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Ethnicity in Bangladesh
Power relations
Population estimates: CIA: 156.05 million (2010 est.) - 89.5% Muslims, 9.6% Hindus
FH: 162.22 million (2010 est.)
UN (as cited by BBC): 162.2 million (2009 est.)
Population estimates (Update 2010 - 2013): There was no mention
of major population changes during the period 2010 – 2013, hence
the population ﬁgures are left unadjusted in the 2010 - 2013 update.
General Remarks (Update 2010 - 2013): Noteworthy with regards
to all religious and ethnic minorities is that, according to the 2013
US Country Report on Human Rights Practices on Bangladesh,
“instances of societal violence against religious and ethnic minorities persisted, although many government and civil society leaders
claimed these acts had political or economic motivations and should
not be attributed wholly to religious beliefs or aﬃliations”. Also,
while there are no laws prohibiting minorities from participating in
politics, no parliamentary seats are allocated to them (121 ). Instead,
“political participation . . . is highly factional . . . and continues to
be shaped by a very small, relatively homogenous elite” (122 ). Nevertheless, minorities do participate in politics, as was shown in the
2008 national election, which included a large proportion of minority
voters (123 ). On the whole, however, the general lack of improvement
in the situation of minority communities during the current update
period (124 ; 125 ; 126 ) suggests that politics has remained exclusive.
Bengali Muslims: The Muslims are clearly the predominant ethnic
group in Bangladesh. Nine out of ten Bangladeshis are Muslim and
speak Bengali. Since independence in 1971 the head of state and all
important government positions have been occupied by a Bengali
Muslims. This was by no means an assurance for Bengali Muslims
to enjoy all the perks of owning the state. Authoritarian spells and
bitter inﬁghting between the two major parties, the Awami League
(AL) and the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), led to prosecution of opposition ﬁgures and/or dissidents. Nevertheless, it is
clear that in comparison to all other ethnic groups, Bengali Muslims
are the only group that has had unrestricted and continuous access
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to state power. Therefore the extension of the previous dominant
coding until 2009 appears justiﬁed despite the intermittent authoritarian spell from 2007-2008 during which the main political parties
were banned. Not surprisingly, the interim military and bureaucratic
"caretaker" government consisted of ethnic Bengali Muslims.
Bengali Muslims (Update 2010 – 2013): During this period, the political crisis (polarization and dysfunction), and related social instability and political violence, triggered by the intense power struggles
between the AL and the BNP continued unabated, or according to
some sources even increased (127 ; 128 129 ; 130 ). Human rights abuses
remained a problem, and there was a surge in political violence in
2012, especially as a result of inter- and intraparty clashes (131 ; 132 ;
133 ). The AL, in power since 2008, again won the 2014 national elections. Overall, however, the position of ethnic Bengali Muslims at
the head of government was sustained, in view of which the existing
dominant coding is extended to 2013.
Bengali Hindus: Hindus are the largest minority in Bangladesh,
constituting around 10% of the population but they share common
links with the Muslim majority by speaking the same language (Bengali). Hindus were primary targets of the Pakistani army in the
civil war of 1971 and many of them were displaced during the ﬁghting. Already before the Bangladeshi parliament had voted to make
Islam the state religion in 1988 (134 ), Hindus were victims of discrimination and persecution. After the war was over the Bangladesh
government gave previously Hindu-owned land to Muslims. While
the government denies any accusations, Hindus have been the main
target of violent outbursts and riots (135 ) especially around election times. This is the main justiﬁcation for our coding of political
discrimination. The second minor motivation is the government’s
failure to protect Hindus from coercive displacement. Despite some
eﬀorts to protect Hindus, Freedom House (136 ) reports that "land
rights for the Hindu minority remain tenuous despite the annulment
of the Vested Property Act in 2001." However, there are some signs
for improvements: "Although religious minorities have the right to
worship freely, they face societal discrimination and remain underrepresented in politics and state employment. A trend of increased
intolerance and attacks on minorities was reversed in 2009, as the
new government made explicit commitments to defend minority
rights ... Other positive steps taken by the avowedly secular AL
government included the appointment of several individuals from
minority groups to leadership positions, the initiation of curriculum
reform in the religious schools (madrassahs), and the provision of
additional security at religious celebrations." How successful such inclusive measures will turn out to be remains to be seen. Until then,
the discrimination coding until 2009 should be extended.
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Bengali Hindus (Update 2010 – 2013): During this period, religious minorities continued to face societal discrimination and harassment, as well as remained underrepresented in politics and state
employment, despite some of the eﬀorts outlined above to have taken
place as of 2009 (137 138 ; 139 ). Land rights for the Hindu community remained vague (140 ; 141 ; 142 ), and they continued to suﬀer
widespread violent attacks, as for example, in 2013 when a number
of Hindus were killed/injured, and their temples, houses and businesses looted/burned by Muslim protesters. Nonetheless, 11 Jamaat
supporters were arrested by the authorities in connection with these
attacks (143 ). Further signs of improvement include the life imprisonment of 11 men in 2011 for the gang rape of a Hindu girl during
anti-Hindu violence (144 ), and the passing of the 2012 Hindu Marriage Bill, which aims to grant legal and social protection to members of the Hindu community, especially women (145 ). Also, in 2011,
the Vested Properties Return Act was passed, which allows Hindus
to reclaim land that was seized from them by the government or
other individuals. Human Rights groups have, however, emphasized
that its implementation has proven extremely slow. Nevertheless,
it is something to watch out for during the next EPR update. In
view of the continuing discrimination of the Hindu minority despite
the above outlined improvements/provisions, it appears justiﬁed to
extend the existing coding until 2013.
Tribal-Buddhists: The Chittagong Hill Tracts are a region in Eastern Bangladesh bordering Northeastern India and Myanmar. The
ﬁrst Prime Minister of Bangladesh Mujibur Rahman demanded of
