2, p. 493 
17  The Encyclopedia of Islam, Vol. 5, p. 1254 
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which their brothers in North America neglected.18 “Al-‘Usbah al-Andalusiyyah” 

took measures to offer financial support to the writers in need. They made 

arrangement for regular sittings to discuss concurrent socio-political and economic 

developments in the Arab world. The members also discussed Arab literary legends 

like Mutanabbi, Mohammad ‘Abduhu, Farah Antun, Sulayman al-Bustani and 

others.19 Thus “Al-‘Usbah al-Andalusiyyah” became an important platform for 

development of the Arabic language and literature in Latin America. 

Al-Nadi al-Finiqi was an important literary organization in Brazil, founded by ‘Aql 

al-Jarr (1886-1946), brother of Shuqr Allah al-Jarr. It was a special platform for the 

Arab poets in Brazil and for those who sought modernity in poetry.20 The 

organization was dedicated for protection of Arab nationalism through its activities. 

The name of the organization also shows the love for motherland. The founder ‘Aql 

al-Jarr’ writes:21 

 المھجر عكاظ+ و  حسبكم نادى األدب

 األعصر بطونمن  مجد العرب + محييا     

 ناشرا ما طويا

(The literary organization is enough for you as it is Okaj (عكاظ) in Mahjar which is 
dedicated for the glory of Arabs by publishing the all unpublished.) 

Jam’at al-Qalam was another literary organization. It was founded in Brazil by the 

former members of “al-‘Usbah al-Andalusiyyah” soon after the demise of the later. 

The important members of the organization were: Usuf al-Fakhuri, Shakir al-Dubsi, 

Philiph Lutf Allah, Tawfiq Barbar, Jawwad Nadir, Salim Nadir, Shakib Taqi al-Din, 

Ilyas Farhat, Shafiq Ma’luf, Usuf Ghanim and others.22 Al-Marahil was the 

mouthpiece of the organization. 

“Al-Rabitah al-Adabiyyah”, another literary organization, was founded by Nalim 

Sa’ib in 1949. The most mentionable figures of the circle were: George, ‘Assaf, Ilyas 

Qunsul, Zaki Qunsul, Sayf al-Din al-Misri, Jibran Masuh, Usuf al-Sarimi, ‘Abd al-

Latif al-Khushun, Usuf al-Gharib.23 Some activities of organization played a vital 

                                                 
18  Ibid, p. 218 
19  Mohammad bin Sa’ad bin Hossain, op. cit., p. 106 
20  Jeorge Sayda, op. cit., p. 270 
21  Ibid, p. 270 
22  Mohammad bin Sa’ad bin Hossain, Al-Adab al-Hadith Tarikh wa Dirasat, p.107 
23  The Encyclopedia of Islam, Vol. 5, pp. 1253-54 
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role behind development of the Arabic literature in Argentina: First, inclusion of a 

group of writers consisting of Akram Ju’aitir, Nasri al-Ma’luf and Tawfiq al-Yajiji; 

Second, inclusion of a group of Arab diplomats consisting of Jibran Tuwayni, ‘Abd 

Allah al-Najjar, Tawfiq ‘Awwad and Mahmud Hafiz; Third, arrival of Mutran al-

‘Abd Nafir Saba and Jeorge Sayda a famous Arab tourist to Argentina; Fourth, visit 

of poets and writers like Ahmad Sulayman al-Ahmad, ‘Abd al-Latif Unus, Ilyas 

Khalil-Jakriya, ‘Abd al-Masih Haddad, Kamil Muruh, Hasan al-Amin, ‘Abd Allah 

Hashmi, Tawfiq Wahbah, Walim Sa’b and others. They organized seminars to attract 

people in Buenos Aires. They presented Arab literary and cultural heritage; Fifth, 

regular discussion on contemporary socio-political and economic and literary 

developments took place in the Arab world. Sixth, there were initiatives taken by the 

organization to publish their activities in local dailies.24 The activities of the 

organization continued for two years without interruption. However, when al-Rahala 

- a famous poet of the organization went back to his country, its activities were 

adversely affected. Commemorating the golden days of the organization, Zaki 

Qunsol writes:25 

 أيبقى بعدك السمر اللطيـف +سألتك أيھا القصر المنيـــــــــــف

 سنذكر  عھدك الزاھي نفوســــي +و تبكي ظلك الضافي ضيوف

(I ask question to you oh royal palace; will the evening gossiping continue after you? 
We will personally soon remember your golden days at the time your steady shadow 
will weep as the guest.) 

Other important literary organizations in Latin America were: “Nadwat al-Adab al-

Arabi” a literary organization in Argentina founded by group of literary figures and 

led by Usuf al-‘Ad. The organization worked as a bridge between the Arab world and 

those immigrated to America.26 “Jami’at al-Qalam” was a literary circle in Brazil 

established by Maryana Di’bil Fakhuri, in 1964. “The Homs Club” was founded in 

Sao Paolo in 1920. It has an important library of Mahjir literature and the Syrian 

cultural centre in Sao Paolo also houses a library of Arabic books.27 All of the literary 

organizations were centre for studying the Arabic literature.  

                                                 
24  Encyclopedia of Arabic literature, Vol. 2, pp. 492-3 
25  Jeorge Sayda, op. cit., p. 298 
26  Mohammad bin Sa’d bin Hossain, op. cit., p. 108 
27  Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, Vol. 2, p. 493 
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Poetry in Latin America 

Mahjar poets in Latin America wrote on different subjects. The patriotic poems 

reflected the memories of motherland. Political poems were a means of expression of 

concern about political developments. In descriptive poems, the poets described the 

natural beauties of homeland. In mystic poems, they expressed the sufferings of their 

souls. The style of writing was romantic. They tried to liberate poetry from the 

traditional feature for which a movement had made its track in Egypt. Latin 

American Mahjar poetry was influenced by western poetry and western concepts of 

poetry. These poets preserved the Arabic originality in their writings. 

Important contributors in Brazil28 

Fauzi al-Ma‘luf (1889-1930) was one of pioneers among Arab poets in Latin 

America. He was famous for his long poem ‘Ala Bisat al-Rih which is involved with 

the ‘soul’ and its ultimate freedom; with life’s absolute slavery, its shackles and 

burdens; with the dualism of good and evils; its distinctly abstract atmosphere. The 

poet imagines himself going on a journey over the clouds, where he meets his soul 

and rejoices in the union. Exhortations against the evil of man on earth are uttered 

without hesitancy or compassion. The pessimistic tone of the poem and its imaginary 

framework are directly Romantic. The poem was first published in 1929 in Al-

Muktataf. Its originality attracted the attention of readers in the Arab world. It was 

also translated into several European languages. ‘Ala Bisat al-Rih remains a unique 

work in modern Arabic poetry. Although it may seem old fashioned now, it cannot be 

described as naïve or truly outdated. Some of the verses of the poem are:29 

 ًّ   طوقتنى األشباح،ھاھي حامت +ثم أھوت ترف بين يديـــــا

 و لھا كإختالج اجنحة النحل +زيز يطن في اذينــــــــــــــا

(The phantoms compressed me round; there they were circling round, then falling, 
quivering in my hands. Like the pulsing wings of bees, they hummed in my ears.)  

                                                 
28  Brazil is the largest and most populous country in South America. Her total area of land 

and inland water is 8511965 square kilometer. The country is surrounded by Columbia in 
the north west; Venezuela, Guiana, Surinam, French Guiana and Atlantic Ocean in the 
north; Atlantic Ocean in the east; Atlantic Ocean and Uruguay in the south; Argentina, 
Paraguay and Bolivia in the south west and Peru in the west. Total population of the 
country is 168000000 (according to ’99 estimation) Brasilia is the capital when Sao Paulo 
is the largest city. Portuguese is official language. Major religions are Roman Catholicism, 
protestant Christianity, Syncretic Afro-catholic cults. The Encyclopedia America, Vol. 4, 
USA: Grolier International, Inc, 2001, pp. 454-460. 

29  Fawzi al-Ma ‘luf, ‘Ala Bisat al-Rih, (Beirut: 1958), pp.133-34 
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Shafiq al-Ma‘luf (b.1905) is one of the prominent Arab poets in Brazil. He published 

his first collection of poems entitled Al-A‘lam in 1926. His other collections of poetry 

are: Li Kulli Zahratin ‘Abir (1951), Nida al-Majadhif (1952), and Ainaki Mihrajan 

(1960). In 1961, he published selections from his work under title Sanabil Rauth. In 

most of the poems, the poet followed Romantic trends.30 Shafiq al-Ma‘luf’s most 

important poetic work was his famous ‘Abqar publishd in 1936; a poem in six parts 

with an introduction. The poem was written mostly in the Sari’ meter. The poem is 

about an imaginary voyage that the poet takes, flying of the valley of Abqar on the 

back of muses and jinns. The poem is crowded with painstaking descriptions of 

mostly repulsive creatures: ghouls, jinns, sibyls, wizards, prostitutes and other 

mythological creatures. This poem is the first example in modern Arabic poetry 

crowded with words of a horrific character with which the visual and auditory 

faculties of the reader are continuously bombarded.31 The poet has attempted to 

revive old Arab mythology in this poem. The poet had to do some painstaking 

research into old Arab mythology to collect material for this work, as his long 

introduction shows. He followed the footsteps of his predecessors in the North Brazil 

in this case. Khalil Gibran had used the myths of “Tammuz” and “Ishtar” in his 

narrative ‘Liqa’, which he published in Dam ‘a  wa Ibtisama (1914). Nasib ‘Aridah 

used the Arab myth of ‘Iram dhal al ‘Imad in his long poem ‘ala tarq ‘Iram (1925).32 

One of the most interesting aspects of the poem is exciting variation of the use of 

Tafail in the Sari‘ meter. It is a meter with variations. Some of the stanzas may be 

quoted here in this regard:33 

  لخرافاتتاهللا ال األصنام +و ال ا

 ز منا العضام +و نحن أمواتتھ

(By god, no idol, no superstition can shake our bones when we are dead.) 

Ilyas Forhat (b.1893) is an important Arab poet in Latin American Mahjar literature. 

Farhat has an outstanding contribution to modern Arabic poetry. Ruba‘iyyat Farhat is 

his first volume of poetry published in 1925. His main Diwan, Diwan Farhat came 

out in 1932. His book of allegorical verse entitled Ahlam al-Rai was published in 

1953. Farhat wrote on wide and varied subjects like almost all Arab poets in Brazil. 

                                                 
30  Salma Khadra Jayyusi, Trends and Movements in Modern Arabic Poetry, (Leiden: E.J. 

Brill, 1977), Vol. 1, p.75 
31  Ibid, p.76 
32  Ibid, p. 77 
33  Shafiq al-Ma ‘luf, Sanabil Ra ‘uth (Cairo, 1956), pp.282-83 
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He suffered from nostalgia which led him to write mystical poems based on human 

soul and human life. Some of the critics have recognized that his poetry was a mirror 

of life. He involved himself with national causes where he expresses a personal joy 

and a deep personal suffering. When he addresses the whole Arab world, his voice 

expresses also his private feelings with great sharpness and enthusiasm.34 Farhat has 

brought human elements naturally and spontaneously. He expressed the feeling of a 

man in different stages of life, particularly in the old age when people get deprived of 

proper attention and care. The poet imagines himself in such a condition and feels the 

need of touch of his granddaughters.35 He tried to rid poetry of false attitudes and 

other traditional weakness. He has written poetry spontaneously which made him one 

of the most authentic poets.36 Being in the frameworks of traditional frameworks of 

poetry, he attempted a liberation in form in some of his poems. The instance of 

freedom of form is found in the following poems:37  

  اولى فراغ البلبل الغرد +ھذا جناح أبيك فاعتمدي

 العّش بين الغار اآلس

(First children of singing bird’s in clime to your father’s wing! Your nest is in the 
laurel tree, safe from the eyes of the world). 

In the following extract from his poem Hafidati addressed to his grand daughters:38 

  حفيدتي ،حبيبا تي+ فراش الروض و الزھر

 فأين و ھن لي دنيا ي+طوف بساحھا البشر

(My dear granddaughters, my flower, my butterflies, they have gone away 
and a world of joy has gone.)  

Rashid Salim al-Khuri (b.1887) is one the pillars of Arabic poetry in Latin America. 

He is famous by the title of al-Qurawi. In 1933, he published Al-‘Asir, with an 

introduction in which he discusses poetry and politics. His main Diwan was 

published from Sao Paolo in 1952 with a preface in which he wrote an 

autobiographical sketch of his life. This Diwan is a record of the public and national 

                                                 
34  Jayyusi, op. cit., pp. 79-80 
35  Ibid, p.81 
36  Jayyusi, Ibid., Vol. 2, p. 812 
37  Ilyas Farhat, Al Rabi (Sao Paulo: 1954), p. 181 
38  Ilyas Farhat, Al-Kharif, pp. 175-6. It is mentionable here that Al-Kharif is one of the three 

volumes of the main Diwan of Ilyas Farhat which was republished with some additions 
from Sao Paulo in 1954. 
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events which took place in the Arab world.39 Al-Qarawi suffered from nostalgia 

which led him to write patriotic poem insisting on national causes involving himself 

with many. In some poems he involves himself with the suffering of his countrymen. 

There is no doubt that some of al-Qurawi’s national poems are among the greatest in 

modern Arabic poetry. Despite a conventional basis, he instinctively sought a more 

modern idiom than the ordinary conventional poetry of the day. He introduced 

Christian terminology in popular national poetry which led to its acceptance into the 

vocabulary of modern Arabic poetry.40 Thus, al-Qarawi has greatly enriched the 

treasure of national poetry. He writes:41 
  اذا حاولت رفع الصنيم فاضرب+ بسيف محمد و اھجر يسوعـــا
 ( احبوا بعضكم بعضا) وعظنـــا +بھا ذنبا فما نجت قطيعــــــا

(When you take initiative to stop oppression, strike with the sword of Muhammad 
and abandon Christ. Love each other, we counselled the wolf, but the folk was not 
secured.) 

Some other verses of his poems are:42 

  ھبوني عيدا يجعل العرب أمة +و سيروا بجثماني على دين برھم

 فقد مّزقت ھذى المذاھب شملنا +و قد حطمتنا بين ناب و منســم

(Give me a feast that unites the Arab nations, and do start the journey to Braham 
religion with me. The religion separated our unity and makes us part by part teeth and 
kick.) 

Shukr Allah al-Jarr is one of the eminent Mahjar poets in Brazil. After arriving in 
Brazil in 1919 he engaged himself with business and later concentrated on literary 
activities. In the early stage of life, he published two magazines titled “al Andalus al-
jabidah”and al-jiababiq. In the meantime he published a book: Jibran khalil jibran.  
His famous book on criticism is “al-Minqar al-Ahmar”. His two Diwans of poetry 
are: “al-Rawafid”and “jababiq al-Farz”. He was one the founders of “Al-‘Usabah 
al-Andalusiyyah” and its magazine “al-‘Usbah”.43 He was an advocate of 
“modernization” in literature ensuring the originality of language; its eloquence and 
style. His poems are famous for melody of their words. He showed his anxiety over 
Arabic literature which, he thought, could not develop as it should have done.44 The 
poet like other poets has expressed nostalgia for homeland. He showed his anxiety 

                                                 
39  Jayyusi, op. cit., p.83 
40  Jayyusi, op. cit,. vol. 2, pp. 83-84 
41  Rashid Salim al-Khuri, Al- ‘Asir (Sao Paulo: 1933), p. 111 
42  Rashid Salim Al-Khuri, Ibid, (Sao Paulo: 1933), pp. 9-11 
43 Jeorge Sayda, Adabuna wa Udaba-un fi al-Mahjar al-Imriki, p. 266 
44 Ibid, p. 267 
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over condition of Arabic literature in general and Arabic poetry in particular. 
Although Shukr Alah al-Jarr was critical about condition of Arabic poetry. he kept 
himself above criticism. Rather, he expressed the glory of his family in some of the 
poems. He was an advocate of Arab nationalism in his poetry. He dreamt the greater 
unity in the Arab world.45 The poet is considered one of the outstanding Arab poets 
in Brazil. His prose is also attractive. The imagination that he has shown in prose 
works is unique in Mahjar literature. The description in the book al-Minqar al-
‘Ahmar astonishes a reader. In his article, Shukr Allah has shown a sign of his 
concern about contemporary development in the Arab world.46 Thus, Shukr Allah al-
Jarr had proved himself as an efficient writer and poet. 

‘Aql al-Jarr (1886-1946), brother of Shukr Allah al-Jarr, wrote prose works in the 

style of al-Manfaluti when he followed the style of al-Buhturi in his poetic works. He 

reached Brazil in 1914 and started his career as businessman. Later, he concentrated 

to a literary circle named ‘al-Nadi al-Finiqi’. It was a platform for Arab poets and 

those who demanded modernity in literature.47 In this poems ‘Aql al-Jarr described 

his feeling of staying far away from the hill in Lebanon. He wrote about the heritage 

that his forefathers had left, and the contribution behind the development of Arabic.48 

‘Aql al-Jarr’s poetry is unique because of an outstanding introduction in the 

beginning of the poem. He has shown his care in the preservation of purity of 

language. He strictly followed the rules of Arabic quasidah. He had deep knowledge 

in the literary contribution of his predecessors. He was overwhelmed in emotion in 

some of his quasidah. Some of such quasidahs are Waladi, Ummi, al-Yatim fi al-‘iyd, 

‘Arusati as-Sagirah. The reason behind being overwhelmed in emotion was his being 

devoid of love of children and wife. But, his imagination was as strong as stone.49 

Thus, ‘Aql al-Jarr tried to bring a difference in his writings. The poet writes about his 

organization in the following verses: 

  حسبكم نادى األدب +و عالج المھجر

  محييا مجــد العرب +من يطوف األعصر

 ناشرا ما طويا
(The literary organization is enough for you as it is Okaj (عكاظ ) in Mahjar; which is 
dedicated for the glory of Arabs by publishing the all unpublished.)  

                                                 
45 J. Brugman, An Introduction to the History of Modern Arabic Literature in Egypt, p. 107  
46 Jeorge Sayda’, op. cit., p. 269 
47 Ibid, p. 270 
48 Journal of Arabic literature, Vol. XXXI, No. 1, 2000, pp. 64-5 
49 Jeorge Sayda, op. cit., p. 274 
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Nasr Sam‘an was one of renowned Mahjar poets in Brazil. He went to Brazil for 

business. Later, he concentrated on writing poetry. He was a member of “al-‘Usbah 

al-Andalusiyyah” and was a regular contributor to its journal al-Usbah.50 Nasr 

Sam‘an was an advocate of Arabism in his poetry. He believed in originality of 

Arabic and proved himself as a true lover and advocate of Arabic in his literary 

works. He wrote regularly in al-Usbah and other magazines and newspapers 

published in Brazil. He also used to recite his poems in the literary functions 

organized by ‘al-Usbah al-Andalusiyyah’. The great poet has shown his true 

patriotism in his poetic works. He felt the true love for homeland that he had left and 

he presented it in his poems. He also observed the problems that his motherland was 

suffering from the greedy eye of the imperialists who targeted the Middle Eastern 

countries to establish their colonies in the nineteenth century. He took his strong pen 

against them.51 Some of the verses from the poems of Nasr Sam‘an:52 

  سبحان من رفعت يداه +دعائم السبع الطباق    

 خلق العلى و أعّد مــن +ھمم الشباب لھا مراق

(He is great, who has arisen his hands like the pillers of seven stages. He has created 
honour and built ladder from the thoughts of young’s.) 

Husni Ghurab is another famous Mahjar poet who grew up at Homs and migrated to 

Brazil in 1920. Being a young of true Arab blood, he wrote literary works which 

represented Arab nationalism. To give his literary works a strong platform, he 

became a member of ‘al-Usbah al-Andalusiyyah’ and wrote in its magazine al-Usbah 

regularly. Hunsi Ghurab has written some prose works. He was the most eloquent 

poet among the best Mahjar poets in Brazil. He had similarity in style and in subjects 

of poetry with his friend Nasr Sam ‘an. He has shown his patriotism in the following 

verses of the Quasidah title Filistin:53 

  شعلة الحق لم تزل يا محمد +منذ أضرمت نارھا تــــــــتوقد

 جئت و الناس في ضالل و غّي +و من الھدى في يديك مھنــــد

(Oh Muhammad! You have set fire by the flame of truth, which is still burning. You 
have arrived when people were in falsehood and far away from truth with Indian 
swords in your hands.)  
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51 Ibid, pp. 273-74 
52 Jeorge Sayda, op. cit., p. 274 
53 Ibid, p. 275 



Asian Arabic Poetic Literature 175 

Important contributors in Argentina54 

George ‘Assaf is one of the earliest poets in Argentina. From his earliest days in 

Argentina, George ‘Assaf was engaged with journalism. In 1903 he became editor in 

chief of the newspaper as –Salam, published by Wadi Shami’un. The newspaper was 

one of the earliest Arabic dailies in Latin America. He expressed the political 

situation obtaining in his motherland under rule of colonialists. He gave an 

introduction in the beginning of his Diwan and was influenced by Mutanabbi and his 

style. In some of the poems, he defamed time and accused poverty. In the real life, he 

suffered from wordly hazards because he got married with an Argentine woman who 

did not want to teach his children Arabic. He also was concerned with contemporary 

incidents that happened in his motherland.55 

Ilyas Qunsul was another great Arab writer in Argentina. He published the magazine 

titled al-Manadil. He also published his Diwan, Quasidah and Riwayah in short-

books. Some of them are still unpublished manuscripts.56 He translated some books 

from Spanish and Persian to Arabic.57 Ilyas Qunsul is famous both as a prose writer 

and poet. In prose works he gives importance on description and meaning. The 

warmth of conversation and unique presentation of characters make him famous as 

an argumentative writer. We find the instances of his efficiency, when we conduct a 

critical study of his novel Qissah al-Marih wa al-‘Aasirah.58 He was vocal against 

the social problem created by the colonialists. He was a protector of originality of 

Arabic, In the book Asnam al-Adab he criticizes those poets and writers who harmed 

originality of Arabic. He published Yaqjatul ‘Arab a famous Arabic newspaper in 

Argentina and the magazine al-Islah were he wrote on national problems. Ilyas 

Qunsul was a great contributor to Mahjar Arabic poetry. He wrote restlessly, 

shedding tear when watching the horrible condition of his motherland. His emotion, 

                                                 
54 Argentina is the second largest country of Latin America in area, after Brazil. It occupies 

most of the tapering southern part of the continent between the Andes mountains and the 
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Protestant Christianity and Judaism. The Encyclopedia of America. Vol. 2, USA: Grolier 
International, Inc, 2001, pp. 266-56  
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imagination, style, and description are astonishing.59 He has written a great number 

of poems on various subjects. He wrote poems on soul of human being when he was 

influenced by the doctrine of Islamic mysticism. The following lines are from his 

prose work titled Awraq Muba ‘tharah:60 

  تظل المرأة من الجنس اللطيف الى أن تتزوج،

  أكبر برھان على حبك الموسيقى ان تنظر من خصائص الباب الى فتاة تغنى و ھى تستحم،

 إذا ذھبت الى حفلة راقصة برفقة زوجك فكأنك ذاھب الى وليمة و انت شبعان،

(Women appear attractive until their marriage. The biggest evidence of your 
fascination to music will be when you will look through the window to a girl who is 
taking bath and singing. You will get the satisfaction of going to a banquet, when you 
will go to a dancing ceremony with your wife.) 

Zaki Qunsul is one of the most important Mahjar literary figures in Argentina. He 

passed his early days in Argentina writing in local dailies and engaging himself in 

other business. Besides working, Zaki Qunsul concentrated into writing literary 

genres for which he mastered in Arabic as well as in Spanish. His early literary 

works, particularly poetic works are overwhelming in emotion and imaginative facts. 

His early works attract the critics for their literary value. His most outstanding poetic 

works are his love poems which turned later into elegy, and are written on the basis 

of his own experience. He wrote such poems dedicating to his loving daughter 

“Su‘ad” who died after living a short life of only one year. Zaki Qunsul 

commemorated the memories of the child in its short life. Later, Zaki Qunsul came 

out of emotion and became pragmatic concentrating on writing of poetry on 

contemporary issues. He gave description of natural beauty of his motherland. He 

showed his concern about the psychological torture on the minority in the whole 

Arab world, particularly the Christian minority by the Muslim majority. He brought 

other social problems like literacy, backwardness of women, poverty, discrimination 

etc which were main causes behind social backwardness of the Arab world.61The 

following verses of Zaki Qunsul are dedicated to his friend Solayman Ahmad:62 

  شاعر الزھر و الندى خشع الركب فھال وقفت فيه إمامــا

 ھاجنا الشوق للشام فكّبر ثم كّبر إذا ذكرت الشآمـــــــــا
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Asian Arabic Poetic Literature 177 

(Oh the poet of flower and club! The caravan has been modest when you were in its 
front. The desire of Syria has been wrong when you advised it.) 

Zaki Qunsul writes the following verses to his daughter Sa‘ud:63 

  يا قرة العينين غنى و أضحكي و تھللي                                            

  ما شئت يا اولى فراخ البلبلو تدللى                                             

  إنى اتخذتك كعبتى و جعلت مھدك ھيكلي

 ما الحب لو تدرين إال للحبيب األول                                           

(Oh the eyeball! Sing, and laugh and praise. Prove when you want, oh the child of 
Bulbul. I have made you my Ka’bah, and your bed my destination. There will be no 
love, if you don’t engage yourself with the first lover.) 

Tawfiq Shams was one of the greatest Arab writers in Argentina. He worked for 

enriching Arabic literature in Mahjar through his prose and poetic works. He is the 

author of the famous book al-Mutamarridat for which he became famous as “Sahib 

al-Mutamarridat”. The book has been one of the best selling Arabic books in 

Argentina and in the Arab world as well. He was famous as a rebellious poet who 

rebelled against social evils existing in the Arab society under the banner of “al-

Rabitah al-Adabiyyah”. He also published his poems in the renowned Arabic 

newspaper in Argentina al-Jaridah as-Suriyyah al-Lubnaniyyah. Though his 

writings, Tawfiq Shams gave a true patriotic message to the Arabs. His poems were 

unique in their style. He writes:64 

  حية عبقت بالحب و البشـــــر+يا شاعر الحب خذھا من فم الشعر 

  تنور الكون من قطر إلى قطــــــر+أھال بغرتك الزھراء طلعتھـــــــــا 

(Oh the poet of love! Take it from the mouth of poetry. It is such a greeting which 
smells with love and good message. Congratulation for good, bright begings which 
enlighten the world from one part to another.) 