the tribals to integrate into mainstream Bengali society. The homogenizing policies of the Bengali state led to civil war which was only
partially resolved in 1997 through the Chittagong Hills Peace Accord. However, implementation has stalled, Bengali settlers continue
to take away land from the tribals, and security forces continue to
violate their civil rights. Thus, Freedom House (146 ) summarizes:
"Moreover, indigenous people remain subject to physical attacks and
property destruction by Bengali settlers, according to the World
Organization Against Torture and other groups. In July 2009, the
new government said it would immediately withdraw more than
2,000 troops from the CHT and dismantle several dozen military
camps. It also announced plans to set up a commission that would
allocate land to indigenous tribes." But given the fact that the implementation of the 1997 Peace Accord has been slow at best, "tribal
inhabitants continue to be displaced to make way for army camps,
and returning refugees have been unable to reclaim their land." (147 ).
The 2007 Human Rights report of the US State Department largely
conﬁrms the Freedom House view.
The re-establishment of democracy in late 2008 saw some promises
to improve the situations of the tribals but Suhas Chakma, the director of the Asian Centre of Human Rights remained sceptical:
" In some areas, especially in Dhaka, Chittagong and mainland
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Bangladesh you could see a revival of civil rights but in some areas such as the Chittagong Hill Tracts the army still has full control
of the situation. The lifting of the emergency is only basically to address the concerns of the international community but on the ground
its not going to change the situation." (148 ).
Given the listed discrimination and the few powers the tribals
have to seek protection through the judiciary (149 ) the discrimination coding is extended through 2009.
Tribal-Buddhists (Update 2010 – 2013): During the allegedly
Jamaat-perpetrated attacks on the Hindu community, religious
sites, homes and businesses of Buddhists were also targeted. Furthermore, the tribal people in the Chittagong Hill Tracts experienced
widespread discrimination, were still not able to eﬀectively participate in decisions aﬀecting their lands, and were again involved in
clashes and subjected to societal violence by Bengali settlers, resulting in deaths, casualties, burned and looted homes and damaged
Buddhist temples, as well as the ﬂight of 2000 families to India.
While some individuals were arrested in connection with such attacks, local religious leaders felt that authorities shielded those
aﬃliated with the AL from prosecution. In contrast, the government failed to withdraw 1000s of false charges in relation to land use
against indigenous residents (150 ).
The Freedom House Reports from 2011, 2012 and 2013 (151 ; 152 ;
153 ) similarly emphasize the lack of control over decisions concerning
their land, and that “Bengali settlers continue to illegally encroach
on tribal lands in the Chittagong Hill Tracts, with the reported
connivance of government oﬃcials and the army”. As such, the full
implementation of the 1997 Peace Accord is still outstanding, and
the promises regarding the withdrawal of troops from the CHT
and the dismantling of military camps remain unfulﬁlled. Similarly,
activities of the Commission set up to allocate land to indigenous
tribes was suspended in 2011. Any protests were suppressed and
political activists frequently arrested. Given the lack of any signs
of improvement, it appears reasonable to extend the discriminated
coding through 2013.
Biharis (Urdu speakers): Biharis are Muslims from the Indian
province of Bihar that migrated to Pakistan in the upheaval of the
1948 division of the subcontinent. After the 1971 war that separated Pakistan into two countries over 300,000 Biharis were stranded
in Bangladesh. Biharis speak Urdu, the oﬃcial language of Pakistan, supported Pakistan during the civil war and often held higher
administrative positions in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh). In
Bangladesh, where Bengali is the main language, the Biharis received
no citizenship, were banned from voting and participating in politics. Pakistan refused to take in such a large amount of migrants. In
2008 a Bangladeshi high court ruled that over half the Biharis, those
that were minors in 1971 or not yet born, were to receive citizenship
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and all associated rights. However, citizens who were already adults
in 1971, still numbering above 150,000 people, do not receive these
rights (154 ).
Freedom House (155 ) summarizes: "Bangladesh also hosts camplike settlements of some 300,000 non-Bengali Muslims, often called
Biharis, who had emigrated from India in 1947 and were rendered
stateless at independence in 1971, as many had sided with and initially sought repatriation to Pakistan. In May 2008, a landmark
court ruling granted citizenship rights to this group, enabling their
access to social services and the right to vote."
Given the fact that still more than half of all Biharis are denied
basic rights and restrained in their freedom of movement due to
accusations of guilt for a war that dates back almost 40 years, it is
adequate to extend the discrimination coding until 2009.
Biharis (Urdu speakers) (Update 2010 - 2013): The Freedom House
Reports from 2011, 2012 and 2013 (156 ; 157 ; 158 ) have retained the
same summary as above, suggesting no change in the situation of the
Bihari people. According to Irin (159 ), despite the 2008 Court Ruling, the Urdu-speaking minority is still highly stigmatized, marginalized and discriminated against; there has been no signiﬁcant improvement in their lives and they are not aﬀorded the same rights as
other Bangladeshi citizens. It remains diﬃcult for them to enter employment, and impossible to attain a position within the government.
Passport authorities refuse to issue passports. They are either denied
education in state schools or drop out because they have no opportunity to study in their mother tongue. They (300,000) still live in
squalid camps, and they feel strongly neglected by the government.
As mentioned above, their predicament is usually associated with
the accusation of them having sided with the Pakistan army during
Bangladesh’s war of independence: according to CR Abrar, coordinator of the Refugee and Migratory Movements Research Unit of
Dhaka University, “Ministers and government oﬃcials often identify
(the Biharis) as ‘standard Pakistanis’ despite the High Court Order.
Thus there is still a lack of political will for the betterment of this
community” (160 ). Given the persisting situation of the Bihari community, and the political reasons behind the intransigence, it appears
reasonable to extend the discriminated coding though 2013.
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Political status of ethnic groups in Bangladesh
From 1972 until 2013