Other contributors to Arabic Mahjar Literature in Argentina were: Husni ‘Abd al-

Malek was one of the earliest Arab emigrants to Argentina. He has ample 

contribution to both prose and poetry. He became one of the pillars of Mahjar 

literature in Buenos Aires. He was a member of “al-Rabatah al-Qalamiyyah” of New 

York. His death was like “Absence of a star in the sky” for al-Rabitah.65 Gibran 

Masuh- a Syrian emigrant to Buenos Aires- has written many political articles in the 
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Arabic newspaper published from the Mahjar and the Arab world. He wrote in easy 

language. He is author of al-Kitab al-Awwal wa al-Thani on Marxist doctrine.66 

Jawadnadr-was the editor-in-chief of the newspaper al-Jaridah al-Suriyyah al-

Lubnaniyyah. He also published two novels and a book on Palestine war. He was a 

powerful writer who taught Arabic in Buenos Aires.67 The other mentionable writers 

were: Usuf Sarini, ‘Abd al-Latif al-Khushun, Usuf Gharib, al-Amir Amin 

Arsalan,Sayf al-Din al-Rahhal, Malatus Khuri, George Sawaya, Khalil Nabut and 

others. 

Important contributors in Mexico68  

Arabic literature has a short but bright history in Mexico. The leaders of development 

of Arabic Mahjar literature in Mexico were: Mahbub al-Khuri al-Shartuni, Khalil 

Djahir, Usuf Saleh al-Halu and Farid Salim. There were some writers who played a 

vital role: Daud Maja ‘is, Nasif al-Fadi, Ilyas Mulhim jakhiyyah, Daud al-Shartuni, 

Sam ‘ar Awis and others. The name of Dr. Nalim Ni ‘mah who made a great 

contribution to Arabic Mahjar literature in Mexico is also mentionable. Mahbub 

Khuri al-Shartuni is one the brightest figures in Mexico who reached there in 1913. 

The Shartuni family which Mahbub al-Khuri comes from was famous. Mahbub al-

Khuri’s father who influenced him a lot was a famous poet. Mahbub al-Khuri bears 

the literary heritage of his family in his literary writings. In the early stages of literary 

career. He concentrated on publishing a newspaper titled Jaridah al-Rafiq. His 

Diwan was published after his death. He wrote poems of common subjects like other 

poets in Latin America. Most of the subjects were based on the reality that he faced 

in Mexico. He writes about the fire that had burnt his shop.69 

  ھبحلم جميل من ذھب +ما زارني حتى ذ

 أمسيت ذا نشب و قد +طلع الصباح و ال نشب

                                                 
66  Ibid, p.310 
67  Ibid, p.311 
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the east, Belize and Guatemala in the southeast and pacific ocean in the south. Mexico City 
is the capital and largest city. Spanish is the official language, Roman Catholicism the 
major Religion. The Encyclopedia America, Vol. 8, USA: Grolier International, Inc, 2001, 
pp. 409-420  
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(The golden dream went away without watching me. I was rich in the evening and I 
have nothing in the morning.) 

He had also written elegies to the person who loved him. He writes the following 
verses in the elegy to his son:70  

  لم ادر مصرع والدي ام مصرعي +ھو اليعى و أنا المعذب ال أعي

 أنا مت فيه و لم أزل متوجعــا +ھو مات لكن ليس باالمتوجــع

(It seems to me that the death of my son is my death, since I am punished. I have died 
in pain when he died but he is not pained.) 

He showed Arabism in his patriotic poems. He writes in the following verses: 71 

  بالدي،اله العرش فاستبق اھلھـــــا +وصف صدرھا المكشوف من كل باشق

 ليحملھا عن عاتق الشعب عـــــــاتق+وزحزح ثقال النائبات و ھاتھـــــــا 

(My country, oh the protector of of the arsh! make its people live long. Their heart is 
as big as that of sparrow hawk. Save it from complexities of danger. Give them the 
power to save themselves.) 

Important contributors in Venezuela72 

Venezuela was one of the countries in Latin America which could attract the Arab 

emigrants because of her geographical location and natural resources. A group of 

Arab youths traveled to Venezuela and took initiative to introduce a platform for the 

Arabs to exercise Arabic language, literature and culture. One of the most important 

among them was Dr. Mauit Unus who was born in the capital of Venezuela. His 

father sent him to Beirut to learn mother tongue and to complete primary studies. He 

completed his graduation there. After returning to Venezuela, he established a 

business firm and a paper factory. Meanwhile, he completed his Ph.D submitting a 

dissertation on philosophy of culture (Falsafa as-Saqafah) which he published in 
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Spanish and translated into Arabic later. It was published from Beirut. He is the lone 

person who dedicated himself to establish a platform for Arabic in Venezuela. He 

also tried to motivate the Arab emigrants living there toward Arab nationalism. He 

was seen to deliver speeches in Arabic and to take pen for the sake of Arabic. Other 

contributors in Venezuela were: Sulayman Abu Fakhr, Tawfiq ‘Assaf, Nagib Jarhur, 

Haddad Wahana Dina, Dr.George Tahan and Tawfiq ‘Abd al-Khaleq. The poets 

suffered from nostalgia which has been reflected in their writings. One of them had 

written:73 

  ن +دون الوصول اليه خط الناريا غازي الدوالر و ھو محص

 ان الغنيمة في ايابك سالما +قبل انصھار الروح في الدوالر

(Oh the owner of dollar- it is protected it is nothing but drawing fire without getting 
it. The bounty is reserved for your return. Before mixing the soul with dollars.) 

Important contributors in Ecuador74 

Arabic literature developed in Ecuador in the hands few legends. The pioneer was 

George Kadum who settled in Quito. Being a famous traveller, who travelled several 

times in Arabia and Spain- wrote a book on the basis of experiences there titled Kitab 

bila ‘Unwan li Mu’allif bila ‘ism which was translated in several languages. In the 

book, the author wrote his biography along with details of literary works. George 

Kadum was from Lebanon, where he studied medical science in Beirut University for 

paving the path to France for further studies. Upon returning from France, he 

engaged himself in national politics with King Faysal but fortune did not favour him. 

He had to leave the country for political reasons and fled to America. Living for a 

long time in Ecuador, he became one the rare figures who exercised, protected and 

preached Arab traditions in an immigrated country. He made the people of Arab 

origin living in Equator united and formed a literary organization to publish a 

                                                 
73 Jeorge Sayda’, op. cit., p. 314 
74 Ecuador is one of the so-called Andean Republics that line South America’s Pacific coast. 

It is bisected by twin ranges of the Andes chain and is situated on the Equator, from which 
it derives its name, its geography, its people and its history are quite distinctive; yet in the 
inequities of its social structure and the instability of its politics, it may be considered the 
classic example of a turbulent Latin America republic. The official name of the country is 
“Republic de Ecuador”. President is the head of the state and government. Its total area is 
283561 square kilometers. The country is surrounded by Pacific Ocean and Colombia in 
the North, Peru in the east, South and south-west and Pacific Ocean in the west. Quito       
is the capital. Spanish is the official language. Roman Catholicism is the major       
religious group. The Encyclopedia America, Vol. 9, USA: Grolier International, Inc, 2001, 
pp. 615-20  
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magazine filled in the writings of the Arabs living there. George Kadum himself 

concentrated into reviewing and writing on physical and psychological research and 

advices to the people. It made him popular as a philosopher - doctor. His literary 

writings are based on his experiences in the west and nostalgic pressure which he 

along with his other companions were suffering from. He travelled other countries of 

American continent to send his message of humanity to common masses. He is the 

Arab legend in Ecuador whose writings are assets of Arabic literature. Once an 

earthquake destroyed his home for which he had to leave Quito and settle in Buenos 

Aires. He writes about this:75 

  دغدغ الزلزال بيتى فانحني +ھكذا نبنى بيوتـــــا للفنى

 بنى منزلـــي +جاعال من كل قلب مسكنااننى بالحب أ

(The earthquake has attached my home then myself that the way we make it to 
destroy. I have made my residence with love to make it the place of rest of my soul.) 

Important contribution in Chile76 

Chile (where many Palestinian workers, businessmen, farmers, carpenters and other 

professionals had settled) became an important ground for development of Arabic 

literature in Mahjar. This is the country where the Arabs got united and made places 

to deliver speeches in Arabic and recite Arabic poetry. Sayyed Mariyani ‘Ata Alalh 

was the pioneer Arab writer in Chile. He published Majallah Minfara which worked 

as an ambassador of Arab culture in Latin America but neglected other branches of 

knowledge. Jamil Shawha was in important litterateur who completed his primary 

education from the Russian school in Beirut. He established a library in the capital of 

Chile and published a newspaper titled Jaridah al-Shabibah.  His books are: Thalath 

                                                 
75  Jeorge Sayda’, op. cit., p. 318 
76  Chile, a country in South America with a unique geography. Extending some, 2000 miles 

(4200 km) along the Pacific Ocean, it has an average width of only 110 miles (180 km) 
between the sea and the towering Andes. At Cap Horn, the southern tip of the Americas, it 
reaches further toward Antarctica than any country in the world. Paradoxically, although 
Chile hinge the west of South America, it lies due south and the north-east coast of the 
United States because of the curvature of the pacific Basin. Chile’s long ribbon like 
configuration also is misleading’s for in total area the country is larger than Texas. The 
name of Chile is of Native American origin, meaning possibly “end of the earth” or simply 
“sea gulls”. The total area of the country is 756945 square kilometers. She is surrounded by 
Peru in the north; Bolivia in the north east; Argentina in the east; and Pacific Ocean in the 
south and west. According to the 1999 estimation, total population of the country is 
15000000. Santiago is the capital and largest city. Spanish is the major and official 
language, Roman Catholicism and Protestant Christianity are the major religions. The 
Encyclopedia America. Vol-6, USA: Grolier International, Inc. 2001, pp. 474-480 
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Wa Thulatuna Sha’iran and Suar min al-Sh’ir al-Arabi both of which were translated 

into Spanish. He later, became the head of “Jam‘iyyat al-Kuttab al-Shilaniyyin. The 

other writers who became famous in Chile are: Tawfiq Bilash, Nasr Allah Masuh, 

Jeorge Abu Sabah. Some important poets were: Jan Jalaqat, Shab Nabah who 

published the newspaper al-Watan. The newspaper was later published in Spanish, 

considering public demand. Later in 1913, the newspaper al-Murshid was published 

in Arabic followed by seven other Arabic newspapers published in Chile. Many poets 

wrote in these newspapers. Some of the verses from these poems are:77  

  تنعاه لنفسه هصفرة الداء على خدي

  فيرى في غده ما كان يخشاه ألمسه

  و إذا غرغرة الصدر تناديه لرمسه

 كلما مج دما من رنتيه شاھد القبرا

(The ugliness of his face caused by sickness announces the news of his death. He sees that 
tomorrow what he feared yesterday. The shake in his heart calls him to the grave.) 

Conclusion 

Mahjar poetry in Latin America brought a new dimension in modern Arabic 

literature. It worked as a bridge between the East and the West. The writing of the 

writers and poets were filled with description of their feeling in the new homes, love 

and yearning for the motherland, comparison of social, economic, political and 

cultural life between their homelands and the new homes. They wrote in simple and 

ordinary style. Some of the poets implemented the Romantic trends which some of 

them were influenced by the western poets. The most important quality of the writers 

and poets who migrated from Asian region to Latin America is that they were careful 

about the originality of pure Arabic. Their contribution is a unique asset in Arabic 

language and literature. 
 

                                                 
77 Jeorge Sayda, op. cit., p. 317 
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TRENDS AND ISSUES OF WOMEN POLICING IN BANGLADESH:  
A SOCIO-CULTURAL ANALYSIS 

Bijoy Basak* 
 

Abstract 

The Government of Bangladesh (GOB) has already taken some policy measures to 
ensure justifiable participation of women in the service arena. Though Bangladesh 
Police works under the administrative control of the Ministry of Home Affairs, the 
representation of women in Bangladesh Police has not reached a satisfactory level. 
Our conservative attitudes and parental exclusive decision, as well as patriarchal 
socio-cultural structure, are responsible for less participation of women in Bangladesh 
police. The objective of this research is to make an overall study on patriarchal 
philosophy of women's participation in the Bangladesh Police, challenges of their 
services and to recommend the necessary steps to remove the conservative outlook of 
parents, husband and general people of our country. An effort has been made in this 
paper where the Theory of Patriarchy is adopted and qualitative method with 
descriptive and content analysis is applied in assessing the prevalent overall situation 
of women in Bangladesh Police. 

Key words: Women Policing, Patriarchy, Trends and Issues, Society and Culture 

Section A 

Introduction 

Effective participation of women make a country economically, socially, and culturally 
developed. To establish rule of law and good governance, women empowerment is 
necessary. The participation of female police personnel has increased globally over the 
last half of the century. Nonetheless, women’s under-representation at the senior police 
level is widely evident because of the patriarchal social, structural, philosophical and 
cultural barriers prevailing within the organizations.1 The wide disparity between male 
and female representation is very common in most of the third world countries. Though 
the Constitution of Bangladesh emphasizes the equal participation and opportunity of 
women in every sphere of job, women get a very little access to public services 
especially in the police organization. As a result, women get a little scope and occupy 

                                                            
*    Bijoy Basak, BPM, PPM, Deputy Police Commissioner, Chattagram Metropolitan Police, 
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1  MN K. and Mukulu E., Perceived Organizational Barriers to Women Career Progression in 
Kenya’s Civil Service, International Journal of Advances in Management and Economics, Vol. 
1(6), 2012, pp. 203-213 
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a very little number in the key decision making of the service.2 The position of women 
in the family life is very complex regarding different aspects like custom, values, 
religious conservative attitude, security, social dignity, biological factors and for 
multifaceted stress. Many activities of women are not counted as productive work. In 
true sense, socio-economic development cannot be achieved without strong 
participation of women in the decision-making activities in society and nation as a 
whole. The present study provides some measures to increase equal participation of 
women in police services and to make Bangladesh Police more visible in protecting 
human rights, securing women and children from domestic violence, and maintaining 
law and order situation in a better way.  

Background 

The society of Bangladesh can be seen as a typical example of patriarchy, where 
women are relegated to domestic spheres with limited rights, while relatively 
powerless in the public sphere. Here, dominant patriarchal ideology has established 
male superiority. In order to further understand the context in which women are 
debarred to join in Bangladesh Police, one need to understand the normative part of 
the male dominated society. This reflects the social culture of Bangladesh which 
discourages and demoralizes women to render service in a disciplined force like 
Bangladesh Police. The importance of normative structures in this research is the 
outcome of it. We need to take an objective step out of the normative structures in 
order to find out what it means to be considered as breaking the norms of a particular 
society. So far from the formation of Bangladesh Police, women are treated as less 
valued part of policing. Mostly, higher authorities appoint them to serve the clerical 
purpose and for searching the suspect. But they have the potentiality to do all the 
laborious work like their male counterpart.  

Objectives of the Study 

The key research objectives of this study are to analyze the current socio-cultural 
context of Bangladesh towards women police and find out the prospects of women 
police in Bangladesh. Additionally, the study also aims:  

1)  To identify the socio-cultural barriers which impede the motivation of women to 
enter in police service in Bangladesh. 

2)  To find out the factors that significantly influences the prospects of women policing 
in Bangladesh. 

                                                            
2  Kabir L., Women’s Participation in South Asian Civil Services: A comparative analysis of India, 

Pakistan and Bangladesh, Dhaka: A H Development Publishing House, 2013 
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3)  To recommend some measures to minimize the challenges towards participation of 
women in Bangladesh Police. 

Methodology of the Study 

As the purpose of the study was to map out need based concerns of women police in 
Bangladesh, the study was designed as a qualitative one in order to seek the possible 
answers to the research questions and gain an understanding and knowledge about the 
research subjects. Regarding the qualitative method the interview guidelines have been 
designed as semi-structured interviews which indicate that the purpose of obtaining 
information is to understand the perceptions of the interviewee and to interpret the 
meaning of the expressed phenomena. Both primary and secondary sources were 
employed to gather pertinent information. A great deal of time has been spent to find 
out information from the online sources and printed versions of existing literatures- 
journals, newspapers, research papers, law reports, data of Police members from 
Barisal Range, annual reports of Police Recruitment under Public Service Commission 
and Ministry of Home Affairs and other available resources. The conceptual 
understanding was supported by the field research to collect relevant data.  

Selection of the Samples of the Research 

Study respondents were selected through the process of purposive sampling. It should 
be mentioned, since the study was concentrated on women police, all the respondents 
were chosen from Barisal Range Police. Heterogeneity in age was maintained, which 
was ranged from 18 to 45 years of age. Total number of respondents were 145, among 
them 49 belonged to Barguna District Police, 40 in Pirojpur and 56 in Jhalakhati 
district.  

Methods of Data Collection  

Mainly two methods which are effective for qualitative study were used for data 
collection. These are- 

 Focus Group Discussion (FGD) 
 In-depth Semi-structured Interview  

The primary information about the interviewees was taken from Focus Group 
Discussions. Later, further information was gathered through in-depth interviews by 
following a guideline.  

A total of four Focus Group Discussions were employed in which 32 participants from 
different stakeholders took part in FGDs While conducting FGDs importance was 
given to sort out interesting and informative respondents. So, after completion of the 
conversation a total 16 were chosen as interviewees. The interviews were based on 
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particular questions. All the interviews had been carried out with informed consent and 
the respondents were informed of the overall aim of this research that the research was 
being conducted for academic purpose only. Confidentiality had been ensured to the 
interviewees before taking the interview. Interviewees were told that their personal 
details will not be used for other than that of the research purpose. In addition, essential 
ethical issues were also deliberately considered in this regard.  

Limitations of the Study 

 Lack of secondary source-based information regarding women police of our 
country, 

 Insufficient information in Police website related to number and ratio of women 
police, 

 Sole focus was on data collected from Police Headquarters and Barisal Range 
Police. 

Section B 

Literature Review 

In order to conduct this study, I went through a good number of documents and articles 
which deal mostly with the participation and problems of women police regarding their 
nature of job, working environment, society’s negative attitude and existing policies to 
confine them to select other jobs in the society. Previous studies concerning women 
police, with focus on Bangladesh perspective were reviewed. This also involved 
compilation of publicly available data on strength of women police; roles assigned for 
women police under national laws; information on police structures and ranks; 
national/state level policies for promotion of women police; the relevant constitutional 
and legal framework around the rights and equality of women; review of police 
circulars, notifications and orders relating to working conditions of women police and 
media articles. In some instances, where statistics, police regulations or manuals were 
not publicly available, the police department was requested for the same. In so far as 
the research is concerned, there is no article written on the patriarchal ideology towards 
women Police in Bangladesh.  

Framework of the paper 

The participation of women in Bangladesh Police Service is not at satisfactory level. 
For example: in 2011 of the total 8,119 Assistant Sub-Inspector (ASI) were promoted 
only 281 were women i.e. 3.6%.3 The Government of Bangladesh (GoB) as well as 

                                                            
3  Police Headquarters Establishment Cell data as of 27 June 2011 (provided for the purposes of 

this study). 
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Police Headquarters has already taken some initiatives to ensure justifiable 
participation of women in the Police Service. In the beginning of this paper, some 
concepts like gender, women, patriarchy, police service and women police in 
Bangladesh and quota policy for women should be discussed. 

Gender 

Understanding the gender issues is important because it is the key factor of 
development. Basically, the differences between man and women are determined 
biologically, then socially. Sex defines biological differences between man and 
women. Gender is socially determined psychological and personal features relating to 
man and women. A gender relation defines appropriate behaviour or activity for male 
and female which is socially determined. Different factors like religious, economic, 
cultural, sociological, and political factors produced gender differences and every 
society has created gender differences.4 

Women 

Women are discriminated through patriarchal system of customs and laws which 
represents them as underprivileged and depressed social groups. It is widely accepted 
that the race, wealth, ethnicity, and gender is a source of inequality.5 Population of 
women is about half of the entire population. Thus, the active participation of women 
at the decision-making level in society is decisive for the socioeconomic development 
of the country.6 

Patriarchy  

Patriarchy is defined as the male-dominated structures and social arrangements where 

women are systematically excluded from the productive or economic spheres of life 

and where women’s sexuality is always a matter of scrutiny. Patriarchy has manifested 

itself in the social, legal, political, religious, and economic organization of a range of 

different cultures.7 Patriarchy literally means "the rule of the father"8 and comes from 

the Greek (patriarkhēs), "father of a race" or "chief of a race, patriarch", which is a 

compound of (Patria), "lineage, descent"9 (from patēr, "father") and (arkhō), "I rule". 

                                                            
4  Kabir L., 2013 
5  Mahtab N., Women in Bangladesh: From Inequality to Empowerment, Dhaka: A H Development 

Publishing House, 2007. 
6  Jahan, M., Gender Mainstreaming in Bangladesh Civil Service: Prospects and Constraints, Asian 

Affairs, Vol. 29 (1), 2007, pp. 41-72 
7  Malti-Douglas, Fedwa., Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender, Detroit: Macmillan, 2007. 
8  Ferguson, Kathy E., "Patriarchy". In: Tierney, Helen. Women's studies encyclopedia, Vol. 2, 

Greenwood Publishing, 1999, p. 1048. 
9  Henry George Liddell, Robert Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, on Peruses. 
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The term ‘Patriarchal Philosophy’ was used to refer to autocratic rule by the male head 

of a family. However, in modern times, it generally refers to social systems in which 

power is primarily held by adult men.10 Patriarchy is a social structural phenomenon 

in which males have the privileges of dominance over females, both visibly and 

subliminally. This phenomenon is manifested in the values, attitudes, customs, 

expectations, and institutions of the society, and it is maintained through the process 

of socialization. 

Police Service 

Generally, police service of a country includes a disciplinary service under the Ministry 
of Home Affairs. It includes all lawful duties of government. A member of police 
service cannot be an active part of political or judicial office.11 The police service is a 
body of neutral and professional experts in administration which is devoted to serve 
without affection to its personal gains or without reference to class interests or party 
political sights.12  

Women Police in Bangladesh 

After the emergence of Bangladesh as an independent country on 16 December 1971, 
the police force was reorganized and it assumed the role of a national police force. 
Though Bangladesh Police bears a long history, the formation of women police in 
Bangladesh began in 1970s. Women first joined in Bangladesh Police in 1974. 
Fourteen women police officers were appointed in the Special Branch (SB) in 1974. 
Of them, seven were in the rank of Sub-Inspector (SI) and seven were in the rank of 
Constable. The first female uniformed police members were recruited two years later. 
In 1976, fifteen women police officers were appointed in the Dhaka Metropolitan 
Police (DMP) for the first time in the rank of Constable and Sub-Inspector (SI). 
However, no women were recruited in the supervising posts in those days. In 1986, 
only one-woman BCS Cadre police officer Ms. Fatema Begum was appointed as 
Assistant Superintendent of Police (ASP) through 6th Bangladesh Civil Service (BCS) 
examination. She was the pioneer of women as BCS Cadre officer in Bangladesh 
Police.13 On 21 June 2011, an All Women Armed Police Battalion (APBn) was created 
as the 11th battalion of this force. 

                                                            
10  Meagher, Michelle., "Patriarchy". In: Ritzer, George & Ryan, J. Michael, The Concise 

Encyclopedia of Sociology, John Wiley & Sons, 2011, pp. 441-442 
11  Wahhab, M.A., Civil Service Recruitment Policy in Bangladesh: A Critical Analysis, Paper 

submitted for NAPSIPAG  International Conference, Held on 11-13 December 2009, Malaysia. 
12  Rai, H. and Singh, S.P., Current Ideas and Issues in Indian Administration, A Development 

Perspective, New Delhi: Uppal Punishing House, 1979 
13  Raza, Razzak (21 February 2008). "Women in the Police", The New Nation, Archived from the 

original on 2008-02-28. Retrieved 2008, 09-29 
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Quota Policy for Women 

Gender and minority issues of public sector employment in most developing countries 

should be analyzed critically. Constitutional provisions usually declare equality 

between men and women and forbid any discrimination on the basis of sex or other 

considerations in the recruitment and promotion of government employees. So far, 

different barriers like social, cultural, and educational and security paves the way of 

women from enjoying fully their constitutional rights and agreements.14 Against this 

backdrop, equal participation has become a key concern. To increase the poor 

participation of the backward section of the society in the police service, some 

developing countries have made some important arrangements. To minimize the 

drawbacks faced by those the constitutions of such countries have allowed reserving a 

specific percent of their posts in the police services for women. Article 29 of 

Bangladesh Constitution guarantees equality of opportunity for all citizens and 

prohibits discrimination on grounds of religion, race, caste, sex or place of birth in 

relation to public employment.15 To achieve equitable presentation of people, there 

was quota reservation for different categories like- district quota based on population, 

quota reservation for women, tribal and freedom fighters. This policy had undergone 

changes from time to time.16 

Section C 

Social Theory Regarding Entrance of Women in Service 

In general, the women in our society are prone to participate in outdoor activities, 

especially in the service for being insolvent or economic crisis, for money, social 

security and prestige. But Kapur finds that the husband and other family members want 

to join women in the service for additional income.17 Industrialization, diversion of 

occupation, equal opportunity, increase of educational opportunity also paved the way 

for joining in police service. It is more interesting that economically solvent family are 

very much interested to join in the service.18 Quick economic growth and the demand 

of labour market are also responsible for coming women participating in service and 

                                                            
14  Rahman, A.T.R, Reforming the Civil Service for Government performance: A partnership 

Perspective, Dhaka: University Press Limited 2001 
15   Government of Bangladesh, The Constitution of Bangladesh, Dhaka: GOB, 2011. 
16   Ali, S.A.M.M, Bangladesh Civil Service: A Political–Administrative Perspective, Dhaka: 

University Press Limited, 2004. 
17    Kapur, P., The Changing Status of Working women in India, Delhi: Vikas Publishing House, 

1974. 
18    Gill, P.P.S, “What Price Women`s Fight For Equality?” The Tribune, August 1 (Chandigarh 

Edition), 1993. 
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economic sectors of a country.19 Hacker pointed out that the participation by women 

in labour market also increases their empowerment.20 The number of participation of 

women in various industries was the outcome of industrialization, urbanization, and 

technological development.21 Most of the sociologists view that to maintain capitalism 

philosophy the participation of both male and female in service is required.22 

Data Analysis and Discussion 

This section starts with some discussion regarding existing legal and policy framework 

that secure gender equality in Bangladesh police service. At the same time, it deals 

with the initiative taken by the Police Headquarters and Bangladesh Police Women 

Network (BPWN) for effective participation of women in police service. Moreover, 

the author has tried to show the reasons for women to join in workforce by describing 

social theory. The author also analyzes data in terms of the socio-economic condition 

of women police in Barguna, Jhalakathi and Pirojpur district by taking some indicators 

such as religion, educational qualification, income from service and accommodation 

system. The data referred in this section is shown by providing table and in some cases 

with graphical charts which is resulted from FGDs and interviews from the 

participants. 

Legal and Policy Framework for Gender Equality  

Bangladesh ratified the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 1984 which maintains a reservation in 
Article 2.49 for ensuring gender equality. There are also a number of national policies 
that are directed at or contain provisions on gender development and equality, such as 
the National Women’s Development Policy, 201123 and Vision 2021.24 Although 
existing national legislation does ensure far-reaching gender equality and protection 
against discrimination and violence, there is widespread ignorance of the law and 
significant resistance to implementation of gender equality in the courts, the law 

                                                            
19   Semyonov, Moshe, “The Social Context of Women`s Labor Force Participation: A Comparative 

Analysis”, American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 86, No.3, 1980. 
20   Hacker, H.M., Women as a Minority Group”, In: N. Gazer Malbin and H.Y. Wacher (eds.), 

Women in a Men-Made World, Chicago: Rent McNally, 1972. 
21  Calzavara, Liviana, Social Networks and Access to Job Opportunities, Ph.D. Thesis, Department 

of Sociology, University of Toronto, 1982. 
22  Sadli, Saparinah, “Indonesian Girls and Young Women Amidst Change”, Canadian Women 

Studies, Vol. 15, No. 2&3, Spring/Summer, 1995, pp. 287-301 

23   Bangladesh National Portal of Ministry of Women and Children Affairs (2011), National Women 
Development Policy 2011 

24   Board of Investment, Bangladesh Prime Minister’s Office, Bangladesh as we want to see in 2021. 
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enforcement agencies and in society at large. Constitutional rights and commitments 
under international conventions have not always been transformed into laws and 
policies protecting women’s equal rights”.25 The legal and policy framework of 
policing is much in need of updating. The legal framework is highly irrational and full 
of contradictions and gaps.26 It has the potential to “make the police publicly 
accountable operationally neutral, functionally specialized, democratically controlled 
and responsive to the needs of the community”.27 The Strategic Plan for 2008-2010 
identified “gender neutrality” as a core value and articulated women police and gender 
equality as strategic direction to include the development of a gender policy, promotion 
of gender awareness training, implementation of specific procedures for treatment and 
interaction with women, children and other vulnerable groups, an increase in women’s 
representation in the service, and a feasibility assessment and implementation of 
institutionalized support mechanisms for women such as the Bangladesh Police 
Women’s Network (BPWN). The Bangladesh Policewomen’s Network was set up in 
2008 under the auspices of the PRP and brought together officers and staff. It has 
international linkages with the International Association of Women Police (IAWP) and 
a senior woman police officer represents the Bangladesh Network.28 

The goals of BPWN are to: 

i. Strengthen the position of women police in Bangladesh. 

ii. Develop a professional attitude and acquire world-class knowledge by introducing them 
to the international network. 

iii. Increase the number of women police and ensure women’s participation in the national 
and international milieu. 

iv.  Ensure a women-friendly working environment. 

v.  Increase professional capacity by organizing training and publications. 

vi.  Protect women’s rights in recruitment, promotion, and posting. 

vii.  Initiate effective measures to find opportunities of cooperation through interaction.  

                 (Draft Brochure, Bangladesh Police Women Network - 2011) 

                                                            
25   Working Paper by Tahera Yasmin, Christine Brendel and Christine Mialkas, under guidance 

from GTZ Senior Advisor, Promita Sengupta, “Gender-Responsive Community-based Policing 
in Bangladesh: A Pilot Initiative”, German Development Cooperation, p. 9. 

26   The Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative, Feudal Forces: Reform Delayed, Moving from 
Force to Service in South Asian Policing, 2010, p. 31 

27   International Crisis Group,  Bangladesh: Getting Police Reform on Track, 11 December,  2009, 
p. 4 

28   Bangladesh Police, Strategic Plan Bangladesh Police, PART III, Action Plan: Goals/Objectives 
Strategy and Timeline, 2010. 
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Arrange for fruitful participation with other development partners, organizations, and 
groups for the development of women at large.29 This existing laws and policies will 
enhance the participation of women in police equally. 

Value and Image of Women Police in Bangladesh 

“The object of policing must be that the composition of the police fully reflects that of 

the society they serve. Nothing less will suffice”.30 Often referred to as “regime 

policing”, its prime function was to act always as an instrument of force on behalf of 

the regime in power. Bangladesh Police continues to be governed by the Police Act of 

1861 since its formation. According to the Association of Chief Police Officers in the 

UK, “Public co-operation is also essential. Individuals and communities provide 

invaluable information and help, supporting the police to maintain order, solve the 

crime, and keep communities safe”.31 The traditional but increasingly outdated view 

of policing as “man’s work” is built on a model of policing that views the work as 

physical, authoritative, forceful, dangerous; and hence inherently unsuitable to the 

female physique and disposition. Women police officers are therefore much less likely 

to be involved in occurrences of police brutality, and are also much more likely to 

effectively respond to police calls regarding violence against women”.32 “No 

meaningful difference between male and female officers in their activities or 

productivity on patrol; their commitment to law enforcement organizations; their 

response to violent confrontations; their performance evaluations received both at the 

academy and on the job; their level of job satisfaction; and their participation in training 

and other professional development activities”.33 Female police officers have better 

interpersonal skills and in particular are better communicators than their male 

counterparts.34 Women police officers have also been shown to be more adept at 

community policing,35 to be more effective at handling domestic violence 

complaints,36 shown to have less impact on corruption levels in the police. Research by 

the National Centre for Women and Policing (NCWP) has also demonstrated that women 

                                                            
29  Bangladesh Police, Strategic Plan Bangladesh Police (2012-14) 
30   Lord Scarman (1985) “Brixton and after”, in Roach, J and Thomaneck J (eds.), Police and Public 

Order in Europe, (London, 1985). 
31   Association of Chief Police Officers (2010), Equality, Diversity and Human Rights Strategy for 

the Police Service, 2010 
32   Op. cit., ‘Hiring and Retaining’, 2003 
33   National Centre for Women and Policing, Hiring and Retaining More Women: The Advantages 

to Law Enforcement Agencies, 2003, p. 3 
34   National Centre for Women and Policing, ‘Hiring and Retaining’, p. 6 
35   National Centre for Women and Policing, ‘Hiring and Retaining’, p. 7 
36   Anderson, L., “Women in Law Enforcement”, Penguin Publication, 2015, p.10 
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police officers are substantially less likely than their male colleagues to be involved in 

allegations or cases of use of excessive or deadly force.37 Female officers offer a style 

of policing which relies less on physical force and this can only assist a department’s 

liability in regards to claims of excessive force”.38 Several public attitude surveys 

conducted by the Police Reform Program reveal high levels of support in the public 

for women in policing. In the first of these, in 2009 for example, 90% of households 

surveyed expressed support for women in the police service. Almost half (42%) felt 

that women should comprise half of the police service.39 A further survey conducted 

in 2011 found that the vast majority of the public (93.6%) believed that women were 

under-represented in the police. In response to a question on the representation of men, 

75.5% said that there were too many men in the police service!40 This positive image 

also increases the interest of women in Bangladesh Police Service.  

The Numbers and Representation of Women in Bangladesh Police 

This will show the less participation of women in Bangladesh Police Service. As our 

social structure is fully controlled by the exclusive authority of men or head of the 

family, women are less interested to enter police service. From 2007 to 2013, the 

percentage of women in the police in Bangladesh has more than doubled from 1.87% 

to 4.63%.41 As of December 2016, there are 11,130 women in the Bangladesh Police 

from the rank of constable to Additional IGP. Whereas the total police are 1,49,778. The 

percentage of women police is 7.43%. In the cadre level (the ranks of ASP and above), 

there are 278 women of a total of 2,099 cadre servicing officers, thus constituting 

13.24%; In Inspector level there are 93 women of a total of 4,553 Inspectors, thus 

constituting 2.04%; at the upper subordinate level, there are 1,368 women out of 

40,715 working police, representing 3.35 percent. But at the constabulary level there 

are 9391women out of a total of 1,49,778 (C) making it 6.26 percent.42  
   

                                                            
37   National Center for Women and Policing (2002), Men, Women and Police Excessive Force: a 

tale of two genders. 
38   Anderson, L., “Women in Law Enforcement”, Penguin Publication, 2015, p. 10 

39   Police Reform Programme, Police Reforms Programme-Public Attitude-Follow-up Survey Final 
Report, 2009, p. 53 

40   Police Reform Programme, Baseline Survey on Personal Security and Police Performance in 
Bangladesh, 2011, p. 20 

41  Arzu, Alpha, Zannat, Mahbuba; Urmee, Farhana (8 March 2010), "Bangladeshi women on the 
move", The Daily Star, Retrieved on 2017- 06-29. 

42    Statistics on the representation of women were made available by the Bangladesh Police in 
December 2016 
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Table 1: Total Number, Male and Female Police in Bangladesh 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

     Source: Bangladesh Police Headquarters (O&M) -2016 

In most developed democracies, the percentage of women in the police remains at or 

below one quarter, with much lower numbers in supervisory ranks.43 A UN Women 

report of 2011 estimates that “globally, women average just 9 percent of the police, 

with rates falling as low as 2 percent in some parts of the world. On average, women 

do not make up more than 13 percent of the police force in any region”.44 The table of 

representation of women police is not satisfactory at all in Bangladesh. Even, it does 

not fulfill the portion of quota (10%) at all rank of Bangladesh police. Male dominated 

social structure always discourages or confined women in the family rather join in 

police service. It is unfortunate and intolerable influence of patriarchal society’s 

attitude. 

Table 2: Number of Women Police in Bangladesh (As per Rank) 

Rank December 2016 December 2015 November 2014 April 2013 

Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 

Addl. IGP 11 1 11 1 9 1 11 0 

DIG 51 2 37 2 46 2 39 3 

Addl. DIG 84 2 75 2 56 2 68 2 

SP 278 29 247 19 234 12 245 2 

Addl. SP 738 86 453 67 403 56 428 39 

Sr. ASP 217 31 251 7 238 20 238 20 

ASP 720 127 885 134 847 136 779 92 

                                                            
43   Prenzler, T and Sinclair, G., “The status of women police officers: an international review”, 

International Journal of Law, Crime and Justice, 41(2), 2013, pp. 115-131 
44  UN Women (2011-12), Progress of the World’s Women: In Pursuit of Justice. The figures behind 

these findings do not appear to be publicly available but are apparently calculated by UN Women 
“from regional aggregates (population weighted) using UNODC 2009 and population data from 
UN DESA 2009”. 

 

Total Number Male Female Percentage (%) 

   Male Female 

160908 149778 11130 93% 7% 
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Inspector 4553 93 3926 84 3451 66 3593 38 

SI 15522 555 13846 470 12941 478 11917 360 

Sergeant 1699 29 1729 28 1228 0 1257 0 

ASI 23494 784 18338 508 16389 401 15757 394 

Naik 5107 0 5089 0 4895 0 5041 0 

Constable 97304 9391 101081 7403 97445 6380 93316 5374 

Total 149778 11130 145968 8725 138182 7554 132689 6324 

Source: Bangladesh Police Headquarters (O&M) -2016 

 
 

Table 3: Number & Percentage of Women Police by Showing Rank of Inspector to Constable 
 

Class Working Force Total 
(male/ 

female) 

% 
(Female) Male Female

Barguna Pirozpur Jhalakhati Total Barguna Pirozpur Jhalakhati Total

Inspector 

(unarmed) 

24 26 18 68 - - 1 1 69 1.47 

Inspector  

(armed) 

07 06 05 18 - - - - 18 - 

Inspector 

(traffic) 

02 06 06 14 - - - - 14 - 

S.I  

(unarmed) 

71 90 59 220 04 03 03 10 230 4.54 

S.I. 

(armed) 

19 20 10 49 - - - - 49 - 

Sargent - 02 02 04 - - - - 04 - 

TSI 03 04 02 09 - - - - 09 - 

A.S.I  

(unarmed) 

96 118 76 290 10 04 09 23 313 7.93 

A.S.I  

(armed) 

12 21 10 43 - - - - 43 - 

A.T.S.I 12 13 12 37 - - - - 37 - 

Nayek 20 28 15 63 - - - - 63 - 

Constable 388 415 335 1138 35 33 43 111 1249 9.75 

Total 654 749 550 1953 49 40 56 156 2098 23.69 
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Source: Field Survey, 2017 

 

 

Fig. 1. Ratio of Male and Female Police in Barguna, Jhalakhati and Pirozpur Districts 
(Inspector to Constable) 

 
 

It is clear that in every rank of Bangladesh police is almost solely controlled by male 
police which clearly express the patriarchal philosophy in our society. 

 

 
Table 4: Educational Qualification of Women Police (Barguna, Jhalakhati & Pirozpur) 
 

Name of Degree Female  Percentage of Female 

SSC/Equivalent 55 37.93 

HSC/Equivalent 64 44.13 

Graduate 22 15.17 

Postgraduate 4 2.85 

Total 145 100 

Source: Field Survey, 2017 

The following table shows the poor educational qualification of women police because 
the father, the husband and other male family members do not want to make them 
highly educated. This discriminatory attitude hinders them to represent women police 
in senior ranks. 
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Table 5: Percentage of respondents getting accommodation facilities in working station 

Class Quantity Percentage 
(%)

Total % of  
informant 

Barguna Pirozpur Jhalakhati Total

Single - - 1 1 0.690 1 

With 
colleagues 

22 22 20 64 44.138 64 

With husband 
& children 

27 18 33 78 53.793 78 

With family - - 2 2 1.380 2 

With relatives - - - - - - 

Total 49 40 56 145 100 145 
Source: Field Survey, 2017 

This shows the less accommodation opportunity in police service. 

Patrimonial epic always controls our society in every sphere of life. Bangladesh police 
is not the exception one. 

Section D 

Findings 

The reason behind the inadequate presence of women in Bangladesh Police is multi-
dimensional. Women’s debilitated position in the Bangladesh Police is due to the 
amalgamation of some issues including historical, attitudinal, traditional, socio-
economic, and organizational and this can be observed easily. Some factors which 
affect the prospects of women in Bangladesh police are discussed below. 

i) Lack of Gender Based Appropriate Policies  

Policies and procedures regarding the recruitment transfer, training, and deputation of 

female police is untoward for women in our country. The existing policy is little bit 

adverse to women to join the police service. Long working hours, the difficulties in 

balancing official and household work, lack of transport, less maternity leave also 

discourage them to be a part of the police family. Even most male police officers (65.3 

%) said that there is lack of adequate thana-level station facilities for female officers 

and majority of female officers (58.9%) agree with their counterpart.45 

                                                            
45  Police Reforms Programme, Baseline Survey on Personal Security and Police Performance in 

Bangladesh, 2011, p. 20. 
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ii) Violence against Women 

Though Bangladesh is considered as a developing country in the world, its estimated 

that the prevalence rate of violence against women is extremely high which, in turn, is 

an obstacle to the achievement of equality, development and peace”. In the name of 

culture, tradition, socio-economic practices, and religious belief, women police 

sometimes fall victim of violence both in the work place and in the family. 

iii) Gender Blindness and Discriminatory Attitude 

Women sometimes face discriminatory attitudes, remarks and behaviour from male 
colleagues which lead the women to work harder than men to prove themselves. The 
values, norms, religious beliefs of our society do not allow women to be in decision 
making process because of the male dominating attitudes. Male police personnel 
cannot mentally accept women police personnel as their bosses and colleagues. Male 
colleagues have a tendency to dominate their female colleagues in the work place. 
These experiences show gender injustice and create a negative impact on them.  

iv) Sexual Harassment – Violence both in Home and the Workplace 

Sexual harassment includes unwelcome sexually determined behaviour, demand for 
sexual flavors, showing pornography, indecent gesture etc. by a person towards female 
colleagues. Female police members sometimes face sexual harassment by their male 
counterpart in the work place. Even the husband is reluctant to give permission to join 
in the festive or colorful official programs. Sometimes they have to hear bad comments 
as well. Though the Government Servants (Conduct Rules), 1979, prohibits sexual 
harassment, very few do not follow it. Section 27 states that ‘no government servant 
shall use any language or behave with his female colleagues in any manner which is 
improper and goes against the official decorum and dignity of female colleagues. 

v) Male Culture within the Police Service 

The present practice of police service is mainly male culture dominated. Some female 
police officer comments on FGDs that are given below- 

 Subordinates male police member do not respect us or considering as “sir” rather 
prefers to say as “apa (sister)”. 

 Junior male subordinates hesitate to follow our instructions.  

 They are ready to obey men’s orders more willingly and do their work 
efficiently.46 

                                                            
46   Police Reforms Programme, Baseline Survey on Personal Security and Police Performance in 

Bangladesh, 2011, p. 2 
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Attitudes of the male police personnel are not very positive. Some of their comments 
about their female colleagues are:  

 “Why do we need women police officers”?" Are they eligible for better 
policing?” 

 “Is there any necessity to work in investigation or rough jobs by them?” 

 “Women police are useless. Why governments appoint them?” 

And if they did accept them they think that women are fit only for desk work and not 
for field work. They see women as the weaker sex and vulnerable, and thus incapable 
of supporting or protecting others. 

Moreover some comments came from the female women police in the FGDs in three 
districts. The salient findings are given bellow: 

 “Most female police came from poor and not well-off family.” 
 “It is better to take begging (Khoyrati) than to join in police.” 
 “Elderly male colleagues tease the bodily movement of women police and stare 

at them like an animal of zoo.” 
 “They are only coming and going in the office but doing nothing, taking salary 

and ration without any work.”  
 “If they are in well dressed and lived in better living place male counterpart raise 

a question of their source of income.” 
 “No positive response or applause cannot be found or seen by the male police 

when a woman police did a good job.” 
 Why rural women join Bangladesh police as it destroys her religion and send her 

to “Jahannam (Hell)”  
Overall, a deep-rooted patrimonial culture and challenging attitudes towards women 
police officers appear to be the norm. Female officer feel uncomfortable to work with 
male colleagues. Such frustrating sentiment as well as unfavourable behaviour from 
their male counterparts can lead them to reluctance and inefficient performance in work 
place. If these issues are left unaddressed, it may hamper other efforts to advance the 
professionalism of women police officers in country.  

vi) Family Responsibilities 

Due to the cultural heritage the household responsibility lies with the women. 
Sometimes they give priority to the family when they need to choose between the 
family and the career. Professional responsibilities and family needs become a double 
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burden. This office is an obstacle to maintaining a high standard of performance, which 
takes away a big part of their productive energy.47 

vii) Lack of Adequate Facilities and Services 

Lack of adequate facilities like day care centers, child home, separate washroom for 
female staff; amiable working atmosphere; transport and accommodation, etc. 
discourages women to join in the police service.48 In comparison with other service, 
women police get less opportunity to stay with their families. The question of security 
in their resident is not up to standard. Even they have no separate quarters for living 
with their families.  

viii) Tour and Emergency Duties 

Due to mandatory tours, night hold, law enforcement, disaster management, 
emergency duties, place of occurrence visit, night patrolling, hartal duties entails 
physical and psychological dangers. This approach limits the opportunity for women 
to hold important positions.49 For this reason women show less eagerness and her father 
and male family member create a negative image of the police service. (FGDs 
participants)  

ix) Lack of Women’s Participation in Policy-Making 

Women are absent in policy formulation, implementation and evaluation regarding 
women’s advancement. A sufferer can make a solution of his or her problem better. 
Involvement of women in policy-making can advance them more, provide better 
benefits and create interest but lack of women’s participation in this arena hinders the 
way of liking police service. 

x) Non-Cooperation of Family 

Women face difficulties when they are posted at a remote place. Then they feel 
difficulties in performing the household activities, child care and other family 
commitments. Non-co-operation of family expresses the patrimonial domination of 
women. 

xi) Societal Backwardness 

There exists a belief, starting from the employer to the common people that women are 
unsuitable for policing and challenging jobs. Accordingly, by the community women 

                                                            
47   Jahan, M., ‘Gender Mainstreaming in Bangladesh Civil Service: Prospects and Constraints’, 

Asian Affairs, Vol. 29 (1), 2007, pp. 41-72 
48   Karim M. R, Women in Bangladesh Civil Service: Vulnerability and Challenges. Paper presented 

for the 12thWorld Congress of Rural Sociology, Goyang Korea, 2008. 
49   Jehan, S. A., Reflection of Structural and Cultural Mindset in Representation of Women in 

Bangladesh Civil Service, SAARC Journal of Human Resource Development, Vol. 7(1), 2011, 
pp. 83-93 
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are not accepted as a police officer or police personnel. Very rarely, people inspire 
women to join or continue their jobs in such positions. Negative social approaches 
towards female professional career create low career interest among female.50 The 
father and other male member of the community discourage them by saying that 
Almighty has given less strength to them. So they are not physically fit for policing 
job. 

xii) Legislative barriers 

The Police Act needs revision to promote greater accountability and oversight, merit-
based recruitment and limit outside interference in police operations. Until this 
happens, there is a limit as to how far gender equality in the police can progress. The 
Police Act does not address gender or the needs of poor people, as, at the time of 
drafting it, it was never envisaged that women would join the police force and there is 
no guidance on the code of conduct, appropriate facilities, or even modern operational 
procedures.51 The law itself bears the testimony of Patriarchal philosophy of our 
society. 

xiii) Lack of gender awareness training 

Gender awareness training in Bangladesh Police is not up to the mark. Though, the 
present situation is going under a positive change, many women victims are reluctant 
to engage with police to discuss their problems because of their inability to gain direct 
access to women officers. However even if they can get such access, most women 
officers have received no training in domestic violence, sexual assault, interviewing 
techniques and victim support.52 Some positive outcomes from FGDs are noteworthy- 

- Half of the FGD participants have the desire to see their children specially 
daughter in top posts of police service. 

- 90 % female police viewed that they join Bangladesh Police without following 
illegal means  

- Half of the participants express their interest to marry their male counter-part for 
better conjugal understanding 

- Few believe that some senior officials of Bangladesh police ask after their living 
standard, praise their excellency of job and inspire them to carry out their 
profession with dignity.  

                                                            
50   Jahan, M, Gender Mainstreaming in Bangladesh Civil Service: Prospects and Constraints. Asian 

Affairs, Vol. 29 (1), 2007, pp. 41-72 
51   PRP project document for Phase II and interviews with PRP consultants and senior officers at 

Police Headquarters, 2009. 
52   Needs Assessment Report, Police Reform Project, section 3.4.6 Women in Policing. 
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From the above discussion, it is clear that women police of Bangladesh are facing 
several challenges to join this profession and continue their service in a befitting 
manner. Even they do not feel comfortable to work with their male colleagues in the 
work places. Sometimes they have to face security problems in returning from duty 
places. After all, most of the members of our society do not accept their service by 
heart. The main reason is the philosophy of male dominated society and its negative 
attitude toward women policing as well as women empowerment.  

Recommendation 

Since the current study is aimed at analyzing the overall situation of female police staff 
not only for recruitment issues but also the continuation of the service with proper 
official facilities and efficiencies till the retirement. The study attempts to find out how 
female police in Bangladesh are negotiating between their traditional gender roles and 
the roles expected in the police service. It is revealed in findings that there is a 
perceptible gap between gender policy of Bangladesh Police and the reality female 
polices are frequently experiencing. However, the policymakers of Bangladesh tried a lot 
to ensure gender equality in Bangladesh through constitutional provisions and quota 
systems. Through in-depth interview and discussion, a set of recommendations are 
formulated in accordance with the study objectives. The recommendations may help 
to increase women’s participation and remove the barriers for their entrance in the 
service. It is expected that Bangladesh Police will be able to bring a social change and 
gender-sensitive relations both at ideological and policy levels to make the policy more 
effective and to ensure a gender-friendly workplace. 

General Recommendations 

1.  The key to enabling women to participate equally in the workforce is to put in place 
the friendly policies and facilities to ensure that they can work in a dignified manner 
and balance professional and personal responsibilities. A proper policy should be 
taken regarding promotion, transfer, and deputation.  

2.  They should be given convenient working atmosphere such as enough housing 
facilities, separate toilet, transport facilities, breastfeeding corner, sanitary pad 
booth establishment etc. 

3.  A strong national campaign may be promoted against the traditional socio-cultural 
and religious norms to inspire and support the women to ensure equal job 
opportunities.  

4.  Media should help in transforming information regarding women-friendly policies 
of the government and increase social awareness to change the mindset. 

5.  Proper planning in academic activities can ensure job opportunity and increase 
women empowerment. 
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For the Government 

1.  Initiate a comprehensive programmed of police reform with new policing 

legislation akin to the proposed Police Ordinance of 2007. 

2.  Introduce a law that prohibits sexual harassment and try to follow the High Court 

ruling of May 2010.53 

3.  Provide adequate resources to the Bangladesh Police to enable it to provide required 

infrastructure. 

4.  Earmark funds for BPWN (Bangladesh Police Women Network). 

5.  Recruitment process and present reservation system should be enriched.54 

For Bangladesh Police 

1.  Adopt a strong and robust gender-based policy, training and sensitization program 

2.  Take active measures to ensure advertising and raising awareness 

3.  Inclusion of women (perhaps through setting quotas) in policy and decision-making 

bodies and processes. 

4.  Embark on a comprehensive infrastructural program. 

5.  Review current policy on working hours to introduce fixed working hours and 

shifts. Maternity leave should be applied at the time of giving birth to a child.  

6.  Introduce a transparent, objective, merit-based promotion system.  

7.  Earmark and provide funds for Bangladesh Police Women Network (BPWN). 

8.  Further changes to the Police Act, Police Regulations of Bengal, and Criminal 

Procedure Code could create significant performance gains for the Police, as well 

as improve the gender balance.  
 
For BPWN 
1.  Continue building awareness of the helpline and encourage female officers to use 

it to report sexual harassment. 
2.  Assist the Police Department at Headquarters and the District levels to ensure 

regular recruitment of women police at Constable, Sergeant and SI ranks. 
3.  Facilitate women police to serve in the UN Female Formed Police Unit. 

4.  Take an initiative to train women police in computers, language and driving to 
enhance professionalism. 

 

                                                            
53   The ruling detailed sexual misdemeanor as ‘any kind of provocation through phone calls or e-

mail, lewd gestures, showing of pornography, lurid stares, physical contact or molestation, 
stalking, vulgar sounds or any display of a derogatory nature.’  

54   As reported by the Secretary of MOPA at the National Workshop to validate this case study on 8 
December 2011, arranged by CSCMP. 
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Concluding Remarks 

Women's employment in Bangladesh police plays a significant role to ensure rule of 
law, secure the rights of women and provide better service in Bangladesh police. 
However Bangladesh bears a patriarchal and patrilineal social system which dominates 
woman’s life. As a result, the employment status of women in Bangladesh police is 
still lower than the expected level. The status of women in Bangladesh Police is closely 
related to the situation experienced by many working women in the world. This study 
analyzed the experience of working women police in Bangladesh in terms of the 
challenges they face every day in the male-dominated socio-cultural structure. 
Although some studies have been conducted on the issue of development workers, this 
article provides an exclusive focus on the challenges, and especially problems faced 
by female staff in Bangladesh Police. Therefore, the findings of this study are expected 
to contribute significant insights from gender perspective regarding the topic of 
women’s challenges in the workplace with their changing expectations. Equal 
participation in the police service will help women to strengthen their social and 
economic position in our society. The government, the Police Headquarters and the 
BPWN have to be more sincere and attentive to implement the existing policy more 
effectively in order to ensure full and enthusiastic participation of women in 
Bangladesh police. If it is done, the people of Bangladesh will be having a better 
balanced policing which can be considered as a role model in our neighborhood 
countries. Consequently the fullest empowerment of women will be truly established 
and the domination of male culture and negative attitude of patriarchal society will be 
substantially reduced. Thus we can hope a positive and better image of Bangladesh 
Police which can be a matter of pride and can largely contribute to building a 
sustainable and prosperous future for Bangladesh.  
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REPRESENTATION OF GENDER AND HETEROSEXUALITY:        
A STUDY OF CONTRACEPTION ADVERTISEMENTS IN 

BANGLADESH−1971 TO 2011 
 

Umme Busra Fateha Sultana* 

 
Abstract 

 
In this 21st century, whilst queer sexualities are no longer a non-researched subject, 
this paper essentially limits its scope towards analysing the very rigid 
heteronormative social structure of Bangladesh. The few studies conducted in 
Bangladesh in the areas of sexualities identify a strong presence of gendered 
inequalities. Such inequalities tend to establish that uncontrolled sexual desire is 
natural for a man; however, for a woman marriage is the only approved context 
through which sexuality is deemed appropriate, and institutionalized as procreative 
and heterosexual. Within this context, the present paper delves into understanding 
the “representation” of ‘specific sexuality’ in advertisements (Advertisements) for 
contraceptives in the post-independence Bangladesh. To understand the contextual 
shifts since these Advertisements first came out and how do different power 
structures as well as discourses influence the representation of “specific sexuality” in 
these Advertisements, I draw a (his) torical analysis of these Advertisements from 
1971 (the independence year of Bangladesh) to 2011. Looking at the nuances of 
relationship between heteronormative femininity and masculinity as “represented” 
by these Advertisements, I argue such portrayals of sexuality remain largely political 
and essentially curbed by the state expectations, certain development agenda and 
socio-cultural discourses surrounding contraception. Finally, the paper concludes 
that notwithstanding stereotypical formations of masculinity and femininity, and the 
gendered dynamics of heteronormative sexuality, the representations did not remain 
static over time; what is most apparent is a shift from a ‘traditional’ form of 
patriarchy to a ‘modern’ one. 