Group name
Bengali Muslims
Bengali Hindus
Tribal-Buddhists
Biharis (Urdu-Speaker)

Proportional size
0.895
0.1
0.01
0.002

Political status
DOMINANT
DISCRIMINATED
DISCRIMINATED
DISCRIMINATED

Figure 38: Political status of ethnic
groups in Bangladesh during 19722013.
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Geographical coverage of ethnic groups in Bangladesh
From 1972 until 2013
Figure 39: Map of ethnic groups in
Bangladesh during 1972-2013.

Group name
Bengali Muslims
Tribal-Buddhists
Bengali Hindus
Biharis (Urdu-Speaker)

Area in km2
125 454
12 740

Type
Regional & urban
Regionally based
Dispersed
Urban

Table 17: List of ethnic groups in
Bangladesh during 1972-2013.
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Conflicts in Bangladesh
Starting on 1975-02-28

Side A

Side B

Group name

Government of
Bangladesh

JSS/SB

Tribal-Buddhists

Start

Claim

Recruitment

Support

1975-02-28

Explicit

Yes

Yes

Starting on 1994-04-24

Side A

Side B

Group name

Start

Government of
Bangladesh
Government of
Bangladesh

PBCP

1994-04-24

PBCP-Janajudhha

2004-01-15

Claim

Recruitment

Support