Introduction 

This paper provides a critical exploration of the changing visual representations of 
gender roles, gender relations, contraception and sexuality in TV and print 
advertisements for contraceptives in Bangladesh, in the period 1971 to 2011. In total, 
one hundred and sixty six advertisements have been collected which includes both 
state sponsored as well as branded contraceptive advertisements. The advertisements 

                                                 
*  Associate Professor at the Women and Gender Studies Department, University of Dhaka. 

This paper is drawn from her Ph.D research at the University of Sussex, UK in the years 
from 2011 to 2015. 



206 Umme Busra Fateha Sultana 

 

have been analysed focusing on representational shifts over these years with respect 
to femininity, masculinity, their underlying connections, contraception and sexuality. 
The analysis of the advertisements sheds light on three core themes. Firstly, how the 
issue of contraception has been made to be related to the fulfilment of existing gender 
roles within a heterosexual marriage; secondly, if there are any alternative 
representations to the seemingly understanding that contraception is a woman’s 
marital responsibility; and thirdly, if and how these advertisements symbolise sex and 
sexual pleasure. Further attention is paid to the various advertising strategies that are 
utilised to promote contraceptive brands and/or motivate people towards 
contraception.  

Methodology 

In order to decode the meanings of the contraceptive advertisements and carry out a 
historical analysis, firstly, I developed a critical understanding of representations of 
gender and sexuality as portrayed in these advertisements. This includes looking at 
some texts and images very closely, in a close textual reading. But considering the 
large volume of advertisements, I have applied content analysis for the first level of 
analysis. Deacon at el. (2007: 138-140)1 place high emphasis on content analysis for 
understanding the patterns of representation in media content over a given period of 
time, even several years. Content analysis further offers a way to categorise dominant 
themes which appear over several decades, and allows a comparison to unveil 
changes that took place at different moments of time.2 For this reason, this approach 
was particularly relevant to carrying out a thematic analysis of the advertisements. 
Although I analyse the 166 contraceptive advertisements to understand their 
representations and to map their shifts from 1971 to 2011, the images I attach in this 
paper include only those containing striking gendered representations of sexuality, as 
well as the ones that attempt to offer ‘alternative’ representations. I attempted to 
include advertisements from each of the decades, starting from the 1970s, to 
showcase the major shifts in advertising strategies across the decades. Due to the 
large number of advertisements, it was not possible to analyse every particular 
gesture and posture of the characters in the advertisements, as Goffman3 does in his 
gender analysis of advertisements. Rather, I interpreted the texts, paying attention to 

                                                 
1  D. Deacon, M. Pickering, P. Golding and G. Murdock, Researching Communications: A 

Practical Guide to Methods in Media and Cultural Analysis, 2nd Edition, (London: 
Hodder Education, 2007). 

2  J. Botterill, Money Goes to Market: The Marketization and Promotion of the British Joint 
Stock Banks 1950-1990, [Electronic], Online Thesis, (Available through British Library 
EThOS 2001), p.69. 

3  E. Goffman, Gender Advertisements, (New York: Harper & Row, 1979). 
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any jingle in the TV advertisements and looking at the actions/activities of the 
characters in the advertisements.  

Inspired by the ‘Cultural Frame’4 approach of Leiss et al.,5 I then moved to a second 
level of analysis. My intention here was to understand the advertisements 
historically, in relation to the major socio-political, economic, and cultural changes 
that took place in Bangladesh between 1971 and 2011. 

‘Decoding’ Contraceptive Advertisements  ‘Making Meanings’ through a 
Textual and Visual Analysis 

I turn now to address the first core theme as evident in the advertisements: 
contraception is associated with the fulfilment of existing gender roles within a 
heterosexual marriage.   

Contraception, a ‘Dutiful Wife’ and a ‘Real Man’  Mantras for a           
‘Happy’ Home 

‘Happiness is consistently described as the object of human desire, as being what we 

aim for, as being what gives purpose, meaning and order to human life’.6 The idea of 

contraception in the advertisements is intertwined with this aspiration for 

‘happiness’ something that can supposedly be achieved through birth control. 

However, it is expected that usually a woman is in charge of bringing happiness into 

a home, through adopting a contraception method. This then allows her to better 

perform her roles of dutiful wife and a mother. This theme emerged in most of the 

contraceptive advertisements, as I discuss next. 

The State Sponsored Print Advertisements 

From 1971 to 2011 the contraceptive advertisements sponsored by the Government 

of Bangladesh shifted from targeting families to just women in a family, likewise the 

responsibility for achieving happiness in a home also shifted. Among the collected 22 

state sponsored print advertisements,7 there are six from the 1970s, one of which 

                                                 
4  A cultural frame approach periodizes advertisements in relation to strategies from 

marketing and advertising and in relation to the pre-eminence of particular media. In the 
analysis of advertisements it considers major elements, metaphoric themes and cultural 
frames for goods. See W. Leiss, S. Kline, S. Jhally, J. Botterill, Social Communication in 
Advertising: Consumption in the Mediated Market Place, 3rd Edition, (New York: 
Routledge, 2005), p.565. 

5  Ibid.  
6  S. Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness, (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2010), p.1. 
7  Among the collected 166 contraception advertisements, there are 22 print and 10 TV state 

sponsored contraceptive advertisements; as well as 88 print and 46 TV privately 
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targets a mass population and encourages birth control by stating the advantages of 

keeping a small family (Figure 1).  

 

 
Figure 1: Family Planning Ad, 7 April, 1973 

The centre of the ‘eye’- shape image in Figure 1 contains a hand sketched image of a 
heterosexual couple, with their two children (a boy and a girl), symbolising a small 
family. The copy on the left reads ‘A small family means a home filled with 
happiness, a small family means wealthy family, a small family is free from worries, 
a small family is a peaceful family’. The heading on the right in a large bold font then 
confirms: ‘A Small family, is the happy family’. Figure 2 shows a family snapshot 
style portrait  a smiling couple with their two children looking directly at the 
viewers. The portrait occupies a relatively large proportion of space in the ad and is 
at the ‘eye level of viewers’.8 The smiles suggest happiness, and establish a 

                                                                                                                    
sponsored branded contraceptive advertisements. These numbers do not include the 
repeated versions of any particular ad. 

8   Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006: 365-369) provide a comprehensive discussion on camera 
angles, frame size and the gaze out of the frame to the imagined audience, and how these 
are used to attract/contact the viewers and deliver meanings. According to them, direct 
eye contact seeks identification and involvement of viewers, while its absence indicates 
detachment and ‘Othering’. See G. Kress and T. Van Leeuwen, ‘Visual Interaction’. A. 
Jaworski and N. Coupland (eds.), The Discourse Reader, 2nd edition, (London: Routledge, 
2006). 
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communicative relationship with viewers, with the bold heading above their head 
asking: ‘Have you started any birth control method?’ 

 

Figure 2: Family Planning Ad, 11 August, 1973 

Beneath the image the copy, in relatively smaller font, then further says: 

Start one, if you haven’t yet. Because, this method will keep your family small. And who 
doesn’t know maintaining a small family is the quickest way to prosperity. In addition, 
you will be relieved from the pain and cost of frequent pregnancy. Your wife will stay 
healthy and young for longer. 

Apparently, it would seem from the text (‘Your wife […]’) that the ad is 
communicating to the male audience. Interestingly this is one of the few state 
sponsored family planning advertisements where a man is directly asked to adopt a 
family planning method. The idea of happiness is more elaborated here. In addition 
to wealth, a healthy and young wife is essential for the happiness in a family. 
Furthermore, apart from describing the benefits of a small family, ‘[…] you will be 
relieved from the pain and cost of frequent pregnancy’ also warns against the 
suffering to be endured if a family planning method is not adopted. Another ad from 
the same decade (Figure 3) also portrays a mother with a baby, the accompanying 
copy again placing the responsibility of bringing happiness to a home onto the 
woman.  



210 Umme Busra Fateha Sultana 

 

 

Figure 3: Family Planning Ad, 9 October, 1977 

The top bold heading in Figure 3  ‘To maintain your sound health, accept family 
planning’ again directly addresses the female audience, ‘you’. Kress and Van 
Leeuwen9 call such image strategy a ‘demand’, where the visual image/language 
invites the viewer to act accordingly. Beneath the bold heading the mother and her 
child visually demonstrate what ‘sound health’ is, and display ‘maternal love’: by 
looking into each other’s eyes. The adjacent copy explains the benefits of family 
planning for a woman: 

Family planning is essential not only to secure a better future for your children, but also to 
preserve your health. Controlled pregnancy prevents your body from looking aged. So 
you will continue to stay fresh and beautiful, and you will be able to take care of your 
household to a greater extent. Obtain a family planning method, and live young and 
joyful.  

Thus, Figure 3 sets a strong example of how child rearing and household tasks are 
considered a woman’s innate responsibility. According to the ad a woman’s joy 
depends not only on being able to ‘take care of [her] household to a greater extent’, 
but also staying young and attractive. It views women through a lens of an ‘ideal cult 
of femininity’, which links together health, youthfulness, beauty, childcare and joy. 

                                                 
9  Ibid, p.366. 
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The ad promises to assist women in achieving these, if they adopt family planning, 
which will also enable a bright future for their children.  

Of the two print advertisements from the 1980s, one reflects on female sterilisation 
method but does not use any human image. It describes what female sterilisation 
method is, where to get it and what kind of precautions to maintain in the initial days 
after the operation. The other (Figure 4 below) advertises copper-T (IUD) with a 
cheerful woman and a child on her lap. The bold headline says ‘Copper-T’ and the 
adjacent copy indicates that it is a ‘flexible, effective and better-quality contraception 
method for the women’. 

 

 

Figure 4: Copper-T Ad, 5 June, 1986 

Among the four print advertisements from the 1990s: two have an image of a smiling 
mother with a smiling baby on her lap and copy asking the viewers to adopt family 
planning. One advertises the IUD and injection method including a family portrait of 
a couple with their children, all smiling and making direct eye contact with the 
viewers, as if asking them to achieve such smiles through adopting IUD or injection 
method. And the last one from this decade (Figure 5) advertises condoms. Among the 
state sponsored print advertisements since 1971, this is the first instance that 
condoms are advertised by the state as a method for family planning.  
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Figure 5: Condom Ad, 5 November, 1990 

The idea of happiness shifts from family to a ‘happy farmer’ in Figure 5: the 
relatively bigger headline at the top says ‘the story of a happy farmer’. The happy 
farmer is visualized in his crop field, throwing seeds. The copy below tells the story 
of happiness: successfully choosing quality seeds (unnoto beej), having the necessary 
water and fertiliser for production in his land and limiting family expenses by 
maintaining a small family through using condoms. Thus, a man’s happiness stands 
for success at work and home as well. 

Of the ten print advertisements appearing between 2000 and 2011  one visually 
places parents with their daughter and another one represents a mother with her baby 
girl. Of the remaining eight advertisements: six advertise female methods 
(oneadvertisesoral pills, two Copper-T, two implant and one ligation  a female 
sterilisation method) and two advertise male methods. Each of the six female method 
advertisements carries detailed information about the particular method (taking up 
two thirds of the ad). Moreover, each includes a close-up photograph of a woman, 
her face exposed, and with a contented expression, wearing gold jewellery and make-
up. The latter attributes perhaps suggest the target group but might also point to well-
off status as the rewarding effect of using contraceptives (For example, Figure 6 and 
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Figure 7 below). The copy inside the yellow star symbol of Figure 7 further reads, 
‘Stay happy and worry free with ligation’.   

  

 
Figure 6: Ligation Ad, 8 June, 2011 

 

 

Figure 7: Copper-T Ad, 9 June, 2011 
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One, of the two male method advertisements, advertises a condom for family 
planning (Figure 8), whereas the other one (Figure 9) promotes NSV (a male 
sterilisation method). 

 
Figure 8: Condom Ad, 14 December, 2010 

 
Figure 9: NSV Ad, 6 June, 2011 
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Both Figures 8 and 9 carry an image of a man, who makes direct eye contact with 

viewers in the expectation as Kress and Van Leeuwen10 put it of an ‘image act’. 

Figure 8 declares this in a large bold font ‘I am a responsible man, and you?’ and a 

tagline further suggests, ‘Use condoms, and act as a responsible man’. Figure 9 

shows a man smiling, dressed formally as if he is at work, and the coloured headline 

says  ‘NSV is for a responsible man, let us be responsible’. Both advertisements 

maintain an informative strategy, with more than half of the ad devoted to 

information about different government health centres where a particular method, 

and/or information can be sought. Figure 9 is the first and only one of the state 

sponsored print advertisements that identifies a condom as a protection against 

HIV/AIDS and other sexual diseases, as well as a family planning method. It is also 

the first and only one among these advertisements to add a sexual motivation to a 

family planning method: ‘Your sexual power and capacity to work remains 

unimpeded, as before.’ Perhaps the intention behind such assertion is to defy an 

existing social discourse − male sterilisation creates sexual dysfunction. But such a 

statement also affirms that for a man, sexual satisfaction and professional 

accomplishment are two important things not to be hampered, whereas for a woman 

the issue in the advertisements for temporary contraception methods is that they 

should not affect her fertility: ‘After removal, you can easily get pregnant whenever 

you want’ (Figure 7, for instance). Thus, in these advertisements a woman’s sexuality 

is always considered in relation to her procreation. Perhaps, this is also the reason for 

the state sponsored print advertisements for predominantly encouraging a woman, to 

adopt a family planning method to keep a family small. 

The State Sponsored TV Advertisements 

Now turning to the ten TV family planning advertisements sponsored by the state, 
sex specific gender performances are more vivid in these compared to the print 
advertisements, expressed through everyday roles of a man and a woman in making a 
home happy. Central to such a family is the housewife: cooking, sewing, looking 
after poultry, rearing children, helping out her husband in home based cultivation 
and/or post harvesting work. In opposition to the ubiquitous presence of women’s 
household performances, men are portrayed in relation to their professional status: as 
teacher, health service provider, shopkeeper, fisherman, farmer and village-leader, or 
returning home from work. Similar to men in the print advertisements who are 
identified as ‘responsible’ for adopting family planning, men in the TV family 

                                                 
10  Ibid. 
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planning advertisements are labeled as wise, thoughtful and responsible for taking 
decisions about contraception.  

Nevertheless, whereas the print advertisements tend to motivate viewers by showing 
the after effects of contraception  happy family, healthy, attractive and youthful 
wife and successful, responsible husband/man at home and work, the TV 
advertisements for family planning highlight the suffering that occurs if a family 
planning method is not adopted; and recommend contraceptives as the solution. The 
latter, to encourage families to use contraception, in fact adopt a ‘therapeutic’ 
strategy as Richards et al.11 would put it. Richards et al.’s therapeutic strategy 
suggests, ‘An advertisement will carry through its whole content this principle of 
setting up tensions, for which resolution is then sought through an associative chain 
[…]’.12 

This occurs in the family planning ad in Figure 10, where the anxiety and suffering of 
a couple alert the viewers about the possible threat of not using any contraceptive 
method.  
 

 

Figure 11: Screenshots from a Family Planning Ad, aired on BTV in 1991 

                                                 
11  B. Richards, I. Macrury, J. Botterill, The Dynamics of Advertising, (Amsterdam: Harwood 

Academic Publishers, 2000), p. 144. 
12  Ibid. 



Contraception Advertisements  217 

 

Jamila’s husband, a shopkeeper seems apparently happy (in shot 10.1, the first from 
the top left) then directly speaks to the audience. He tells the story behind his 
happiness. He is happy to be known as wise in his circle of friends, ‘But I was a fool 
once, until the day I saw my wife weeping alone’, he says. In a flashback (Screenshot 
10.2), the viewers can see Jamila weeping, and talking loudly on her own about her 
anxiety and the tough days waiting ahead:  

How could I see such a bad dream in broad daylight! Our Khokon caught a very bad 
disease [her voice shakes with sobbing], but we do not have any money left for his 
treatment. God’s mercy, it was just a bad dream! But I must tell my husband [she wipes 
her tears off]. We cannot be parents again and again. But … [Pause], would I have the 
courage to tell him? 

 

Screenshot 10.2 

Jamila’s husband sees her weeping and overhears her anxious sorrowful words 
(screenshot 10.2, he is standing behind her). The camera follows him and he tells the 
audience, ‘That is how I understood what Jamila’s anxiety was.’ He then talks with 
her about family planning, ‘Thus, I acted intelligently, and became a wise man.’ 
Jamila’s emotion and anxiety about not being able to afford a child’s healthcare due 
to economic hardship caused by frequent pregnancies, works as a warning for 
spectators. Implicitly the ad suggests that they will get rid of their anxieties by using 
contraceptives. To make the choice of family planning even more acceptable to the 
male spectator, the narrative suggests that her husband gains a new status in the 
society for he ‘acted wisely’, by supporting her in taking a decision to adopt family 
planning: thus perhaps further motivating the male audience.  
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In Figure 11 the advertising strategy is again therapeutic. Shahana’s husband, a 
reputed school teacher, meets a poor farmer whose wife has often been ill from 
frequent pregnancies. Shahana’s husband realises he is walking on the same path, 
with his wife too often pregnant. In order to avoid such perils he decides to talk to her 
about family planning.  

 
Screenshot 11.1 

 

 

 

Screenshot 11.2 
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Screenshot 11.3 

Figure 11: Screenshots from a Family Planning Ad, aired on BTV in 1997 

Shahana and her husband then have the following conversation: 

Him: ‘Shahana, have you ever thought about birth control?’ (Screenshot 
11.1). 

Shahana: ‘Many times! And, so I wanted to ask you as well. But I could not, I 
felt shy (lojjae13 bolte parini)’. [Her voice shakes and she looks down in 
coyness] (Screenshot  11.2).  

The next shot is of outside the house: it is daylight and Shahana’s husband coming 
home from school. He speaks directly to the audience (Screenshot 11.3):  

How could I make such a fool of myself! A ghorer bou (housewife) is supposed to be 
obedient. Tar book phante tow mukh phontena (she would rather be in pain, yet not utter a 
single word). It is a husband, who has to open up. Now Shahana takes pills. I never saw 
her in such good health! 

‘Book phante tow mukh phontena’ is a long-standing Bangla proverb used to describe 
an ‘ideal Bengali wife’  shy, weak, submissive  who has been trained well to never 
utter a single word about her own needs, or question her husband’s decisions.14 In 
this way this ad well illustrates the view that ‘TV advertisements obviously don’t 
only sell products, they sell attitudes as well’.15Although, Shahana’s husband 
normalises Shahana’s coyness and docility to invite the male viewer to initiate family 

                                                 
13  Lojja has both positive and negative connotations in Bengali culture. When positively 

used, Lojja (shyness) refers to ‘modesty’, a virtue that is particularly expected from a 
woman to cultivate.  

14  In contrast, a woman who is not obedient to her husband and argues with him, is 
culturally taken very negatively, and she is called ‘mukhora’ (talkative). 

15  A. Begum, Magical Shadows: Women in the Bangladeshi Media, (Dhaka, Bangladesh: 
A.H. Development Publishing House, 2008), pp.77.  
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planning discussion with his wife, ‘It is a husband, who has to open up’, nevertheless, 
Foucault’s16 understanding of ‘normalisation’ and its relation to ‘surveillance’ is 
relevant here: ‘Like surveillance and with it, normalisation becomes one of the great 
instruments of power […]; the power of normalisation imposes homogeneity.’ 
Shahanas’s husband normalises her docility and lack of courage to approach him 
about birth control (Figure 12). The social parameters about expected subjugated 
feminine attitudes and traditional cultural values in a patriarchal society are still 
upheld through the language in this ad. The concern seems to be to preserve the 
prevailing social (im) balance of the man-woman relationship, in the name of 
maintaining ‘cultural values’ or ‘social modesty’.  

Likewise in the two TV family planning advertisements (Figure 10 and 11), the state 
sponsored TV advertisements generically promoting family planning usually show a 
heterosexual married couple talking between themselves about family planning. Yet, 
whenever they make it clear that who would adopt a contraception method, it has 
mostly been the wife. She shoulders the responsibility of birth control. Among the 
ten state sponsored TV advertisements for family planning, seven show a wife 
happily agreeing to start using a method; one portrays a soon to be married man 
being advised to use condoms and the remaining two do not indicate who, between 
the husband and the wife, actually adopts a contraception method. It is, however, a 
man who gets all the accolades for allowing his wife to use contraceptives. And a 
wife happily shows obedience to such decision, who then proudly if with coyness 
(for instance, Figure 10) asserts: ‘Khodar hajar shokor! Emon ekjon budhdhiman 
shami amar’ (‘God is Merciful! I am lucky to have such a prudent husband!’). The 
question these advertisements raise is whether the decision about contraception is 
made as harmoniously, as portrayed. What if a wife refuses to take the responsibility 
of contraception, and rather, wants her husband to adopt a method? This further 
makes clear that family planning is understood as part of a woman’s responsibility 
for the family, which points to the state’s patriarchal assumptions in terms of 
population control. 

The Branded Contraceptive Advertisements  

Similar to state managed family planning advertisements, branded contraceptives 
advertisements also place a woman at the core of family planning, as is apparent in 
Illustration 1.17 

                                                 
16  M. Foucault, Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison, (New York: Vintage Books, 

1995), p. 184. 
17  Illustration 1 is calculated based on the 88 branded print contraceptive advertisements 

collected under the research. 
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Illustration 1: Bar Diagram on Types of Branded Contraceptive Advertisements (Print) Published 

between 1971 and 2011 

Illustration 1 demonstrates that during the initial two decades (the 1970s and the 1980s) 
in post-independence Bangladesh, it was the birth control pill which dominated 
advertisements in the print media. Since the 1990s it shows that advertisements for 
condoms outnumber those for pills. Nonetheless, the emphasis of the former is 
pleasurable sex and protection against STD, rather than family wellbeing; but what 
more significant is to note here, unlike condoms, advertisements for pills are 
predominantly associated with family. Further, contraception is constructed as a 
woman’s sole responsibility, and one which will bring happiness in the family.  

Similarly, among the branded advertisements broadcast on TV, until 2000 the 
frequency and brands of condom advertisements are fewer than for pills; the only two 
condom brands appearing during this time are Raja and Panther. But with the advent 
of AIDS prevention activities, a drastic upsurge in broadcasting condom 
advertisements takes place in TV channels from 2000. However, likewise the state 
sponsored contraception advertisements the branded contraceptive advertisements 
also place the issue of contraception in a way as if it is the sole responsibility of a 
woman, as is evident in the following discussion. 

A close visual and textual reading of the branded advertisements for female 
contraceptives (birth control pills and Depo-Provera) indicate that they are mainly 
depicted as essential for family planning, the source of harmony in the family, and 
especially required for a woman to successfully juggle her multiple responsibilities. 
Above all, they seem to be needed for a tension free, happy conjugal life. In this 
connection, the utilised media strategies remain largely therapeutic,18 in addition to 

                                                 
18  B. Richards et al., Op. cit.   
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some of them being ‘metaphoric’19, as well as framed in relation to different cultural 
values associated with the socio-economic transformation of the Bangladeshi society.  

For instance, presenting the product as a strategic solution to anxiety is apparent in 
Figure 12 for Ovacon pill.  

 

Figure 12: Ovacon Pill, 10 January, 1981 

The copy next to the woman’s face is in a large bold font and reads: ‘When you are 
worrying to find a low dose birth control pill, Ovacon is there for you, to set you free 
from all worries’ [emphasis is given to the brand name Ovacon by writing it in a 
large bold font]. Richards et al.20describe: ‘where there is anxiety, there will be an 
attempt to deal with it’ Ovacon becomes the therapy to get over all worries, in 
Figure 12. Figure 13 not only assures a woman how to drive away her anxiety for an 
unplanned pregnancy, but is also framed around a ‘traditional’ (and patriarchal) 
understanding of ‘femininity’. 

                                                 
19  W. Leiss et al., Op. cit. 
20  B. Richards et al., Op. cit., p.145. 
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Figure 13: Maya Pill, 22 July, 1978 

 

The ad shows a happy couple with copy signifying they are married. The husband is 
holding her hands, smiling, and looking at her from above, suggesting perhaps that he 
is the initiator of a delicate romantic moment. She is smiling, yet looking down not 
making any eye contact with him. She is deliberately portrayed to represent the 
traditional Bengali wife, who is sexually submissive, and meant to be shy at 
demonstrating love, even if marital. As discussed in some studies21such shyness is a 
socially expected virtue in an ‘ideal Bengali woman’, made explicit in the Bangla 
proverb: Lojja nareer vushon (shyness is an adornment for a woman). Hence, the 
portrayal of shyness indicates social modesty. Superimposed onto the couple is a 

                                                 
21  A. Duza, ‘Bangladesh Women in Transition: Dynamics and Issues’. K. Mahadevan (ed.) 

Women and Population Dynamics: Perspectives from Asian Countries, (New Delhi: Sage 
Publications, 1989), p.127. M.E. Khan, J. W. Townsend, S. D’Costa, ‘Behind Closed 
Doors: A Qualitative Study of Sexual Behavior of Married Women in Bangladesh’, 
Culture, Health & Sexuality, Vol. 4 (No. 2), 2002, pp. 237-256. S.C. White, Arguing with 
the Crocodile: Gender and Class in Bangladesh, (London: Zed Books, 1992), pp.152-
154.  
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bold large statement that promises, ‘Maya makes a woman more feminine’. The body 
of the copy underneath explains:  

Maya makes you healthy, jolly and feminine. Maya helps you to make a planned family 
and assures you to get pregnant when you want. That’s how you can get relief from the 
anxiety of an unwanted pregnancy. If you take Maya pills regularly you will be a beloved 
wife, affectionate mother and above all, a happy woman. Apart from that, Maya has a 
distinct quality that reduces your pimples, and so makes you more attractive. 

So, for a woman happiness does not depend only on her individual identity, but rather 
on how she performs as a wife and a mother. Moreover, she has to stay healthy, look 
attractive and be able to get pregnant when ‘wanted’. Perhaps an example of such a 
happy woman is the woman featured on Maya pack shot to the right of the copy. 
With a contented face she directly looks at the viewers to suggest: ‘Use Maya to 
make your life happier. Be more feminine’. 

Such strategic deployment of particular femininities is further manifested in another 
couple’s mundane activities, as laid out in Figure 14.  

 

 

Figure 14: Screenshots from Ovostat Pill Ad., aired on BTV in 1992 
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Screenshot 14.6 

 
Screenshot 14.9 

As the screenshots indicate a wife performs her household activities: she has to wake 
up her daughter and husband from sleep, get her daughter prepared for school (whilst 
her husband is busy reading a newspaper), accompany her during study and in the 
playground, take care of her husband when he returns from work and so on. She 
performs each and every duty with a smiling face, she seems never tired. An 
enchanting jingle in a female voice, accompanying her actions, discloses to the 
audience the secret of love and joy in her family: an Ovostat birth control pill, a pill 
becomes the ‘sacred utterance’ to enable a woman to be ‘perfect’, i.e. super active in 
her role as a wife and a mother. The accolades which is her due, is symbolised by her 
daughter’s achievement of a medal (Screenshot 14.6) and a candle-lit dinner with a 
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gift from her husband (Screenshot 14.9), Ovostat is presented at the core of such 
achievements. 

Nonetheless, with socio-cultural and economic transformations in the society the 
presentation of women and the ‘happy home’ changes over time. Economic hardship, 
a growth in employment opportunities in the industrial sector, the influence of 
globalisation and modernity and a pressure from donor agencies, all contribute to 
women’s increased involvement in the public world since 199022seem to inspire these 
shifts have a change in a woman’s delineation in advertisements; from the super 
active housewife to an employed woman. For example, Figure 15advertises Ovacon 
pill which is themed around the life of an employed woman.  

 

Figure 15: Screenshots from Ovacon Pill Ad, aired on BTV in 1990 

The ad starts with a woman in her office (Screenshot 15.1: the first from the top left). 
However, as the ad progresses the focus shifts to her mundane household activities 

                                                 
22  Please see A. Duza, Op. cit. p. 142; S. Feldman, ‘Historicising Garment Manufacturing in 

Bangladesh: Gender, Generation, and New Regulatory Regimes’, Journal of International 
Women’s Studies, Vol. 11 (issue 1), 2009, pp. 275-276; and L. Hoek, Cut-pieces: 
Obscenity and the Cinema in Bangladesh, (Amsterdam: PhD Thesis for the University of 
Amsterdam, 2008), p. 25. 
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rather than professional life. She picks up her son from school (Screenshot 15.2), 
happily waits for her husband’s return from the office (Screenshot 15.3: the last from 
the top left), unfastens his tie knot as he returns from office, serves afternoon snacks, 
accompanies her son to sleep and the like. In this entire sequence of activities a 
camera follows her every action: in long shot the audience sees her doing a particular 
task, and then as the shot zooms in, bringing her close to the audience, her facial 
expression whilst doing these wifely and motherly duties is visible. She is always 
smiling, signifying how contented she is in fulfilling all these responsibilities. From 
her son’s room the camera follows her to the bedroom where she takes out an 
Ovacon pill packet from the bed side drawer whilst her husband reads a book lying 
on the bed (Screenshot 15.4: the first from the middle left), she takes the pill with a 
glass of water, smiles and a Ovacon brand symbol stays next to her face (Screenshot 
15.6). Thus, the woman in Figure 15 can hardly be differentiated from the woman in 
Figure 14; although the latter is employed, she still has to do all the household 
chores, in fact she has to work ‘two shifts’ one at the office and one at home, so that 
her husband after finishing his work at office can relax at home, as Begum23 would 
frame it. 

A TV commercial for the Nordette 28 pill (Figure 16) offers a similar representation.  

 

Figure 16: Screenshots from Nordette 28 Pill Ad, aired on ATN Bangla in 2003 

                                                 
23  A. Begum Op. cit., p. 90. 
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This time a husband directly addresses the audience and tells them a story about his 
‘outstanding wife’. As he goes on, the audience see the woman from his perspective 
(and how she has to ensure her ubiquitous presence from home to office to be 
considered ‘outstanding’). The camera frames her in the way her husband wants her 
to be: she is perfect in every role, from fixing his tie, looking after their daughter, 
choosing the best product from grocery store, to making an outstanding presentation 
among the male colleagues in the office. And she still remains energetic enough to 
throw a party at night, and takes care of everyone, with a smiling face. She acts like a 
‘superwoman’; similar to those appearing in the 1980s American advertisements24. 
At the end of the day she gets a compliment from her husband, who directly speaks 
to the viewers: ‘My wife… is truly incomparable’. As if,  

Women must learn to make men happy in order to keep families together, in order to 
prevent recreation from taking place elsewhere. It is women’s duty to keep happiness in 
house.25 

Thus, in addition to the happy housewife role, branded advertisements since the 

1990s further construct this new category of super active woman, who is pigeonholed 

as ‘modern’, ‘up-to-date’, or ‘self-confident’. Consequently, a very patriarchal 

construction of super active womanhood lies at the centre of a happy home in these 

pill advertisements. She is modest and motherly, she cares for everyone except for 

herself. Home is her topmost priority, whether she is a housewife or an employed 

woman. Such a representation recalls the ‘ideal Bengali woman’26, who is expected 

to be educated, to become a ‘good wife/mother’, and employed; all for the welfare of 

her family. She brings to mind the mid-19th century Bengali ‘new woman’27. As 

Amin28 would put it, ‘[…] an admixture of the Perfect Lady, the ‘good wife’ and the 

new women’. Perhaps, that is why she is not devoid of sexual love; albeit, such love 

is marital and expressed in a subtle manner, through showcasing her care for her 

                                                 
24  See Leiss et al. Op. cit., p.445. 
25  S. Ahmed Op. cit., p.55. 
26  See J.C. Caldwell, P. Caldwell, B.K. Caldwell and I. Pieris, ‘The Construction of 

Adolescence in a Changing World: Implications for Sexuality, Reproduction, and 
Marriage’, Studies in Family Planning, Vol.29 (no. 2), 1998, p. 150; and S. I. Khan, N. 
Hudson-Rodd, S. Saggers and A. Bhuiya, ‘Men Who Have Sex with Men’s Sexual 
Relations with Women in Bangladesh’, Culture, Health and Sexuality, Vol.7 (no. 2), 
2005, p. 166. 

27  P. Chatterjee, ‘Colonialism, Nationalism and Colonialized Women: The Contest in India’, 
American Ethnologist, Vol. 16 (no. 4), 1989, pp. 623-627. 

28  S.N. Amin, The World of Muslim Women in Colonial Bengal, 1876-1939, (Leiden: E.J. 
Brill, 1996), pp. 240-241. 
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husband, and fulfilling her wifely responsibilities. Heterosexual, monogamous 

marriage lies at the heart of such happy families, and achieving her husband’s love is 

constructed as an essential element of such home.  

Notwithstanding that, the happy home seems to disproportionately lack a man’s 
involvement; he is persistently framed as a receiver of care. For instance, in Figure 
14, it is a wife who wakes up her husband from sleep. He reads a newspaper at the 
breakfast table, whilst his wife struggles to feed their daughter. The same applies for 
Figure 16: contrary to the screenshots of a super active wife, the husband appears on 
only two occasions; firstly, to leave for the office, and secondly, to remind the 
audience about the uniqueness of his wife. In other instances, a man is shown either 
at his work space, or on his way to/from work, enjoying moments of happiness with 
family members, or romantic, if subtly sexual moments with his wife, taking his wife 
and other family members on excursions, appreciating his wife in form of buying 
gifts, purchasing goods, an don rare occasions helping their child with studies, whilst 
his wife is busy with chores and taking care of the new-born. Consequently, the 
emblem of a ‘perfect husband’ is perhaps a ‘real man’: a man, who is successful at 
work, earns considerably to lead a financially secure life, is romantic and loving. 
These stark differences in ‘ideal type’ masculinities and femininities is a reminder of 
Browne’s29understanding that ‘[…] ‘man’ and ‘woman’ are not fixed, but continually 
come into being’. This raises the issue of whether, given what seems a relentless 
presence of binary gendered performativity and marital heteronormativity, there have 
been any alternative portrayals. 

Symbolising ‘Alternatives’ 

It is evident in the above discussion that some of the branded30 pill advertisements 

published from the 1990s onward, started portraying some women as employed, 

independent and trying to take their own decisions.  One such ad is Figure 17 which 

represents an ‘independent woman’: 

                                                 
29  K. Browne, ‘Drag Queens and Drab Dykes: Deploying and Deploring Femininities’. K. 

Browne, J. Lim, and G. Brown (ed.) Geographies of Sexualities: Theory, Practices and 
Politics, (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), p.119. 

30  Surprisingly, none of the 32 state sponsored family planning advertisements portrayed 
employed women; although the same advertisements never failed to depict a man with 
regard to his job. The socio-economic reality of Bangladesh suggests that due to 
economic hardship it is more likely that a woman from a poor family would be involved 
with some kinds of income earning activities. Such tendency to always attach women 
with the private realm by the state family planning advertisements leaves a big concern. 
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Figure 17: Ovostat Pill, 5 January, 1979 

‘This is the decade of self-reliant women, who choose their own life style and make it 
beautiful and harmonious’. Surprisingly, the illustration carries a non-Bangladeshi 
white woman, possibly Western. It seems that the idea of women being independent 
and making their own decisions is interchangeable with the portrayal of a Western 
woman. Hence, a gesture to the audience  if you take this pill you can be like ‘Us’ 
the independent, free Western women, an aspirational stereotype. Even though, such 
a perspective is essentially subject to a Westernised knowledge paradigm, these kinds 
of advertisements appear very rarely. 

Somewhat differently, Figure 18 presents a Bangladeshi rural woman and attention 
has been devoted to localise the idea of ‘empowerment’. 
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Figure 18: Screenshots from Femipill Ad, aired on Channel i, in 2010 

Rahela from Rupkhola village tells her story to spectators (Screenshot 18.1). She is a 
simple, village woman, yet seems to know how to attain her own rights. She tells the 
story of how she managed to persuade her father against marrying her off at an early 
age. Thus, through Rahela, the viewer learns about the necessity of girl’s education, 
as well as that early marriage is not encouraged and can be argued against. Not only 
that, but she also manages to be financially independent (Screenshot 18.4, the first 
from the bottom left): ‘amar bona nokshi kantha ekhon shohore bikri hoe’ (‘the 
nokshi kantha31 I stitch, now sells in markets in the cities’). Albeit, her child provides 
justification for her earning: ‘to secure a better future for Khuku, I too earn for our 
family’. This raises a question: if her husband starts earning enough to have a 
financially secured future for Khuku, would Rahela still be allowed to continue her 
work at home? It points to a patriarchal standpoint that considers a woman can have a 
job to financially contribute to the betterment of her family, but certainly not for her 
own financial independence or personal career building. Likewise Sophy in 
Rousseau’s32`Emile, who was prescribed education to better fulfil her role ‘to make 
[`Emile’s] life pleasant and happy’, not for her personal enlightenment. Thus, it 
cannot be denied that Rahela’s empowerment remains restrained, only allowed for 
the common good of her family.  

                                                 
31  A traditional hand stitched designed quilt, usually prepared by the rural Bangladeshi 

women in small groups. 
32   J. Rousseau, `Emile. B. Foxley translated, (London: Everyman, 1993), p.393. 
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Another ‘unconventional’ presentation is the representation of birth control beyond 
the marriage frame, evident in branded contraceptive advertisements. ‘Morning after’ 
pills or ‘emergency’ birth control pills deploy such representations, though a 
relatively new addition, appearing only in print media since 2009.   

 
Figure 19: Emcon Pill, 4 December, 2009 

 

 

Figure 20: I-pill Ad, 18 May, 2010 Figure 21: Emcon Pill, 22 April, 2011 

Almost identical Figures 19, 20 and 21 advertise emergency pills to protect against 
unplanned pregnancy caused by unprotected sexual intercourse. But instead of using 
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the phrase ‘unprotected sexual intercourse’, the advertisements rather work visual 
signs acting as metaphors,33 i.e. a safety pin or a pink plastic cord used in 
emergencies. In addition the advertisements play with the term ‘emergency’. In 
Figure 19 a safety pin is a temporary solution for a broken zip in a lady’s handbag. In 
Figure 20 a headline in bold font declares: ‘Prevent a surprise pregnancy’, and then 
underneath in a relatively smaller font it suggests ‘Have I-pill’. The plastic cord in 
Figure 21 is used to temporarily close a water tap to stop the water flow. All these 
‘emergency’ kits stand in for the ‘emergency pill’ as a solution to prevent a ‘surprise 
pregnancy’. Further, a pill packet features a woman’s figure with two wings, in 
Figures 19 and 21, signifies freedom, perhaps freeing women from the tension of an 
unwanted pregnancy. The absence of a marriage frame or marital love also 
distinguishes these advertisements from the advertisements for birth control pills with 
their happy home appeal.  

Contrary to the quintessential presence of a woman as an ideal wife/mother in 
branded advertisements for pills and in state sponsored family planning 
advertisements, condom advertisements, as I discuss next, uphold the symbol of a 
‘real man’. Furthermore, pleasurable sex remains the central theme in advertising 
condoms, where marriage is not necessarily a condition for sexual intercourse and 
sex beyond marriage is possible.  

Condoms and the Portrayal of ‘Pleasurable Sex’ 

The impression of happiness in the state sponsored condom advertisements 
(discussed above) seems to be represented in an asexual manner. The advertisements 
offer little insight on romance, love or people’s sexual life. Here sexuality remains 
essentially heteromarital, and conditionally procreative. Words like ‘sex’, ‘sexual 
intercourse’ hardly appear in these advertisements, and are only implied. The only 
two exceptions are Figures 8 and 9. In Figure 8, which states  ‘Condom is an easy 
and a safe method for family planning. Condom protects from HIV/AIDS and sexual 
diseases’, the word jouno (sexual) appears, though only to indicate a category of 
disease. Likewise, in Figure 9, the term jouno khomota (sexual power) appears to 
indicate that male sterilisation does not reduce a man’s sexual power. 

Branded advertisements for condoms, in relation to depicting sexuality, fall into two 
categories: the first one promotes family planning in a similar way to the state 
sponsored family planning advertisements. In these advertisements condoms are 
shown as necessary to maintain a planned future, a financially stable family, and a 
stress-free, pleasurable sexual life. The expression of sexual love in these 

                                                 
33  W. Leiss et al., Op. cit., p.171. 
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commercials remains subtle and metaphoric, with the husband always the initiator of 
such moments. In contrast, in the second category, condoms are advertised through a 
frame of erotic pleasure; but a couple’s relationship remains largely undefined. 
Perhaps, the flexibility in the making of branded contraceptive advertisements that do 
not go through strict institutional supervision unlike the state sponsored contraceptive 
advertisements, as well as striving to compete with different international condom 
brands,34 has enhanced such changes.  

Raja and Panther which belong to the first thematic area, have, since the early 1970s, 
persistently visualised the condom through a marriage frame. In these advertisements 
a man who uses condoms is labelled as a ‘real man’, who is commended to be a 
future planner, reliable, prudent, careful, loving and dependable. For example, Figure 
22 displays a smiling couple stating: ‘Raja  is for him, who plans for future’.  

 
Figure 22: Raja Condom, 6 January, 1979 

                                                 
34  Through satellite channels people can watch condom advertisements from India and 

different developed countries during watching different programmes from these countries. 
I have seen many of these condom advertisements, which carry explicit sexual contents, 
i.e. the advertisements make it clear that they are talking about using protection during 
sexual intercourse. 
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Figure 23 also sketches a ‘dependable man’, where the visualisations as well as the 
copy suggest that he is a successful, employed man and a happy, ‘dutiful’ husband. 

 
Figure 23: Panther Condom, 4 May, 1991 

The headline in a bold font, at the top right corner, further delineates that view: 
‘Panther, a trustworthy condom for a reliable man’. The viewer is addressed as 
‘you’, and is advised to become intelligent like him by planning his family with 
Panther. Figure 24, also presents a loving and a caring husband, as evident in the 
displayed screen shots and a jingle sung by a man.  

 
Figure 24: Screenshots from Panther Condom Ad, aired on Channel i, in 2003 

The necklace, an anniversary gift from him (Screenshot 24.3, the last from the top 
left), not only symbolises love, but also his financial capacity. Viewers are reminded 
of using Panther to preserve such love, delight and financial stability in a family.  
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In contrast, in these commercials for condoms women continue to be portrayed in 
relation to home management, in charge of domesticity, and making everyone happy. 

Branded advertisements for condoms falling in the second thematic area have been 
published since the early 1990s. The depiction of a ‘real man’ in condom advertising 
started changing then, so too did different depictions of women. For instance, Figure 
25 appeared in a daily newspaper in 1993. For the first time there is a portrayal of a 
heterosexual couple in a rare intimate romantic moment, yet without any visual sign 
to signify this couple is married. 

 
Figure 25: Sensation Condom, 11 March 1993 

Anchoring the signification of such a romantic moment, the headline placed beneath 
the couple and above the packet of Sensation indicates in a bold, large font: ‘In 
absolute intimacy, Sensation’. At bottom right, the copy further notes: ‘For protection 
against unplanned pregnancy and sex transmitted diseases’. This is the first time a 
condom ad promotes awareness against AIDS and STD, and describes the condom as 
a protection against STD. Another, almost identical version of Sensation appears in 
1998 (Figure 26).  
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Figure 26: Sensation Dotted Condom, 22 November, 1998 

Figure 26 offers some distinctive sexual connotations both textually and visually. The 

visual represents a delicate romantic moment similar to that of Figure 25, but here the 

male face is fully visible and the female is more relaxed, her head and hand resting 

on his chest submitted herself to him. Underneath, copy further says ‘For an 

enjoyable experience all the way ...Try one today’. The incomplete sentence ‘all the 

way…’ leaves the audience to imagine what will happen, and entices them to try out 

Sensation Dotted. The marriage framework is absent here, and the condom packet 

carries the same awareness message against AIDS/STD as Figure 25.  

Hence, the onset of HIV/AIDS in 1989, and the GoB’s increasing awareness raising 

activities35seem to inspire the advertisers to add this new dimension of protection 

against AIDS/STD to the condom commercials, together with a dramatized 

visualisation of intimate sexual moments between heterosexual couples; quite similar 

                                                 
35  T. Azim, S.I. Khan, F. Haseen, N.L. Huq, L. Henning, M.M. Pervez, M.E. Chowdhury, 

M.E. and I. Sarafian, ‘HIV and AIDS in Bangladesh’, Journal of Health, Population and 
Nutrition, Vol. 26 (no. 3), 2008, pp.311-324. 
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to the visual representation in British condom advertisements. As Jobling36observes, 

with the advent of HIV/AIDS, from 1987 British condom commercials started 

portraying premarital and extramarital sexual intercourse; whereas previously the 

focus of such commercials had been restricted to birth control. This phenomenon also 

inspired the emergence of many new brands of condoms in Bangladesh from 2000 

onward, with advertisements for these brands circulated both in print and electronic 

media. Passion, Four Seasons, Love Nest, U & ME, XBEI, Hero and the like are 

some of these new brands. Sensation condom produces a variety of sub brands: 

Sensation Dotted with natural fragrance, Sensation Ribbed with vanilla fragrance, 

Sensation Super Dotted with strawberry fragrance, Sensation Classic, Sensation 

Chocolate Scented, and Sensation Super Ribbed with mint fragrance. Panther 

condom inaugurates another sub brand named Panther Dotted. With increased 

competition among the brands, the more intense becomes the visual and textual 

representation of sex in the commercials. Unlike the shy sexually passive, if 

romantic, women in pill advertisements, the women in these condom commercials 

are sexually provocative, confident, and take equal part with male counterparts in 

sexual play. Yet, their relationship remains unspecified. On rare occasions (Figure 

32) a couple’s wedding photo appears at the end of an ad; perhaps, in an attempt to 

evade a potential moral panic for breaking the code of normative sexuality. 

Thus condom advertisements that belong to the second category provide more overt 

sexual representation with an attempt to talk about sex and sexual pleasure. Love Nest 

Condom in Figure 27 symbolises sexual excitement, through the image a woman’s 

sensual face (multiplied by its inclusion on three pack shots) and below, a headline in 

a bold, red font confirming ‘Love Nest for a real sensation!’      

With similar emphasis on sexual fantasy, U & ME condom publishes a series of 

advertisements in newspaper and TV media, relying on an ‘image act’37to engage 

viewers. Figure 28 for example, uses a ‘product-information format’38 where 

illustration, product brand and information supplement each other to help audience 

comprehend their ‘unique’ product quality.   

 

                                                 
36  P. Jobling, ‘Keeping Mrs Dawson Busy: Safe Sex, Gender and Pleasure in Condom 

Advertising Since 1970’. M. Nava, A. Blake, I. Macrury and B. Richards (ed.) Buy      
This Book: Studies in Advertising and Consumption, (London: Routledge, 1997), pp. 162-
163 

37   G. Kress and T. Van Leeuwen, Op. cit. 
38  W. Leiss et al., Op. cit. 
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Figure 27: Love Nest Condom, 14 March, 2005 

 

 
Figure 28: U & ME Condom, 11July, 2005 

The headline at the top of the ad, ‘a new togetherness full of fun’ anchors the visual. 
The meaning of fun moves to an intense sexual inference with the copy 
accompanying the brand names ‘U & ME Anatomic […] Uniquely shaped for a 
tighter grip’ and ‘U & ME Long Love […] Benzocaine coated to prolong 
lovemaking’. Below the pack shots image it further reads ‘Romance unplugged’. The 
romantic couple, the copy and the U & ME pack shots seek identification from 
viewers, to take part in such romance with the aid of U & ME. Figure 29 places a 
fork over a spoon to metaphorically suggest a heterosexual couple.  
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Figure 29: U & ME Condom, 21 August, 2006 

 

Copy opposite the metaphoric figure further accentuates the after moment of ecstatic 

sexual play: ‘and at the end of all the moments, sweet little whisper, being together 

means everything!’ Such metaphoric visual and textual significations of sexual 

intercourse remind us the socio-cultural restrictions that discourage explicit 

illustrations of sex in contraceptive advertisements. Nevertheless, such restrictions do 

not seem to be an issue for the next set of condom advertisements that I discuss 

below.  

A TV version of U & ME ad (Figure 30) displays more dramatic expressions of 

sexual moments through visual performances, interesting background music and a set 

of textual commands.  



Contraception Advertisements  241 

 

 
Figure 30: Screenshots from U & MECondomAd, aired on Channel i, in 2009 

 

As a couple gets ready to go out, a close-up shot follows the woman’s lips, bare 
upper back and the man who ogles her. Sensuous background music follows their 
every action to create a stronger feel of sexual arousal, bringing the couple closer. 
The sexual invitation comes from the woman, who seduces the man with a sultry 
facial expression. Instead of leaving the room to go out she shuts the door, and a 
caption appears on the screen: ‘RESISTANCE IS FUTILE’ as if this resolves all the 
mystery, pointing to an erotic climax to come. The U & ME packets with their 
command ‘GO PLAY’ further encourage viewers to try the condoms during sex, in 
order to have fun. Sensation Chocolate Scented condom again, uses the occasion of 
Valentine’s Day to promote their product, with advertisements appearing in a daily 
newspaper, Figure 31A and 31B.  

Figure 31A employs a ‘product-information format’39: a blend of illustrations and 
information has been used to help the audience visualise a pleasurable sexual fantasy 
with Sensation Chocolate Scented condom.  The big chunk of tempting dark 
chocolate is partly melting to add an aesthetically enticing look. Each chocolate cube 
carries a special meaning of love: ‘passion, crave, affection, shiver, tease, attract, 
discover, mystery, desire, romance’ etcetera, with a tagline further asking: ‘What 
love’s got to do with it?’. The viewers are left with a note at the end, ‘Look at the  
last page’. 

                                                 
39  W. Leiss et al., Op. cit. 
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Figure 31A: Sensation Chocolate Scented Condom, 14 February, 2009 

 

 

 
Figure 31B: Sensation Chocolate Scented Condom, 14 February, 2009 

 

Figure 31B appears on the last page, in a ‘product-image format’40: where a 
shimmering chocolate colour background has been used to aestheticize an expression 
of ‘seductive love’, as if such love can be embodied through using Sensation 

                                                 
40  Ibid., pp. 175-181. 
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Chocolate Scented condom. The accompanied copy confirms this meaning: 
‘Introducing Chocolate Scented Condom: Fall for the seductive fragrance of love’.  

With a similar emphasis on pleasurable sex in the TV commercial (Figure 30 above), 
the visual expression is accompanied by a euphonious musical chime to ensure the 
‘pure satisfaction’ experienced with Sensation Dotted condom in Figure 32.  

 
Figure 32: Screenshots from Sensation Dotted Condom Ad, aired on ntv, in 2001 

This exposé of intimate sexual moments starts with a table lamp being switched off 
by a male hand, and then a woman captured in her sleeping gown. As the camera 
zooms to a close-up shot it seems there is something in her facial expression  
excitement perhaps. The man and woman come closer, in fact she is in his arms, 
about to kiss (Screenshot 32.4, the first from the middle left), yet they do not. Rather, 
a flower vase falls and breaks apart; there are shots of a wedding photo lit by a 
flickering candle, the candle snuffed out and then, a bed scene showing a close-up of 
his hand firmly holding hers, and finally a Sensation Dotted packet. The sequence of 
shots, all allude to an aesthetic sexual moment, confirmed by a male voice over: 
‘Make each moment really special Sensation Dotted’, and a female voice declaring 
‘pure satisfaction’. Next to the final Sensation Dotted pack shot the screen text reads 
‘For contraception and prevention of STD & HIV/AIDS’.   

From these examples, it is clear that the branded condom commercials (that belong to 
the second category) are in a competition to showcase dramatic sexual ecstasy, yet 
without it being essential to portray a woman within a marital context. Rather, the 
more intense becomes the depiction of sexual intimacy in these advertisements, the 
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more loosely the ad is tied to the family planning agenda. In fact, birth control is the 
last issue mentioned, and always in conjunction with the condom offering protection 
against sexual diseases. This apparently raises some questions: are these advertisements 
trying to suggest that a woman who loves to sexually seduce and equally participates 
in a sexual climax, belongs to an ‘Other’ category of women? Is that the reason 
behind not portraying such a woman as the usual ‘dutiful wife’ amidst her happy 
home? Why do the contraceptive advertisements that portray dutiful wives and their 
happy homes, avoid portraying sexual intimacy as well? Such a sexual demarcation 
by the contraceptive ad is thus open to criticism as it reinforces a ‘discursive 
formation’41of the normative female sexuality as: passive, marital and procreative. 
Carter and Steiner42are right to argue: ‘[…] again and again women’s sexuality is 
constructed: the ‘loose woman’ category is filled with desire and sensuality; the 
‘good or ordinary women’ category is totally emptied of sexuality’.  

Conclusion 

The advertisements for contraception invoke aspiration as well as anxiety in their 
efforts to motivate consumption and use of contraception. Achieving happiness in a 
family, as well as getting rid of worries, is set up as a key reward of contraception.  

Depictions of happiness in the advertisements relate to social perceptions of ‘ideal 
femininity’ and ‘ideal masculinity’. From such perspective: happiness for a woman 
means looking beautiful, staying young and in good health to be able to serve 
properly as a wife and a mother. Although from the 1990s the branded pill 
advertisements started portraying employed women in addition to portraying 
housewives, the former continue to be portrayed as a dutiful wife and a caring 
mother. She takes care of everything, including performing well in her job, and thus, 
is portrayed as a dutiful ‘modern wife’. In contrast, for a man happiness means to be 
financially stable, being successful in a job, having pleasurable sex, and acting wisely 
and responsible against HIV/AIDS and STD. Accordingly, it can be argued that the 
advertisements offer a polarised vision of masculinity, femininity and 
heteronormative sexuality, predominantly. Such visual representations are not only 
shaped bysocio-cultural norms, but also by state expectations, development agenda, 
and market interests.  

                                                 
41  G. Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials, 

(London: Sage Publications, 2001), pp. 137-141. 
42  C. Carter and L. Steiner (ed.) Critical Readings: Media and Gender, (Maidenhead: Open 

University Press, 2004), p.93. 
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Even though, there are some instances of portraying a woman as independent and 
empowered, the audience is gently reminded of the socially expected role for a 
woman. Such expectations tie a woman to the home; whether as housewife or 
employed, family and family planning remain her main responsibility. Similarly, 
depictions of female sexuality, visually and verbally construct sexual submissiveness 
as the ideal type for a ‘good woman’. Hence, a woman enjoying sex does not quite fit 
the ‘good woman’ category. On the contrary, a man is depicted in relation to his job, 
and as the initiator of pleasurable sexual moments. Such presentations remain 
problematic as they prescribe a specific mode of sexuality as ‘ideal type’, defining 
others as ‘abnormal’ or ‘extreme’. They reproduce and reinforce a dominant social 
structure of sexuality; which is gendered and heteronormative.  
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Abstract 

This paper takes a close look at Amitav Ghosh’s contribution to cartographic 
discourses, particularly in the context of the Indian subcontinent.  Though many of 
his fictional and non-fictional pieces constitute a compelling critique of borders, 
maps and related violence, only the pieces relevant to the subcontinent have been 
chosen for this discussion. The major regional conflicts of the globe have their roots 
in the arbitrary or unnecessary reshaping of maps though the key actors in this 
regard emphasize the act of building barbed wires or concrete boundaries as the only 
means to reduce sectarian tensions and international warfare. Now the pertinent 
question is whether a borderless world or a region is a realistic concept. If border is 
a must, what should be the basis of constructing it? Through the perspectives of a 
number of characters, Ghosh appears to address this question in a disinterested 
voice, keeping in view the aftermath of the partition of the British India. People of 
diverse ethnic, linguistic, and religious orientations in pre-imperial India are found 
to have better culture of coexistence than ever in the imperial and the post-
partitioned eras. Naturally, the issue comes under close scrutiny: whether “good 
fences make good neighbours”, or open space helps them nurture good relationships. 
Ultimately, people’s mental maps with no limit, perhaps have a better chance to 
survive than the official ones executed by the decree of the colonial authority, or 
consent of leaders of the land for their personal political interests. 

Maps hold a natural fascination for most people as mapping has an intimate 

connection with the idea of subjecthood, sense of belonging, identity formation, and 

territorial sovereignty. The violence done to maps for political and historical reasons 

seriously affects people’s ways of constructing the “self” and the “other” and brings 

to the fore questions of validity of the old as well as new cartographic lines and 

circles. The partition of British India, being arguably the most cataclysmic event of 

cartographic violence in our part of the globe has inexhaustibly provided materials 

for many postcolonial narratives. In line with this event, issues around violence are 

rigorously investigated from multiple perspectives in the narratives of Amitav Ghosh. 

Perhaps due to his ancestors’ excruciating experience of the partition of the Indian 

subcontinent, Ghosh demonstrates an abiding interest in commenting on the cause 

and effect of cartographic violence in his literary ventures. He feels disgust at 
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borders, chiefly for their arbitrariness, artificiality, and unacceptable political 

mythmaking in their justification projects. His interest in narrativising the events of 

partition and cartographic aggression grows out of his visceral dislike and distrust of 

things given or taken for granted on a short term basis without taking into 

consideration the long term human cost involved.1 Taking a critical look into 

different types of arbitrary or imagined boundaries, Ghosh in some of his fictional 

and non-fictional pieces examines how some people attempt to transcend boundaries 

and some people attempt to further solidify them. In the process of erecting or 

crossing borders – geographical, cultural and temporal– the characters in Ghosh 

reveal their micro histories and at the same time help readers view the worldwide 

politics of exploiting maps to spread and legitimize power. 

Any geographical segregation entails inevitable dispersal of a considerable number of 

people and their melancholic longing for their lost home. It involves, as Ghosh 

ruminates over the issue in his essay “the greatest sorrow: times of joy recalled in 

wretchedness,” a haunting pain born of “the knowledge that the oppressor and the 

oppressed were once brothers. It is this species of pain that runs so poignantly 

through the literature that resulted from the Partition of the Indian subcontinent in 

1947” (Imam, 314).2 Ghosh in the same essay, in an effort to untie the mystery of the 

nature of this pain, remembers Michael Ondaatje, who in his poem “The Story,” 

makes readers understand the gravity of the incident of new maps replacing the old 

ones. The speaker of the poem, exiled from his Eden in Serendib, evokes the story of 

the loss of a map in terms of a child’s vision of severing connections with the 

prenatal past in its first forty days in this world: 
 

 A last chance for the clear history of the self 

 All our mothers and grandparents here… 

 Some great forty-day daydream 

 Before we bury the maps. 

(Imam, 321) 

                                                 
1  Amitav Ghosh, “Interview,” With John C. Hawley, Amitav Ghosh: An Introduction,  (New 

Delhi: Foundation, 2005), pp. 6-16; 9. 
2  In this paper I have used the following editions of Ghosh texts: The Imam and the Indian, 

(New Delhi: Penguin, 2010); The Shadow Lines, (New Delhi: Penguin, 2008); Countdown, 
(New Delhi: Penguin, 2008); The Hungry Tide, (New Delhi: HarperCollins, 2005). All 
quotations from these texts are provided with page numbers along with the shortened titles 
within brackets. 
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While the child can easily think of building a healing space out of buried maps, the 

loss of the map for those who are grown up means unmitigated sufferings, and an 

ever expanding wave of nostalgia. 

The issue of arbitrary partition and porous borders is introduced in Ghosh’s debut 

novel The Circle of Reason and is then extensively treated in the second and perhaps 

better-known The Shadow Lines. Since the family is the nucleus of society, especially 

in the subcontinental context, narrated as a family saga this novel ultimately holds the 

trajectories of the partition-ridden society at large. The theme of partition in The 

Shadow Lines is given a unique expression in the novel’s compass episode in which 

the unnamed narrator recalls his experience of putting his compasses on the world 

atlas in order to grasp the historical and cultural links among different geographical 

locations. He comes to the conclusion that people started drawing lines and circles 

despite their historical understanding “that all maps were the same” and therefore any 

newly drawn lines have no potential to imprison people in walled locations (Shadow, 

257). He reports the historical fact that when incidents of sectarian violence took 

place in Calcutta3 and Srinagar, they had it their repercussions in Dhaka and Khulna 

because such things inevitably appear in any “looking- glass border.” Ironically, 

historical and cultural proximity features prominently in people’s daily narratives due 

to physical separation induced by barbed wire boundaries. The officially imposed 

physical separation paradoxically projects in the horizon of mind a stronger sense of 

proximity as people become aware of what they have lost through the erection of a 

boundary, akin to the paradox that a person may become more conspicuous to others 

by his absence. 

As part of his literary project Ghosh traces “cartographic aggression” as a corollary 

to the creation of nation-states after the end of colonial rule. That long expected 

event, far from healing the already existing social ruptures, accelerates more unrest in 

terms of geopolitics, eventually destroying people’s innate power to recover 

equilibrium and reach reconciliation. In the creation of discrete cartographic units, 

linguistic, cultural, historical, and ethnic bonds are sacrificed to the altar of politics 

and administration. Arbitrary or unnecessary official lines encourage the creation of 

ever multiplying shadow lines. The novel The Shadow Lines with its apt title, 

metonymic of cartographic violence, illustrates this fact through a number of family 

anecdotes of the narrator. In one anecdote, the narrator’s grandmother, while 

                                                 
3  For the sake of convenience, I retain the old spelling of the city since the same remains in 

Amitav Ghosh. 
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planning her first post-partition plane journey to Dhaka from Calcutta to bring her 

ailing and stranded Jethamoshai to their old home after partition, “wanted to know 

whether she would be able to see the border between India and East Pakistan from 

the plane” (Shadow, 167). The narrator’s father, surprised at her naive curiosity, 

asked whether “she really [thought] the border was a long black line with green on 

one side and scarlet on the other, like it was in a school atlas” (Shadow, 167). She 

ruled out that type of perception of the border on her part, but held that “surely 

there’s [at least] something – trenches perhaps, or soldiers, or guns pointing at each 

other, or even just barren strips of land [called]...no-man’s land” (Shadow, 167).  She 

is puzzled to think how two nations can be distinct from each other without having 

trenches on both sides of their common border.  

The grandmother’s apparently naïve questions regarding the border challenge the 

rationale behind the urgent partitioning of British India for maintaining peace among 

rival “religious” groups since there should be no need for geographical distinction 

marker to shut them out from each other. She asks: “But if there aren’t any trenches 

or anything, how are people to know? I mean, where’s the difference then?... What is 

it all for then–partition and all the killing and everything– if there isn’t something in 

between?” (Shadow, 167). Without anything tangible on the border to obstruct 

people’s movement to and fro, she considers it still possible to catch a train in Dhaka 

and get off in Calcutta the next day as she frequently did in her early youth. Her 

common sense approach to border issue reflects the mind of the general, ordinary 

masses who consider the formalities of border check points redundant when they 

move within the once undivided country. The spatial border turns out to be the 

reflection of the distorted mental border created by politicians in a bid to implement 

their colonially inherited “divide and rule” policy. They could give the border 

tangible shape only through the official formalities set by the modern states for their 

citizens’ cross border movements. “The border,” the narrator’s father explains, “is 

not on the frontier: it’s right inside the airport. You’ll see. You’ll cross it when you 

have to fill in all those disembarkation cards and things” (Shadow, 167).  

For practical reasons, the land boundaries are given extended dimension through 

paper work and material forces like immigration offices, border check posts, 

passports, and visas. Although these tangible forms add to the clarification of the 

concepts of nations and boundaries, the real basis of nation formation lies in the 

imagination, as theorized by Benedict Anderson through the oft- quoted phrase 
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“imagined communities.”4 Imagination works in two ways: the state’s imposition of 

unity on a geographical space without consideration of diversity within and ordinary 

people’s nurturing a map of the mind. People’s map remains intact in the mind, “that 

map of longings with no limit,” though “Nothing will remain, everything’s finished,” 

to use the words of Agha Shahid Ali, quoted by Ghosh (Imam, 320). As a friend, Ali, 

the Kashmiri poet, confides to Ghosh his innermost feelings about his divided 

homeland. After many years of division he comes to Kashmir and searches for 

familiar landmarks that quite understandably no longer exist. To him, the loss of such 

landmarks amounts to the loss of the map (Imam, 321). The poet’s reaction in his part 

of the subcontinent may be considered as analogous to that of the grandmother on her 

part. The dissolution of the empire creates fertile ground for the growth of territorial 

circles, by consent or violence, giving people fractured spaces for nurturing 

fragmented identities on the basis of caste, creed, and language, ignoring the 

emotional and cultural wounds, and the huge human costs involved. 

In The Shadow Lines, the grandmother of the narrator, while filling up a 

disembarkation card with place of birth is “[un]able to quite understand how her 

place of birth (Dhaka) had come to be so messily at odds with her nationality 

(Indian)” (Shadow, 169). Therefore, when referring to her many pre-partition trips 

“in and out of Burma” where her father worked, she faces problems in using the term 

“home” and establishing “the difference between coming and going” (Shadow 168-

169). At that time she “could come home to Dhaka whenever she wanted.” But now 

it poses a perplexing problem for her to know whether in visiting Dhaka she is going 

or coming home. In her family the distinction between coming and going disappears, 

and it is not the fault of the user. It is change of address brought about by partition 

that creates for linguistic dislocation and the resulting confusion. Explaining the 

nature of this linguistic dislocation, the narrator says: 

Every language assumes a centrality, a fixed and settled point to go away from and come 
back to, and what my grandmother was looking for was a word for a journey which was 
not a coming or a going at all; a journey that was a search for precisely that fixed point 
which permits the proper use of verbs of movement.  (Shadow, 169) 

Thus the cartographic shift creates not only social and emotional shocks, but also 
complication in the usage of language. 

But, far from creating a clear separation, boundaries between two peoples prove by 

nature porous; on closer examination, a barbed wire fence or a stone wall resembles a 

                                                 
4  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism , (London and New York: Verso, 1991), p.224. 
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mirror in being either fragile or reflective. In bringing changes in the cartography 

through the quickly formed decision of the colonial authority, or through the consent 

of certain sections of people, the tangled roots of people inhabiting a geographical 

location for centuries are dislocated. Therefore, partition turns out to be a superficial 

solution to problems and the natural consequence is the pain of severing bonds which 

find an apt lyrical expression in the lines Tagore wrote addressing Lord Curzon, the 

architect of the 1905 partition of Bengal:  

“Bidhir bandhan katbe tumi? 
Emni shaktiman, tumi emni shaktiman!” 

(Will you cut the bond decreed by Providence? 
You are so powerful, are you!)5 

The childhood experience of the narrator of The Shadow Lines relates to such as 

unalterable bond: “within the tidy ordering of Euclidean space, Chiang Mai in 

Thailand was much nearer Calcutta than Delhi is; that Chengdu in China is nearer 

than Srinagar is. Yet, I had never heard of those places until I drew my circle,” 

(Shadow, 255-56). The proximity of a Thai or a Chinese city to Calcutta or Srinagar 

does not necessarily mean those cities’ underlying cultural bond are with Indian 

cities. Geographical distance is of secondary importance; cultural root or affinity is 

what matters. 

The narrator of The Shadow Lines imagines what might have been the wishful 

thinking of the supporters in drawing a new line of boundary. They seemed to think 

that the lands on the two sides of the demarcation line would be clearly separated 

from each other. But the event did not live up to their expectations as “within ... 

[boundaries] there were only states and citizens; there were no people at all” 

(Shadow, 256); the lines could not create a virtual separation in people. The narrator 

illustrates the irony through the example of Dhaka and Calcutta in post-partition 

Bengal:  

[T]here had never been a moment in the four-thousand-year-old history of the map, when 
the places we know as Dhaka and Calcutta were more closely bound to each other than 
after they had drawn their lines – so closely that I, in Calcutta, had only to look into the 
mirror to be in Dhaka; a moment when each city was the inverted image of the other, 
locked into an irreversible symmetry by the line that was to set us free – our looking-glass 
border. (Shadow, 257)  

The mirror metaphor is very apt in the present context as through its multifarious use 

a complex twist is given to the nature of border. As the “other” reflected on the 

                                                 
5  Qtd. in Sugata Bose and Ayesha Jalal, Modern South Asia: History, Culture, Political 

Economy, (London: Routledge, 2002), p.118. 
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mirror is actually the projection of the “self,” peoples on two sides of the border are 

the same. The mirror has the kind of purity or objectivity not often found in the 

human eye. It gives back only what comes to confront it, no more and no less. The 

border thus, like art holding a mirror up to life, helps people see the objective 

projection of the nature of their relationships. In her essay “Maps and Mirrors: Co-

ordinates of Meaning in The Shadow Lines,” Meenakshi Mukherjee attributes also 

the capacity of projecting “illusory space” to the mirror, which thus combines “the 

simultaneity of precision and illusion.”6 In another sense, a border is fragile like a 

mirror as people can cross or break it through their memory and imagination. The 

“looking-glass border” again entails, as the narrator of The Shadow Lines recalls 

some historical events, “looking-glass events” (Shadow, 247), meaning concurrence 

of “a tremendous upsurge of popular joy and festivity” or of (popular) communal 

violence on two sides of the boundary. 

But the irony arises when a deep understanding of interrelatedness becomes the cause 

of trouble as well. This explains the reason behind the killing of Tridib, the mentor 

and the uncle of the narrator, who went to Dhaka with the narrator’s grandmother to 

bring their lone old relative to Calcutta. Tridib wanted to live like a man without 

border and therefore the best story he chose to live by is the story, most popular in 

Europe “when Europe was a better place, a place without borders,” of a hero called 

Tristan who, as a man without a country, “fell in love with a woman-across-the-seas” 

(Shadow, 205-6). While envisioning a world without borders, he met a sad fate like 

his hero. For his bold scanting of dividing lines, he could not escape an attempt on 

his life in Dhaka; he was killed, according to the intuitive discovery of the narrator, 

as a result of the sectarian violence in Calcutta that had its sporadic repercussions in 

Dhaka. Violence, paradoxically, turns out to be the cause as well as the effect of the 

fundamental bonding of people. Through this incident of death, the novelist also frees 

himself from any possible charge of utopian dimension in his vision of a borderless 

world. Jon Mee’s comment is pertinent here: “surely by making the death of Tridib 

the key point around which everything else in the novel revolves, Ghosh is making it 

clear that one’s choices cannot simply transcend the nexus of other people’s stories.”7 

                                                 
6  Meenakshi Mukherjee, “Maps and Mirrors: Co-ordinates of Meaning in The Shadow 

Lines,” The Educational Edition of The Shadow Lines by Amitav Ghosh, (New Delhi: 
OUP, 19998), p.255. 

7  Jon Mee, “ ‘The Burthen of Mystery’ : Imagination and Difference  in The Shadow Lines,” 
Tabish Khair (ed.),  Amitav Ghosh: A  Critical Companion,  (New Delhi: Permanent Black, 
2008), p.103. 
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Tridib is sadly caught in the story of the street-corner crowd, the story of othering 

and drawing lines, bringing an abortive end to his (romantic) choice of story. 

In narrating the psychology of riot in The Shadow Lines, Ghosh ironically points out 

what constituted the basis of the pre-partition unified India. The fact that the 

communal groups of one subcontinental city respond immediately to the riot of 

another distant subcontinental city but do not show any considerable reactions to 

similar incidents in a nearer city in China or Thailand proves that India existed in the 

past as a unified entity with tangled roots of people living in an identical land mass. 

The irony and historical error of an arbitrary partition, technically executed by Sir 

Cyril Radcliffe, could not escape the eye of W. H. Auden, a poet deeply interested in 

communicating the dark passages of world history and politics. In his poem 

“Partition”, written on Radcliffe’s misguided mission to divide British India, Auden 

thus tells the truth: 
                       Unbiased at least he was when he arrived on his mission 
                       Having never set eyes on this land he was called to partition 
                       Between…. 
                       ‘Time,’ they had briefed him in London, ‘is short. 
                       It’s too late for mutual reconciliation ….’ 
                       He got down to work, to the task of settling down the fate. 
                       The maps at his disposal were out of date  
                       And the census returns almost certainly incorrect, 
                       But there was no time to check …. 
                       But in seven weeks it was done, the frontiers decided.  
                       A continent for better or worse divided.8 

The reality Radcliffe had to face is an exemplary case behind all events of hasty and 

arbitrary partition. People themselves are denied the opportunity to make decisions 

about their own fate. Even their elected and sometimes self-appointed leaders’ stance 

appears ill-conceived, politically manipulated, and vested with personal interests. 

Instead of minimizing petty differences, as recounted by Auden, the easily availed 

solution gives rise to many other problems eventually. The confusion in the family of 

the narrator of The Shadow Lines regarding cross-border travel is the microcosmic 

representation of myriad other problems of greater social dimensions. 

An interesting family anecdote of the narrator’s grandmother regarding the division 

of their ancestral house in Dhaka is a microcosmic reflection of the partition issue of 

                                                 
8  W.H. Auden, “Partition,” The Collected Poems of W.H. Auden, ed., Edward Mendelson, 

(London: Faber and Faber, 1994), pp. 803-804.  
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the land. Her father had managed to keep the house intact. But his sons failed to 

preserve the joint family tradition as the quarrels between their families went from 

bad to worse. Soon things came to such a state that they decided to divide the house 

first with a wooden partition, then with a wall ensuring exact division down to the 

minutest detail. As a result the wall had to go “through a lavatory bisecting an old 

commode” and “even partitioned their father’s old nameplate” (Shadow, 136). 

Similarly the division of the country came out of decades of (lovers’) quarrels and 

went down to the minutest detail: dividing plains, hills, forests and waters. Like the 

families of the grandmother’s father and uncle, shut out from each other to the point 

of the male members ceasing to be on talking terms but the female ones playing 

central roles in arranging marriages of each other’s daughters, peoples of the two 

sides of the dividing line feel their strong cultural bond at the subliminal level despite 

some differences. Though they often turn nostalgic about their (un)happy past of 

living under the same roof with undivided memory/history, they cannot “venture out 

into the limbo of reconciliation” for “they like the wall now,” that has “become a part 

of them” (Shadow, 137). 

Sometimes, invisible dividing lines are drawn where no lines can physically exist 

Ghosh in Countdown has thus given the example of the controversial “Line of 

Control” between India and Pakistan over Siachen glacier in Kashmir. Ghosh 

narrates the background of this highest battleground of the world, where soldiers of 

both sides are killed more by the inclemency of weather than by their mutual fire 

exchanges. For a few decades following the partition of India and Pakistan, the 

unreachable snowy terrain was claimed by neither country. When in early eighties 

some international mountaineers attempted to go near the region through Pakistan-

controlled areas, suspicion was aroused in India regarding Pakistan’s probable 

foreign campaign over its alleged claim over the region. Notional lines on maps 

published in the United States mainly for the use of the mountaineers “were 

eventually to transform the Siachen glacier into a battleground’’ (Count, 27) for two 

neighbouring countries. Here the cartographic aggression comes as a result of 

suspicious mindset and the aggressive tendency of competition.  

Ghosh concludes his view of cartography and violence on it in The Shadow Lines 

through the Dhaka-based reluctant-to-move Jethamoshai’s cynical view on border 

and partition.  When he is forced by his relatives to consider leaving Dhaka for 

Calcutta permanently, he expresses distrust of the intention of the politicians who can 
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bring about further division of the land on the basis of an administrative fiat. The 

lone old man arrives at this cynical but insightful realization at the end of his life:  

Once you start moving you never stop…I don’t believe in this India- Shindia. It’s all very 
well, you’re going away now, but suppose when you get there they decide to draw 
another line somewhere? What will you do then? No one will have you anywhere. 
(Shadow, 237) 

Many events of world history will testify to the old man’s stance on the partition 

issue. Though the context is different, we can refer to the event of the emergence of 

Bangladesh. After a decade of the incident in the novel Bangladesh emerged as a 

newly independent state through a second partition in the former British India, 

proving the impracticality of the religious basis of the first partition.  

With firsthand experience of managing riots and insurgence as an administrative 

officer, the narrator’s uncle and friend, Robi, provides an insightful perspective on 

partition. He criticises the indiscriminate use of the concept of freedom and 

independent identity, since romanticisation of such concepts works as the key 

motivating factor behind fast brewing separatist movements around the world. He 

thus comments on how the illusive word “free” having such a Janus-faced nature: 

Free, he said laughing. You know, if you look at the pictures on the front pages of the 
newspapers at home now, all those pictures of dead people—in Assam, the north-east, 
Punjab, Sri Lanka, Tripura – people shot by terrorists and separatists and the army and 
the police, you’ll find somewhere behind it all, that single word; everyone’s doing it to 
be free. (Shadow, 271)   

While separatists are killed as terrorists in the name of greater national unity, cultural 

affinity, and shared history, the supporters of unity are killed in the name of 

establishing freedom and human rights. Both sides do not lack rhetoric to garner 

popular supports in their favour. However, the reality of one geo-political area may 

vary significantly from that of the other. 

Therefore, Robi’s views of freedom and cartographic violence cannot be accepted 

uncritically. Although in some cases movements for freedom and independent 

identity tend to merge with terrorist and subversive activities, the contemporary 

history of the world records many instances of bona fide freedom movements. For a 

classic example in our part of the world, we can refer to Bangladesh’s Great War of 

Independence. Or in the broader international scene, the movements in the Balkan 

region and Palestine are distinctly freedom movements. And as a glaring example of 

the shift or ambivalence of perspective in a slightly different context we can mention 

the changing appreciation of Nelson Mandela by the West, first as a terrorist leader 
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and then as a global icon supporting the cause of the oppressed and the deprived. Of 

course, Robi’s the thrust of argument is that regions like the subcontinent have a long 

shared history and an indivisible collective memory. He thinks if the whole 

subcontinent is divided into small places with new names it would not bring any 

change in the lot of people. Drawing thousands of lines and circles would be an act 

of running after a mirage; “the whole thing is a mirage. How can anyone divide a 

memory?” (Shadow, 272, emphasis added). Any attempt to divide a memory must 

entail historical, psychological, and cultural violence. 

The geopolitical separation by the artificial line is not the (magical) solution to 

visible conflicts among diverse communities living in adjacent areas, but having 

affiliation to different creeds and ethnicities; the solution lies elsewhere: in 

emphasizing significant commonalities. Ghosh’s ouvre, projecting many stories of 

syncretism related to these communities like the collective mourning of Muslims, 

Hindus, Sikhs and Buddhists over the theft of the Hazratbal relic in The Shadow 

Lines and the Sundarbans islands’ Bon Bibi cult mingling Islamic and Hindu 

elements at the folkloric level in The Hungry Tide, only proves that the conflicts are 

not real or deeply rooted, but one rather politically nurtured by a certain version of 

history which has complicity in the communalist project. Against “the dominant 

tendency...to foreground difference and individuality...his writing makes efforts to 

present a subliminal counter-image of human dividedness by using the history of 

human connectedness as a tool.”9 Now the question is whether this (romantic) tool 

excavated from human cultural history is a match for the wide spread divisive 

tendency. However, Ghosh refers to this not to celebrate the oneness of humanity, but 

to redress the balance by foregrounding the more acceptable as well as pragmatic 

model of unity in diversity, leaving the choice to readers who have to live in stories 

“because stories are there to live in, it [is] just a question of which one you [like]...” 

(Shadow, 201; ellipsis in the original). 

To show a counter model of an arbitrarily bordered world, Ghosh presents the tidal 

islands in The Hungry Tide where man made border appears irrelevant or even 

meaningless against the backdrop of nature’s continuously changing contours. The 

novel through the metaphor of the tidal landscape pictures a utopia where the concept 

                                                 
9  Md. Mominul Islam, “The Project of Syncretism in Amitav Ghosh: Utopian or 

Pragmatic?”, A Research Journal  (Faculty of Arts), Vol. 19., (Rajshahi University, 2014), 
p.32. 
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of land border does not apply, as utopia etymologically means “no place.” From a 

geographical perspective, the Sundarbans have  

no borders here to divide fresh water from salt, river from sea. The tides reach as far as 
three hundred kilometers inland and every day thousands of acres of forest disappear 
underwater only to re-emerge hours later. The currents are so powerful as to reshape the 
islands almost daily – some days the water tears away the entire promontories and 
peninsulas; at other times it throws up new shelves and sandbanks where there were none 
before. (Hungry, 7) 

The changing contours of the islands force their inhabitants to construct permanent 

land and oceanscapes in the mind, inaccessible to the power operators. The Hungry 

Tide projects, through the poetry of nature, Ghosh’s antipartition thesis: boundary 

crossing or living in the map of mind can only make one survive the suffering 

inflicted by an artificially and arbitrarily constructed cartography. In the same line of 

conceiving the cartography, Ghosh’s central woman character in The Hungry Tide, 

the Indian-born American marine zoologist Piya, like Ghosh’s American daughter 

Leela, would like to imaginatively construct India based on the stories told by her 

expatriate father “as a place where there were only two makes of car and where 

middle-class life was ruled by a hankering after for all things foreign” (Hungry 200). 

Or she would change the earlier construction of her ancestral country on the basis of 

her understanding of the land as inhabited by Kanai, a land “as distant from the    

India of her father’s memories as it was from Lusibari and the tide country”  

(Hungry,  200). 

Through his delineation of border issues, Amitav Ghosh delves deep into the 

geopolitics and the political ills of his time. His narratives point to his preference 

lying with the vision of a borderless or restriction free world. But one may question 

whether it is a realistic or a utopian stand on his part to expect a deterritorialised 

global landscape. While some people he portrays, despite occupying physically 

distinct cartographic units, come in contact with others living on the other side of the 

boundaries through “the looking glass border,” some other people entertain further 

invisible lines and circles, “the shadow lines” within the geographically demarcated 

boundaries. Every nation is beset by conflicts within due to differences in opinion 

with respect to drawing or deleting cartographic lines. If the solution is not easy, and 

it is not the purpose of literary representation, viewed from postmodern perspective, 

to prescribe any remedy, at least the author has diagnosed a few major causes of 

internecine as well as international conflicts. All conflicts in some way or other have 

their roots in the wounds inflicted on cartography due to the quick formation of the 

nation-states either through the withdrawal of the imperial authority as in the sub-
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continental context, or quick signing of any agreement. This diagnosis applies to 

other troubled regions of the world; say, for example, the Middle East and the Balkan 

regions. Cartographic wounds by destabilizing tangled cultural roots and shared 

historical legacies, affect people’s thinking processes and misdirect their energy, 

helping the generation of numerous “combat zones,” and not “contact zones” around 

the world.  

To counter the negative effects of cartographic wounds, writers like Ghosh have no 

option but to suggest a point, that is, free movements of human beings across the 

globe can be a potent antidote to the divisive tendencies of the time. Most of his 

characters are therefore found to be in movement, both in imagination and reality, 

space and time. Ipsita Sengupta rightly points out, by global movement, Ghosh 

certainly means “the non-suspect category of travel” that “becomes metonymic of all 

kinds of transference and exchange.”10 The question of category comes up for Ghosh 

and also shows the dark side of globalization through some characters who as a result 

of the mass exodus are turned homeless and forced to do inhuman jobs. In Ghosh’s 

fiction, travel has multidimensional connotations as the concept in the context of the 

global village goes beyond ordinary human movement and covers scientific, cultural, 

and commercial products. Quite naturally, it has to be in the virtual realm also, the 

webbed world of Ghosh’s novel-cum-science fiction The Calcutta Chromosome is 

the ultimate model of surreal/virtual travel across time, space and even bodies.”11 

Moreover, memory, cultivated by the habit of telling and sharing of micro histories, 

provides people with a healing space involving imagination to retrieve the lost map, 

that map of desire, to carry “one beyond the limits of one’s mind to other times and 

other places, and even, if one was lucky, to a place where there was no border 

between oneself and one’s image in the mirror” (Shadow, 32). 

                                                 
10  Ipsita Sengupta, “Whither the Nation-State?—the Debate on Nationalism and its 

Alternatives in Amitav Ghosh’s Fiction,” Maswood Akhter (ed), Musings Post Colonies, 
(Rajshahi: Chinno, 2012), p. 71 

11  Ibid. 
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QUIT INDIA MOVEMENT: MEDIA DISCOURSE AND MASS 
MOBILIZATION IN EASTERN BENGAL* 
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Abstract 
The Quit India Movement of 1942 was the ever-biggest mass movement spear 
headed by the Indian National Congress and was characterized by spontaneous and 
sporadic revolts. It took a violent turn in many urban places across the country. In 
Bengal, it was intense in Kolkata and in some western districts but fairly moderate 
in eastern districts as a whole. Nevertheless, a very tangible evidence of public 
mobilization into this movement in some eastern districts is accessible. But over 
the long period of time as of today, the public history sources on the Quit India 
movement in Eastern Bengal are rare. Newspaper reports are also scanty. The 
archival documents contain only few police reports on public agitations versus 
police actions. However, the historiography of Quit India Movement has remained 
aloof towards what happened in the eastern districts of Bengal, so far. In this 
backdrop, this paper attempts to shed light on the media discourse and mass 
mobilization of the Quit India Movement in Eastern Bengal. 
 
Key words:  Eastern Bengal, eastern districts, mass mobilization, Indian National 

Congress, Muslim League 

Introduction 

Abide by Gandhi’s motto- ‘do or die’, the Quit India Movement, adopted by the 
Indian National Congress on 8 August 1942, turned out to be the biggest civilian 
uprising in the course of Indian independence movement. It was projected initially as 
the mass Civil Disobedience of 1942.1 However, the colonial rulers were challenged 
in a real sense for the first time as it was admitted by India's then Commander-in-
Chief, General Archibald P. Wavell when he broadcast from Delhi saying that danger 
was closer to India than it had been for 150 years. But ‘what would save India’, said 
General Wavell, was her ‘fighting men’, not the ‘undisciplined schoolboys’ and 
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‘ignorant hooligans’.2 Viceroy Linlithgow himself had described this movement as 
‘by far the most serious rebellion since that of 1857’.3 However, Sumit Sarkar argues 
that the ‘Quit India’ resolution was remarkably vague about the details of the coming 
movement.4 Nevertheless, it turned to be a ‘massive and violent’ revolt against the 
colonial establishments.  

History attests that the Quit India Movement was not welcomed by all Indians. There 
were sharp differences of opinion among the nationalist leaders and parties about the 
movement in the face of the national and international crisis of 1942.5  It was also 
proved to be controversial within the Congress. For instance, prominent Congress 
leader Chakravarti Rajagopalachari had quit the Congress over this decision and so 
did many regional leaders. Even Jawaharlal Nehru and Maulana Abul Kalam Azad 
were apprehensive about the movement but accepted it and stuck with Gandhi’s 
leadership.  

The Muslim League did not support the Quit India Movement in response to 
Congress’ opposition to its demand for Pakistan. Sumit Sarkar observes that the 
Muslims almost everywhere kept themselves aloof from 1942 and they remained 
neutral rather than actively hostile or pro-British.6 But Muslim League was active 
against the Quit India Movement at least in some places of Gujarat7 and in Eastern 
Bengal.8 The Muslim League was, however, of the view that if the British left India 
in its current state, the Muslims would be suppressed by the Hindu majority. On the 
other hand, the Communist Party of India, because of their ‘People’s War’ strategy, 
and to get the ban lifted (at that time it was banned by the British government) did 
not support the Quit India Movement.9 The labour class also played a limited and 
short-lived role in the movement. Another large section of the Indian society, not so 
well organized politically, the ‘untouchable’ or dalits, being disturbed by the 
emerging balance of forces within the Congress, did not support this movement.10 
The industrialists, traders and businessmen, in general, were benefited from the 
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World War II in its first phase.11 Therefore, they also did not support the Quit India 
Movement. 

The Indian Imperial Police, the British Indian Army, the Indian Civil Service, 
Princely States were in favour of the British Government. And, the British had the 
support of the Viceroy’s Council which had a majority of Indians. With all these 
supports, the British government had decided on a policy of wholesale repression.12 
Then the wartime emergency powers were taken advantage of to use the army to 
crush this civilian agitation. However, by the end of 1942, the British had definitely 
come out victorious. But “the victory” as Sumit Sarkar argues, “was ambiguous and 
with severe limits, and had been possible only because war conditions had allowed 
really ruthless use of force”.13 

The strongest centres of the Quit India Movement were Bombay, Satara, and 
Ahmedabad in the west, United Provinces (UP) and Bihar in the north, and Bengal 
and Orissa in the east. And, the agencies for this movement were different in 
different places. 14 It is interesting to note that in the Quit India Movement, there 
were frequent gap between the high commands and the local men-in-actions of 
almost every political party. For instance, while the Communist Party’s formal 
position was in favour of the British government, many party members supported the 
Quit India Movement and even took a leading role in different parts of the country.15 
However, as Bandopadyay observes, the Quit India Movement was vigorous in some 
regions, less forceful but more prolonged in others and was fairly moderate in some 
places.16 It appeared to have been most powerful in Bihar in terms of both intensity 
and extent, where the Kisan Sabha had done major preparatory organizational 
groundwork.  

Background of the Quit India Movement 

The Quit India Movement was the most revolutionary anti-colonial movement under 
Gandhi’s leadership. Then, why Gandhi and the Congress had adopted such 
revolutionary movement in 1942? The answer might have been rooted into the 
political scenario of the late 1930s. The Congress leadership did not undertake any 
major movement against the British government in the 1930s. Therefore, the 
ascendency of the Congress was challanged in numerous ways by the emergence of 
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several new poltical forces and the resurgence of some older ones.17 Therefore, they 
were losing control over many trends within the national movement which were 
moving in different directions. In such a situation, as Bhaskar Chakrabarty observes, 
the Congress, after years of organizational weakness, had come up with Quit India 
Movement to ascertain its vitality and organizational power although with limited 
effect in many regions.18 

The decease of the Civil Disobedience movement around 1934 resulted in serious 
contention within the Congress. The socialist and other leftist elements like 
Jayaprakash Narayan, Achhut Patwardhan, Asoke Mehta, Yusuf Mehrali, Narendra 
Dev and Minoo Masani formed the Congress Socialist Party (CSP) in May 1934. 
Jawaharlal Nehru on the other hand, despite his sympathy for socialism never joined 
this group. However, the CSP, which rapidly gained strongholds in UP, ‘was meant 
to operate from within the Congress and tried to change its orientation towards a 
socialist programme’. 19 On the other hand, in order to mobilize peasant grievances 
against the zamindari attacks on their occupancy rights, Swami Sahajanand Saraswati 
had formed the Bihar Provincial Kisan Sabha (BPKS) in 1929. When it was revived 
in 1933, it increasingly came under the influence of the socialists. Around the same 
time, the Kisan Sabha movement gained in momentum in central Andhra districts 
under the leadership of the CSP activist N. G. Ranga. This Kisan movement sought 
to construct a broad front of the peasantry. All these developments on the peasant 
front culminated in the formation of the All India Kisan Sabha (AIKS) at the 
Lucknow session of the Congress in April 1936 with Swami Sahajanand Saraswati as 
its first president. However, the AIKS manifesto contained radical demands, such as 
the abolition of zamindari, graduated income tax on agricultural income, granting of 
occupancy rights to all tenants etc. 20  In the annual conference of 1938, AIKS 
denounced the Gandhian principle of class collaboration and announced that an 
agrarian revolution would be its ultimate goal.21 

The establishment of CSP and AIKS were powerful indicators of the new trends in 
mass politics.22 People were becoming unmanageable and many Congress activists 
and supporters were leaving the party. The younger and more militant nationalists 
rather found their destination in the Communist Party, the Kisan Sabha and other 
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radical organizations. The stout emergence of the All India Forward Bloc (AIFB) in 
1939 under the leadership of Netaji Subash Chandra Bose was also a challenge for 
the Congress leadership. Because it emerged as a faction within the Congress. Bose 
was the leader of the young radical wing of Congress in the late 1920s and 1930s, 
and with their support, he was elected President of Congress in 1938. But his 
idelogies for unconditional independence through violent resistance meant a 
confrontation with Gandhi. However, Bose contested the election in 1939 for second 
time defying Gandhi’s wishes and was re-lected President of Congress defeating 
Gandhi’s own candidate Bhogaraju Pattabhi Sitaramayya. Gandhi took it as his 
personal defeat. 23  Therefore, twelve out of fifteen members of the Working 
Committee resigned immediately and thus forced Bose to resign from the Congress 
presidency. Bose, therefore, resigned from the presidency of Congress and soon after 
he formed the Forward Bloc. Bose became the President of Forward Bloc and aimed 
at consolidating leftwing sections of the Congress. By doing so, he tried to develop 
an alternative leadership inside the Congress. From this point of view, the emergence 
of Forward Bloc was a challenge for Gandhi as well as for the Congress High 
Command. Though the Forward Bloc did not gain much strength out of Bengal but 
the departure of Bose itself was an organizational blow to the Congress. Following 
this, the Congress began to lose its popularity as indicated in the drastic fall in its 
memebership from 4.5 million in 1938-39 to 1.4 million in 1940-41.24  

Motives and Moods of the Quit India Movement 

Under the prevailing circumstances, a mass uprising like Quit India Movement was 
needed by the Congress in order to prove its organizational credibility and to re-
establish the legitimacy among the people who were moving away. And, the Quit 
India Movement had indeed generated great organizational support, vitality, and 
enthusiasm for the Congress. Many of the men-in-actions at different levels were 
strong critiques of Gandhi but despite their critical attitudes towards the central 
leadership, they looked upon Gandhi as the ultimate authority.25 Though Muslim 
League did not support the Quit India Movement but Muslims of many different 
classes and regions were still far from being committed to the Muslim League who 
had supported the Quit India Movement.26 Alternatively, as Pandey observes, at the 
grassroots level, dalit groups, the poorer peasants and landless and menial laborers 
appear to have been somewhat hesitant about joining the rich peasants and small 
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landlords, and the students from a rural or urban petty-bourgeois background who 
provided the spearhead of the Quit India Movement.27  

However, many groups, who had become critiques of the Congress, decided to 
participate in the movement but at the same time, they were introducing particular 
ways of action which were never endorsed by the Congress high command. In 
particular, introducing radicalism by the local men-in-actions was never endorsed by 
the central leadership. It is to be noted that the Quit India Movement started in the 
name of Gandhi but went substantially beyond any confines that Gandhi may have 
envisaged for the movement. In fact, Gandhi was the undisputed leader of this 
movement over which he had little command.  

Interestingly enough, Netaji Subash Chandra Bose had given full support to the Quit 
India Movement though he was no more with Congress. It seems arguable while 
Basu observes that Gandhi’s Quit India Movement was inspired by Netaji’s 
revolutionary activities28 but it is evident that many students ‘even in the remote 
villages’ of eastern Medinipur were inspired more by Netaji than Gandhi. 29 
Moreover, people involved in the Quit India Movement in the Ghazipur District of 
UP recalled that the ‘leadership’ was Gandhi’s but the spirit was that of Bhagat 
Singh. This was strikingly demonstrated in the case of the prati sarkar of Satara. 
Most of the activists here refused to surrender even as late as 1944 when Gandhi 
called for surrender. It means the mantra of ‘do or die’ took precedence over 
Gandhi’s later wishes.30 Mahatma Gandhi’s concern over the outbreak of violence 
was expressed in his letter to the Viceroy. Writing from the jail in late September 
1942, Gandhi described the events of August and September as a ‘calamity’ and 
declared that the people had gone ‘wild with rage to the point of losing self-
control’.31 Including all, there was a gulf of distance between the leaders and their 
people in this movement.  

Bose and Jalal observed that the movement was led by lower-ranking Congress 
leaders since the top leaders had been swiftly sent to jail as soon as the ‘Quit India’ 
resolution was passed.32  On the other hand, watching Patna city on 11 August, 
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Communist leader Rahul Sankrityayana said, “leadership had passed on to the 
rickshaw-pullers, ekka-drivers and other such people whose political knowledge 
extended only this far - that the British were their enemies”.33 Aruna Asaf Ali, the 
‘Brave Heart of the Quit India Movement’34 had also endorsed that it is people who 
had shown the way in the Quit India Movement.35  

However, Sumit Sarkar has identified three phases of the Quit India Movement. In 
the first phase (a week following the Quit India Resolution), it was predominantly an 
urban revolt, ‘massive and violent’ marked by hartals, strikes, boycott, picketing and 
‘clashes with the police and army in most cities’ which were quickly suppressed. In 
the second phase, (from mid-August to the end of September), the focus shifted to the 
countryside with militant students destroying communications on a massive scale and 
leading a veritable peasant rebellion against the British authority in some ways of 
1857. Northern and western Bihar and eastern UP, Medinipur in Bengal, and some 
pockets in Maharashtra, Karnatak, and Orissa were the major centres of this second 
phase, which saw the installation of a number of ‘National Governments’.36 The 
rebellious peasants attacked the visible symbols of the British authority including 
revenue offices, police stations, railway lines, post offices, telegraph wires and poles, 
government buildings and so on. Many police stations were burnt down and arms 
were looted by the revolutionaries. The British administration collapsed in many 
districts of Bombay, Bihar, eastern UP, Bengal (especially in Medinipur) and Orissa. 
This also had brought in severe government crackdown forcing the dissensions to 
move underground. Bandyopadhyay observes that the peasant movement in Bihar 
was brutally suppressed by the British army, which was given a free hand to torture 
and burn down entire villages.37  

The movement, ‘weakened by brutal repression’, from about the end of September 
entered into its ‘longest but also least formidable phase’. This phase was characterized 
by ‘terroristic activity by educated youth directed against communications and police 
and army installations, occasionally rising to the level of guerrilla war’.38 In most 
places where it survived, the movement transformed into a hit-and-run guerrilla 
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campaign which lasted for many months and even years in some regions, 
underscoring on sabotage and individual punishment rather than on efforts to 
mobilize support for mass resistance.39 Beside violent activities such as sabotaging of 
war efforts by dislocating communication systems, this phase was also marked by 
propaganda activities by using various means, including a clandestine radio station 
run by hitherto unknown Usha Mehta (later Dr Usha Mehta, Professor of Politics, 
Bombay University) from somewhere in India. These groups enjoyed huge popular 
support. There was violence at unprecedented scale and the government used it as a 
justification for repression. At least 208 police outposts, 332 railway stations and 945 
post offices had been destroyed, and there had been 664 bomb explosions.40 Sumit 
Sarkar argues that extremely impressive and heroic by any standards, such activities, 
however, were no longer very much of a threat to the British rule.41And, the largely 
unarmed or poorly armed resistance wilted in the face of the ruthless British 
onslaught.42 By the end of 1943, at least 91,836 people had been arrested with the 
highest figures from UP, Bihar and Bombay Presidency.43  

Quit India Movement in Eastern Bengal 

In Bengal, the Quit India Movement was intense in Kolkata and in the districts of 
Medinipur, Hugli, Bankura, Purulia, Birbhum, and Dinajpur but fairly moderate in 
the eastern districts. It was moderate in the eastern districts firstly because of the 
steady weakening of the Congress on one hand, and on the other, the ascendency of 
the Krishak-Praja Party (KPP) since the late 1930s. This political party of Bengal had 
a considerable influence for a short period of time in the late 1930s and early 1940s. 
Under the leadership of A.K. Fazlul Huq, this party with its programme of abolition 
of the zamindari system, making peasants the absolute owner of land, reduction of 
rent rate, freeing the indebted peasants from the bondage of mahajan, providing 
interest free loan to the peasants etc. had won the support of the majority peasantry 
especially in Eastern Bengal. Through a non-communal approach, Huq was able to 
win the support from the schedule caste also. As a result, in the ever first provincial 
election of Bengal in 1937, KPP got 36 out of 250 seats (33 were from Eastern 
Bengal) and formed a coalition government with Muslim League. Thus, Eastern 
Bengal became the stronghold for the KPP. It is to be noted that as the Chief Minister 
of Bengal, Fazlul Huq was dutiful to maintain law and order in Bengal but at the 
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same time, he was sympathetic towards the Congress demand.44 Secondly, as it was 
everywhere in India, many Congress men in the eastern districts did not support this 
movement. Thirdly, the Muslim League had organized its cadres and supporters 
against the movement considering it a ‘declaration of war against the Muslims’, 
because the Congress was opposed to the demand for Pakistan.45Nevertheless, there 
were considerable mass mobilizations into the Quit India Movement in many places 
of Eastern Bengal.  

Media Discourse on Quit India Movement in Eastern Bengal 

During the Quit India Movement, print media was the primary medium for 
influencing public opinion. But in Eastern Bengal print media were also not so 
strong. There was only one Bengali daily newspaper available in Eastern Bengal 
named The Azad. Though published from Kolkata, it was widely circulated in the 
eastern districts. But this newspaper had supported the Muslim League agenda and, 
therefore, it published news on the Quit India Movement from an anti point of view. 
There was only a weekly, published from Dacca in Bengali named Dacca Prakash 
which was highly pro-government. However, these two newspapers, because of their 
loyalties to the Muslim League and the British government respectively, were against 
the Quit India Movement.    

As has been mentioned earlier, The Azad used to publish news on the Quit India 
Movement from an anti point of view. For instance, on 24 Aswin 1349 of Bengali 
Era (henceforth BE), there was a news titled- ‘evsjvq Ks‡MÖmx †Mvjgvj, Uv½vBj bvRvi‡Z 
AwMœms‡hvM (Chaos in Bengal by the Congress supporters, Tangail Nejarat set on fire)’. 
The title of another news was ‘bvbv ¯’v‡b Ks‡MÖmx D”Q…•LjZv (Perversity by the Congress 
in different places)’. It published another news on 7 Kartik 1349 BE titled- ‘XvKv 
†Kv‡Zvqvjx _vbvq †evgv, evsjv I Avmv‡g Ks‡MÖmx nv½vgv (Bomb exploded in Dacca Kotwali 
Thana, disturbances by the Congress in Bengal and Assam)’. It is clear that the 
texture of the above headlines was anti movement. But the news under each 
headlines were certainly the specimen of the Quit India agitations.  

The pro-government mindset of Dacca Prakash was reflected in its news and 
articles. Its loyalty to the British Government extended to the far - that in their belief, 
the British were ruling India by the will of God. In this regard, Roy Bahadur 
Keshchandra Bandyopadhyay says, “AvR cÖvq †cŠ‡Y `yB kZ ermi hveZ weavZvi 
weavbvbymv‡i Avgv‡`i c~Y¨ Rb¥f~wg fviZe‡l©i m‡½ Bsj¨v‡Ûi †hvMv‡hvM i‡q‡Q (By the will of 

                                                            
44  See for details, Dacca Prakash, 6 September 1942, p. 1. 
45  Taj ul-Islam Hashmi, op. cit., p. 222. 



270 Mohammad Golam Rabbani 

God, our holy motherland India and England have been connected for almost a 
quarter to two hundred years)”.46  

The headlines, chosen by Dacca Prakash such as ‘dwi`cy‡i †Mvjgvj (Chaos in 
Faridpur)’47, ‘WvKNi AvμvbÍ (Post Office was attacked)’48, ‘†ijI‡q aŸs‡m g„Zy¨`Ð (Death 
penalty for destroying railway)’49 etc. prove that this weekly was trying to create an 
anti-movement public opinion. The intention behind these kind of headlines was to 
portray the movement as a nuisance as well as to create panic among the Quit India 
agitators. It had also published series of commentary reports on the Quit India 
Movement by some distinguished authors under the title of ‘Ks‡MÖm IqvwK©s KwgwUi 
cÖ¯Íve m¤̂‡Ü ỳÕGKwU K_v (Few words about the proposal of the Congress Working 
Committee)’.  

The Dacca Prakash had strongly supported the British-led war against the Axis 
powers for the cause of the so-called democracy and freedom of all people 
worldwide. In this regard, M. L. Dhananjay Roy wrote in Dacca Prakash, “e„wUk 
MfY©‡g‡›Ui weiæ‡× Avgv‡`i eû Awf‡hvM _vK‡Z cv‡i, wKš‘ eZ©gv‡b mg¯Í c„w_exi Rbmvavi‡bi 
¯^vaxbZv‡K wecbœ K‡i wek„sLjv m„wó Kiv †Kvbfv‡eB mgxPxb bq (We may have so many 
allegations against the British Government but at present it is not reasonable to create 
turbulence by jeopardizing the freedom of all people of the whole world)”.50 He had 
also warned that this movement would not get support from workers and peasants 
who consisted 80 percent of the total population of India. On the other hand, 
Sultanuddin Ahammad argued that Mahatma Gandhi has called the Englishmen to 
quit India at a moment when it has become a duty of every Indian to help the Allies 
powers to defeat the Axis powers for the sake of liberty and peace worldwide.51  

Roy Bahadur Keshchandra Bandyopadhyay argued that this movement was not 
supported by all Indians. He also argued that the Congress was not the only political 
party of this country and that even there was no unity among the Congressmen. He 
warned that because of the Quit India Movement, India would lose the sympathy of 
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the independent nations which it would need for independence. And thus, the 
independence of India might suffer a setback.52 Akshaya Kumar Ghoshal argued that 
if this proposal (Quit India) would be implemented, in any consideration, it would be 
suicidal even for the Congress. In his view, there was not much disagreement 
between the Government and the Congress. If both parties would deal the issues with 
goodwill and practical knowledge, whatever disagreements they had ‘could have 
been resolved by the mediation of the United States, China, and the neutral 
prominent citizens of the country’.53    

However, even with their pro-governmental stance, the newspapers were not free 
from censorship. On 8 August 1942, the day of the commencement of the Quit India 
Movement, government released an order that ‘under the Sub-section (B) of the 
Section 41 (B) of the Defence of India Act 1915, no printer, publisher or editor can 
publish any news about the public uprising of the Congress (speech or press release 
of the public exterminators) or about the government actions against the movement 
except they receive them from any authorized sources such as Government Press, 
Associated Press, United Press, Orient Press or any authorized journalist’.54  

Mass Mobilization in Eastern Bengal  

For a number of reasons, the mass mobilization in the Quit India Movement in 
Eastern Bengal was moderate. Firstly, the dominant political party of this region, 
Muslim League was opposed to the movement. Secondly, KPP, the other dominant 
political party, was running the provincial government of Bengal in coalition with 
Muslim League and did not support the Quit India Movement. Thirdly, Eastern 
Bengal in general and its south-eastern parts, in particular, were under continuous 
threats of Japanese attack since the fall of Burma in March 1942. In the face of 
continuous Japanese threats, the British government had deployed a large number of 
soldiers and war amenities and maintained tight security in these regions which, 
perhaps, squeezed the scale of the Quit India Movement.  

Fourthly, Master Da Surya Sen and his revolutionary forces were brutally suppressed 
in the mid-1930s. Surya Sen was a member of Congress but he had his own 
revolutionary ideas and spirit. By recruiting young teenagers and turning them into 
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revolutionaries he fought fearlessly against the British authority. It is true that his 
revolutionary activities were confined in Chittagong but the revolutionaries from 
other parts of Bengal were greatly influenced by his leadership. However, after the 
suppression of Surya Sen and his comrades, the majority of the revolutionaries of this 
region had joined the Communist Party of India (CPI) which was opposed to the 
movement.55 So, there was a lack of men-in-actions for the Congress in Eastern 
Bengal. The CPI, on the other hand, was rather fighting ‘the All-People’s war against 
fascism and for world liberation’. However, the Chittagong CPI declared that ‘the 
war against fascism’ is their ‘road to freedom’.56 All these resulted in a moderate 
mobilization in the eastern districts. Yet, the Quit India agitation took a violent turn 
in many urban places resulting in burning down and looting of revenue offices, police 
stations, railway lines, post offices, telegraph wires and poles, government buildings 
etc. However, the Quit India agitations in Eastern Bengal came to an end by 
December 1942.  

There were no violent demonstrations by peasants in Eastern Bengal where the 
population was predominantly Muslims. Women also did not play a conspicuous part 
in the movement, but a few women were attending meetings, taking part in 
processions, or picketing schools in Dacca, Barisal, Jessore, Dinajpur, Bogra, 
Rajshahi and Gaibandha (Rangpur).57 However, teachers had played a considerable 
part in encouraging the students. Many teachers had pretended inability to attend 
classes on account of picketing, thus directly contributing to the closing of 
schools/colleges and the release of students for the Congress programme. Even, at 
some places, the protest of Muslim students against frequent interferences with their 
studies were not heeded by the school and college authorities.58  

No particular information of Quit India agitation in Dacca University is available in 
the accessible sources. It is to be noted that the campus of Dacca University had 
become a battlefield hospital during the World War II. The British army had 
embarked Salimullah Hall, Jagannath Hall and the adjacent areas, and turned them 
into a hospital for the treatment of the wounded soldiers. A large number of 
temporary barracks were also made in the open places of Nilkhet for this purpose. 
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Therefore, because of the heavy presence of armies, Dacca University was, indeed, 
under threat.59 These could have led to no Quit India agitations in Dacca University. 
But to avoid agitations, Dacca University remained close from 7 September to 25 
October.60 

It is evident in some British secret documents that the Jugantor Party and Anushilan 
Samiti were active to some extent in the Quit India agitations in the eastern districts. 
In some cases, the agitations in the eastern districts found to be coordinated by the 
Jugantor leaders from Kolkata. The Jugantor Party, as remarked by its then leader 
Jyotish Bhaumik, was working underground to create a deadlock in the machinery of 
British government. They had paid special attention to the coastal districts. 
Therefore, leaders like Hemanta Tarafdar, Sudhir Ghosh, Bhupendra Mazumdar, 
Bina Das and Kamala Das Gupta had visited the coastal districts of Bengal. Jyotish 
Bhaumik desired to organize all the districts of Bengal to carry out acts of sabotage. 
Jugantor’s plan was to recruit and trained bands of young men to wage guerrilla 
warfare for the independence of India.61   

Sudhir Ghosh succeeded Jyotish Bhaumik as the leader of Jugantor after Jyotish 
Bhaumik was arrested in October 1942. Sudhir Ghosh was looking young men who 
would throw bombs according to his scheme. The plan was to stage bomb outrages 
against Intelligence Branch and Special Branch officers in Calcutta and D. I. B. 
officers in Dacca, Mymensingh, Bakerganj and Tippera, in the third week of 
November. On the night he was arrested, Sudhir Ghosh intended to meet a member 
of Dacca who wanted to show him some explosives he had procured to blow up 
bridges.62  However, the Quit India agitation in East Bengal was under government 
crackdown from the very beginning. Wholesale arrest of young people took place in 
almost every urban places of Eastern Bengal. Nevertheless, as the movement went 
on, many people of Eastern Bengal particularly the students took violent part and 
challenged the colonial rulers as it would appear from the following narratives. 

Dacca, Munshiganj and Narayanganj 

The urban areas of Dacca, Narayanganj and Munshiganj took a sporadic violent turn 
in the Quit India Movement. It is to be noted that a Congress member from Dacca 
was attending the AICC meeting at Bombay where the ‘Quit India’ resolution was 
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passed.63 The AICC resolution was brought by delegates from Bombay and was 
locally printed and circulated in Dacca. A Council of Action was formed in Dacca 
and a War Council was formed in Munshiganj under Congress leader Dr Indra 
Narayan Sen who had mobilised terrorist support to carry out acts of sabotage. A 
meeting of the War Council was held in Munshiganj on 20 August. However, the 
District Congress Committee of Dacca issued their own programme of action.64  

School students were prominent in organizing hartals in Dacca, Narayanganj, 
Faridpur and in some other districts of Eastern Bengal from 9 to 11 August. 65 
Students from many schools of Narayanganj came out from the classrooms with 
slogans in favour of the movement. A students’ procession was lathi-charged in front 
of Eden Girl’s College.66  

On 13 August, the Munsif’s court of Dacca was attacked and burnt down by a large 
crowd. Police opened fire and as a result, one person was killed and several were 
wounded.67 A police outpost and six post offices were also attacked and records were 
burnt down. Telephone, telegraph, and the railway lines were cut and roads all 
around Dacca were blocked. Police used tear gas to disperse the mobs in many places 
of Dacca. On 14 August, the post offices of Nawabpur, Wari, Tikatuli, Laxmi Bazar, 
Farashganj and Walter Road were burnt down. There were strikes in the Dhakeswari 
Cotton Mills, Chittaranjan Cotton Mills and Laxmi Narayan Cotton Mills in Dacca.68 

On 15 August, clashes took place between the police and the mobs and police opened 
fire in many places in Dacca.69 The Gendaria Railway Station, which lies between 
Dacca and Narayanganj, was looted and set on fire. There were bomb explosions in 
many places, especially in the houses of some police officers in Dacca.70 On 17 
August, two post offices of Farashganj were burnt down. 71  Armanitola School, 
Teachers Training College, and Imperial Tobacco Company were attacked by the 
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mobs.72 In connection with these, 19 young people were arrested from Shankhari 
Nagar regions.73  

In a fortnight report to the Viceroy Linthithgow, dated 25 August 1942, the then 
Governor of Bengal J. A. Herbert wrote, “…the outbreak of serious disorders has 
been limited to Calcutta and Dacca, in both of which firing has had to be resorted to 
by the police on a number of occasions. In Calcutta, the situation is almost normal. In 
Dacca city, it has greatly improved, and in the mofussil areas of Dacca district it is 
improving.”74 In the successive fortnight report to the Viceroy, dated 5 September 
1942, Herbert wrote, “Dacca has given trouble, both in the city and the mofussil”.75  

A report of the Sub-divisional Officer of Dacca on ‘Firing at Sadarghat’, Memo No 
2427 C, dated 11 September 1942, forwarded by the District Magistrate of Dacca, 
stated that on 11 August 1942, riotous mob gathered at the Sadarghat Crossing and 
roughly handled the traffic constables on duty there. City S.P. Sgt. Jones hastened to 
the spot with a composite force of four armed and six unarmed constables. On his 
arrival Sgt. Jones found one mob to the south and another to the west of the 
Sadarghat crossing. The mobs were comprised of roughly 200 men each. They were 
shouting slogans. Sgt. Jones ordered unarmed constables to disperse the crowds. 
About five minutes later the crowds on the south and west appeared and began to 
through brickbats at the police. Sgt. Jones was hit in the back with a brickbat. He 
asked two constables to proceed to the police office for reinforcements as the crowds 
were getting larger. As the police bus was about to start for getting reinforcements, it 
was attacked from the north and east by two other mobs, who hurled brickbats. Sgt. 
Jones then fired two rounds from his six-chambered revolver. Then the crowd 
retreated to some distance but after five minutes they again attacked the police. Mr 
Haywood appeared at the spot at this stage with another force of 10 armed constables 
and tear smoke squad but failed to disperse the crowds. Mr Jones, Mr Heywood, and 
4-5 constables were hit. Mr Heywood after warning the crowd directed one round of 
musket shot to be fired toward the west. One man was killed as a result.76 

The Sadarghat incident was summed up in the report thus - 

It would appear from the facts described above that the crowds, which had collected on all 
four sides of the Sadarghaat crossing, had a threatening and defiant attitude from the 
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beginning; that even two revolver shots had no effect on them and that they continued to 
attack the police party with brickbats hitting some of them. It seems that there was no 
other way of dispersing these riotous mobs except by firing. It would further appear that 
even after one man had been shot down, the crowd on the northern side did not stop until 
several shots were fired at them.77 

However, following the Sadarghat incident, police besieged a playground in 
Ekrampur of Dacca and arrested 12 agitators under the Defence of India Act 1915.78 
The Nawabganj Thana was attacked by the Quit India agitators. Police opened fire on 
the armed mob and killed one person while several others were injured. One 
constable was also killed by a hit of borsa (spear).79 Five young men were arrested 
under allegation of attacking the Nawabganj Thana.80 After few days, four more, 
linked with the Nawabganj Thana attack, were arrested under the Defence of India 
Act 1915.81  

There was a revolt in the Dacca Prison on 31 August. Government sources said that 
the prisoner came from Kolkata, had attacked the Superintendent and other officials 
of the prison. Then the prison police opened fire on the rebellious prisoners and as a 
result, at least 29 were killed and 132 others were injured. One staff of the prison was 
also killed and several others were injured.82 Under these circumstances, the District 
Magistrate of Dacca had issued the 144 Section of the Criminal Law in Dacca city on 
6 September.83  

The Collegiate School of Dacca was picketed and the laboratory of the school was set 
on fire on 12 September.84 A number of young suspects were arrested by the Special 
Branch from Dacca on 22 September 1942.85 The District Magistrate of Dacca had 
issued a ban on public movement across the rail lines. He ordered to arrest any 
suspects found near to the rail lines and telegraph weirs, under Section 35 of the 
Defence of India Act 1915. An order was also issued to shot on spot if anybody 
found destroying rail lines or telegraph weirs.86 The Dacca Municipal office was 
picketed by young agitators on 28 September and, therefore, many of its officials 
could not join their office.87 A bomb was exploded in the Dacca Kotwali Thana.88  
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In September, Khadi Group leader Birendra Saha Poddar had urged revolutionaries to 
lead the movement in Bikrampur of Munshiganj. But the police attacks and arrests 
had weakened the hold of the Khadi Group over the local Congress in Bikrampur.89 
However, a group of approximately 30 people had attacked the Baghia Post and 
Telegraph Office of Tangibari Thana and burnt down official papers and telegraph 
tools. 90  The Mugdapara Post Office at Bikrampur and government offices at 
Deubhog were attacked and destroyed or severely damaged. Three people were killed 
on 14 September while police opened fire on mobs in Taltola.91 

Faridpur 

The Quit India Movement had mobilized most of the students in Faridpur, and the 
city had seen frequent processions, meetings, and student strikes. And, sabotage 
activities spread into the nearby villages. The Faridpur District Congress Committee 
was reported to receive Rs. 1,000 from the Bengal Provincial Congress Committee to 
meet the expenses of the movement. Nani Gopal Bhattacharji of Chaocha, the 
Secretary of Gopalganj Congress Committee had brought a large stock of Congress 
leaflets from Calcutta.92 Under these circumstances, the Congress office at Faridpur 
was searched by the security forces and many papers were seized including a leaflet 
‘inciting to violence’. 93   

On 5 September, a student procession in Madaripur was lathi-charged. There was a 
class with the public when police came to arrest a local leader named Suresh 
Banerjee. However, the police managed to cause a Hindu-Muslim riot in Manga.94On 
12 September, a procession came out and moved around Faridpur town and gathered 
in front of the Ambika Hall for a public meeting. Then the police had barricaded all 
the entrance of the Ambika Hall and surrounded them and ordered them to disperse. 
The mob tried to break the police barricade, and then a conflict took place between 
the mob and the police. The mob started brick-batting and the police acted with lathi-
charge. Some police and many protesters were injured and five people were 
arrested.95  

Another procession of almost five hundred students had come out and moved around 
the Faridpur town on the evening of 17 September. The procession had moved on to 
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the District Judicial building and asked the government servants to quit their jobs. In 
the end, they held a public meeting in Kalibari of the town and called for student 
strike for an indefinite period of time.96  

On 19 September, police forcefully tried to disperse a public meeting at Bhanga. 
Then crowd attacked on police and as a result, a Sub-Inspector of Bhanga Thana was 
murdered and two constables were wounded.97 The Bashantapur Railway Station 
near Faridpur was set on fire on 28 September 1942.98 As a consequence, the people 
of Bhanga and nearby places were repressed for many days and wholesale fines were 
imposed on them.99 

Chittagong, Noakhali and Comilla 

Quit India agitations took place in the urban areas of Chittagong. The members of the 
local Jugantor Party had taken part with members of the Anushilan Samiti in the 
derailing of the goods train in Tripura District in September 1942.100 In October, an 
emissary of the Jugantor Party was sent from Calcutta to explain to the Chittagong 
members that they were to take part in the movement according to the combined plan 
of the Congress, the Khadi Group, the Jugantor Party, the Congress Socialist Party, 
and the Forward Bloc and that explosives would be sent.101 However, a number of 
young people were arrested by the Special Branch from Chittagong and Comilla on 
22 September 1942.102 

In Chittagong, five post offices and a khas mahal office were burnt down at Mirsarai 
and the railway lines were tampered with on 1 November. This was the result of a 
scheme hatched between members of the Jugantor Party in that part of Chittagong 
district and Feni in Noakhali since the end of September. It was reported that the 
leading Noakhali members of this scheme had been sent there from Calcutta by 
Sudhir Ghosh. Some post offices in Noakhali were also attacked.103 Rail lines were 
removed in Comilla.104  
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After the incidents at Mirsarai, members of Sukhendu Bikash Datta’s group and the 
Jugantor Party were eager to commit further acts of sabotage. But police actions had 
paralyzed these groups by arrests in Chittagong and Noakhali. 105 However, the 
revolutionary groups in Chittagong were eager to play their proper part in the 
movement but had been unable to do so because of the absence of leadership.106 

Mymensingh and Tangail 

In Mymensingh, there were many attacks on the railways and the post offices. A 
government godown was burnt down. On 21 August, crowds attacked the sales-tax 
and the income tax offices. On 12 September, agitators set fire on Muktagaccha Post 
Office. Rayer Bazaar and Atherbari bazaar were also attacked.107 The Nejarat of 
Tangail District was set on fire.108 As a part of wholesale arrest across the country, 
few young people were arrested by the Special Branch from Mymensingh on 22 
September.109 However, the Jugantor members in Mymensingh and Tangail were 
active until November 1942. A member who was in hiding had written to others 
urging them to do something real to maintain the traditions of the party. But the 
police actions had discouraged them.110  

Barisal and Bakerganj 

In Barisal, the Jugantor Party, under the guidance of Sudhir Aich, Kanti Chatterji and 
Nayananjan Das Gupta were working to spread the movement to various parts of the 
district and to get the Namasudras to take part in it. With this purpose, Nayananjan 
Das Gupta had received some explosives from Sudhir Ghosh. Police had seized 
patrol from the house of a member. In December, two members from Barisal were 
reported to be in Calcutta trying to buy explosives from a member of the Khadi 
Group. The local members had stolen acids from the college.111 But they were not 
successful in their plans in the face of heavy police attacks. The District Congress 
Committee of Bakerganj issued their own course of action112 and there were attacks 
on defenceless post offices and telegraph weirs in Bakerganj.113 
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Rangpur and Dinajpur 

Series of Quit India agitations took place in the urban areas of Rangpur and Dinajpur 
districts. In parts of Rangpur and Dinajpur, some local Congress leaders in 
association with the ‘rebel’ CPI leaders had organized several hunger marches by 
poor peasants and labourers against the government in order to mobilize mass 
support for the Quit India Movement. These marches sometimes led to the looting of 
food grain from local jotedars’ granaries and Marwari traders’ shops.114 However, 
copies of propaganda leaflets received from Calcutta were circulated to all Primary 
Congress Committees for action.115 On 23 September, a group of Rajbansis, Polias 
and Santhals, armed with bows and arrows attacked a police party in Dinajpur. The 
crowd snatched away two police muskets and some ammunitions. In the police firing 
that followed, three persons were killed and several were wounded.116 Following 
these, a large number of Quit India agitators were arrested from Rangpur and 
Dinajpur. 

Rajshahi and Bogra 

The urban areas of Rajshahi and Bogra were also mobilized into the Quit India 
Movement. As part of sabotaging and dislocating communication systems, two letter 
boxes were dislocated from Ganakpara and Kumarpara in the Rajshahi city. Five 
boys were arrested under the Defence of India Act 1915 for burning down the 
Nowgaon Post Office.117 And, many other agitators were arrested in Rajshahi and 
Bogra. 

Khulna, Jessore and Bagerhat 

Quit India agitations took place in the urban areas of Khulna, Jessore and Bagerhat in 
a more coordinated way. In Khulna, the members of the Jugantor Party, the 
Anushilan Samiti, the Forward Bloc, and the Bengal Labour Association had met and 
discussed to attack post offices, police stations and railways in October. But their 
plans were checked by prompt police searches and arrests. Similar plans were 
discussed by the Bagerhat Jugantor group and it was decided to set fire to railway 
stations on 28 November but prompt preventive action was taken by the police and 
four members were arrested. Some patrol was found in the latrine at one railway 
station. In Jessore, the Jugantor Party was leading the Congress movement and was 
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planning the cutting of telegraph weirs but could not carry out successfully.118 A mob 
had burnt down the Assistant Station Master’s office in Jessore.119 

Conclusion 

The Quit India Movement was the most revolutionary independence movement in 
India after the Great Rebellion of 1857. But for a number of reasons, mass 
mobilization into this movement was fairly moderate in Eastern Bengal. Yet, people 
from many urban places of Eastern Bengal, especially the students were mobilized 
into this movement and they had accepted all the brutal suppressions and sacrificed 
many lives for the independence of India. In terms of immediate achievement, this 
movement failed because of government’s crackdown, weak co-ordination and the 
lack of a precise course of action. But the martyrs of this movement with enormous 
popular support had forced the British Raj in India to fall back on its coercive 
foundations.120  So, the ultimate impact of the Quit India Movement was pivotal 
towards the freedom of India. However, the most interesting part of this movement 
was that the leadership was passed on to peasants, rickshaw-pullers, ekka-drivers and 
‘illiterate’ villagers. Bandyopadhyay argues that when the dalit peasants and other 
poorer classes participated in the Quit India Movement, their motivation was 
different from those of the educated youth and the middleclass peasants. They were 
not even organized either by Congress or the Communist. But the commonly shared 
dominant tone was of anti-imperialism that united them and, in the villages, it even 
overshadowed the existing anti-feudal tendencies. 121  Aruna Asaf Ali has rightly 
viewed that it is the general people who had shown the way in the Quit India 
Movement.  
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“Hold fast to dreams 
For if dreams die 
Life is a broken-winged bird 
That cannot fly” 

- Langston Hughes1 

Professor Nurul Islam, widely known for his role in 
economic policy making for Bangladesh before and 
after the independence, has lived a life of a principled 
and honest person. As an individual who has closely 
observed the transformation of Bengali society since 
the British period and actively took part in shaping its 
policies in different phases, Professor Islam’s journey 
of life is an exemplary one for those who are keen in 
understanding the intersectional role of politics, 
economics, diplomacy, among others, in a society. 
Echoing Langston Hughes’ above mentioned lines, he 
did not abandon dreaming in life that encouraged him 
to face and embrace what life had to offer.  

Professor Islam has eloquently depicted the canvas of his life in a lucid way in the 
autobiography entitled An Odyssey: The Journey of My Life. The book comprises of 
seven chapters that not only sheds light on accounts of his personal upbringing, but 
also discusses the academic and policy related environments of home and abroad with 
great caution and sincerity. A conscious reader can travel through the lanes of history 
in the book and have a bird’s eye view of the state building process of Bangladesh. The 
book also puts forth some brilliant ideas that academicians and politicians alike should 
mull over to understand Bangladesh better. 

Nurul Islam, the storyteller, first takes the readers to a tour through his childhood days 
and surrounding environments in the chapter “Transition from Chittagong to Dhaka 
University” where he discusses at length the reality of the time for an aspiring young 
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Muslim man wishing to step up the societal ladder. Through his tales, one can well 
understand the social tension of Hindu-Muslim relations in 1930s and 1940s. He 
vividly shares the experience of feeling the excitement of Muslim students in 1946-
1947 around “Larke-Lenge Pakistan” slogan. Soon after the independence of Pakistan, 
it did not take much time for him though to realize that, “Pakistan was a concept, not 
a country”.2 

Upon receiving MA degree in Economics from the University of Dhaka, Professor 

Nurul Islam secured a competitive scholarship to pursue doctoral studies at Harvard 

University. He describes this episode of life in the next chapter titled “At Harvard 

University- New Horizons”. Readers will find it interesting how Professor Islam, in 

his words, “witnessed Henry Kissinger’s proverbial vanity and tendency to bend the 

truth to feed his ego”3 during the latter’s visit to Bangladesh in 1973, thanks to his prior 

knowledge of Kissinger during Harvard years. Among many incidents shared in the 

chapter, the following sentence that he remembers from PhD commencement 

ceremony reminds why the book is an enlightening one for the readers regardless of 

their age: “Education was what we retained in our thought and analytical processes, 

after we had forgotten all that was taught in our classes”.4 

After successfully completing doctoral studies at Harvard University, Professor Islam 

joined the University of Dhaka as Associate Professor in Economics. In the chapter 

titled “Teaching at Dhaka University”, he provides a riveting narrative of the academic 

environment of the university at the time. From the tales of his days of teaching at the 

university, one can compare the differences in the classroom culture that has evolved 

over the years. Teaching at the university aided him in working as a member of small 

group of economists on issues of East Pakistan-West Pakistan economic relations and 

subsequently on the six-points program and in the Planning Commission after 

independence.  

Professor Nurul Islam’s close association with policy making began in 1964 when he 

joined as a Director at the Pakistan Institute of Development Economics (PIDE). There 

he gained first-hand experience of the lackadaisical approach of the West Pakistani 

elite towards the genuine concerns of East Pakistan which he describes with examples 

in the chapter titled “My Days in Pakistan”. It is due to this experience Professor Islam 

was skeptical about the success of the power sharing negotiations that took place in 

                                                            
2  Nurul Islam, An Odyssey: The Journey of My Life, Prothoma, 2017, pp. 288, p. 34 
3  Ibid, p. 53 
4  Ibid, p. 61 
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March 1971 with the West Pakistani rulers. It is often said that PIDE was the only asset 

that Bangladesh was lucky to get after independence among all common assets of 

Pakistan,5 thanks to his lobbying efforts. 

Since 1969, Professor Nurul Islam was actively involved in advising Bangabandhu 
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman on the constitutional framework of Pakistan based on six-
points program. After the notorious military crackdown that began on the night of 
March 25, 1971, Professor Islam left Dhaka on foot to seek refuge in India. His tale of 
those turbulent months will introduce readers to a unique perspective of seeing the war 
from East Pakistan, India and the United States. 

After Bangladesh became independent, upon Bangabandhu’s request, Professor Islam 
joined the first Planning Commission of Bangladesh as Deputy Chairman. He shares 
in great detail the decision-making conundrums of a newly established country in the 
chapter entitled “Planning Commission and After”. For anyone who is genuinely 
interested in understanding the complexities of institution building in a newly born 
developing country, tensions between civil and military leadership, attitude of the 
bureaucrats towards technical experts, dilemmas faced at home and abroad to choose 
between ideology and necessity—the chapter elucidates an enlightening first-hand 
account of a person who has experienced ins and outs of decision making process at 
the initial stage of Bangladesh. 

Facing various structural constraints, Professor Islam decided to leave the Planning 

Commission in early 1975. After the dark month of August 1975 when Bangabandhu 

and his family members were brutally assassinated, Professor Nurul Islam never came 

back to work anywhere in Bangladesh in successive years. 

However, as a person of high caliber and competence, it was never late for him to seek 

another world. He joined as a fellow at the Oxford University in 1975, and in later 

years, worked as the Assistant Director General (ADG) of the Economic and Social 

Policy Department at the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations 

(FAO-UN). In the chapter titled “A Decade at UN/FAO”, Professor Islam narrates the 

challenges of an international organization like the UN in balancing the demands of 

the developing countries and meager attitude of the developed countries. Opting to 

work in the field of research and writing, Professor Islam later joined the International 

Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) as Research Adviser and moved to the United 

States from Italy where he resides now. 

                                                            
5  Ibid, p. 124 



286 Md. Rezwanul Haque Masud 

Professor Nurul Islam shares insightful thoughts on ever evolving patterns of life, 
society and culture in the chapter titled “Life in Washington and in Retirement”. He 
draws attention to the dangers of Saudi patronization of religious education, lack of 
interest in young generation to read history books, overemphasis on internet media to 
gain information, need to study Islam theoretically, necessity of understanding the 
nature and extent of army’s engagement in and influence over the economy and so on. 
He recommends establishing Social Science Research Council to produce high quality 
socio-economic research for the betterment of the country. Professor Islam laments in 
the end the atmosphere of fear and self-censorship that prevails in Bangladesh in recent 
times. He suggests that the regimes in power should ensure transparency at all levels 
to maintain an environment of liberal democracy. 

Life events of a person of Professor Nurul Islam’s stature not only highlight his own 
stories, but also can reflect the historical events like a mirror of the time. As expected, 
his Odyssey does not disappoint in this regard. At some point, his narratives may appear 
to be too personal and not comprehensive enough, nonetheless, the treasures that he 
shares in the book overshadow the minuscule weaknesses. Those who want to know 
the life of a proud son of this soil, achieve excellence in ensuring quality in different 
aspects of life, Professor Nurul Islam’s Odyssey can be an enriching read. 

Like Jane Hirshfield’s poem, Professor Islam at times appears to have the following 
tone in the book: “My life was the size of my life”.6 However, considering the awe and 
respect with which he is regarded, it would not be an exaggeration to state that the 
following lines echo well with him: 

“And did you get what 
you wanted from this life, even so? 
I did. 
And what did you want? 
To call myself beloved, to feel myself 
beloved on the earth.” 
‐ Raymond Carver7 

 
Md. Rezwanul Haque Masud* 

 

                                                            
6  John Hirshfield, My Life was the Size of My Life, 2004, available at https://www. 

newyorker.com/magazine/2014/03/10/my-life-was-the-size-of-my-life 
7  Raymond Carver, “Late Fragments”, A New Path to the Waterfall, Atlantic Monthly Press, 

1989, available at https://wordsfortheyear.com/2014/07/07/late-fragment-by-raymond-
carver/ 

*     Lecturer, Department of International Relations, University of Dhaka, E-mail: masud.rezwan@du.ac.bd 
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