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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the present condition of religious co-existence in Bangladesh,
a multi-cultural, multi-ethnic yet Muslim majority country in South Asia, on the basis
of a sample survey conducted in Satkhira, a southern district of Bangladesh. The study
also articulates the concept of religious co-existence, its principles, objectives and
methods from a Muslim perspective. The methodology applied in the study was both
qualitative and quantitative. Using random sampling, a number of 681 respondents
(452 Muslims and 229 Hindus) were secured from a total of 2,000 questionnaires
distributed to the two communities in Satkhira in 2012. Based on feedback from the
respondents, the data were analysed critically and presented statistically using SPSS.
The study then examines Muslim-Hindu relationship due to an allegation that the
relationship has not been peaceful. There were claims that the minorities were
persecuted, neglected, deprived and tortured by the majority. However, this study
found that such claim cannot be supported. In general, 85.8% Muslims and 83%
Hindus agreed that there is peaceful religious co-existence between the two
communities in terms of recognition and tolerance, mutual understanding and co-
operation, equality and mutual benefit, willingness to work for the common good,
agreement on non-violence and peaceful existence. In addition, the study has also
explored the reasons put forward by the remaining small percentage of respondents
(approximately 15%) who felt that there is no peaceful religious co-existence between
the two communities. Among the reasons are lack of knowledge about religion and
religious teachings, national and international political views on religion and religious
adherents as well as politicians using religion for political gain.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1. BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Religious co-existence is one of the key issues discussed by prominent scholars and
intellectuals. At the outset, it should be noted that the term “religious co-existence”
refers to the idea of two or more persons, groups of people with different thought
patterns and religions living with mutual understanding and cooperation in a land or
country by mutually sharing the available resources. In short, everyone can exist in
society peacefully and practise his/her religious beliefs independently.

It is noteworthy to highlight that religious doctrine influences the way people
behave. History proves that the predicament of living within religious diversity, of
minority and majority, is not a new phenomenon. Indeed, it is unfortunate that in some
instances the minority is being discriminated by the majority. Ironically, all religions
teach their adherents to be tolerant, just, fair and respectful to all human beings. Islam,
specifically, pays attention towards establishing non-Muslims’ rights and honours
them.' It declares first the equality of human beings as they are created from one.” It
commands its followers to respect and live with others peacefully in both situations,
either as a majority or a minority group. For example, in Islam, the Qur’an says:

“Allah does not forbid you to deal justly and kindly with those who fought not against

' Saleh Hussain Al-Aayed, The Right of Non-Muslims in the Islamic World, Translated from Arabic by
Alexandra Alosh (Riyadh: Dar Eshbelia for Pub. & Dist., 1* edn. 2002), 5.

*Ibid., 13. Allah says in this regard: “Mankind! reverence your Guardian-Lord, who created you from
a single person, created, of like nature, His mate, and from them twain scattered (like seeds) countless
men and women....”" Surah al-Nisa’ 4:1.



you on account of religion nor drove you out of your homes. Verily Allah loves those
who deal with equity.””

Moreover, almost every religious ethics supports basic human values despite
significant differences they may have on religious fundamental doctrines and
practices. Yet formal differences sometimes may lead to discrimination due to many
reasons among which is lack of knowledge and misunderstanding of each other’s
religions.

Today, as people are more exposed to living in a multi-religious and multi-
ethnic society, the concept of religious co-existence, therefore, has been one of the
major concerns among religious scholars and intellectuals. Islam has played a
significant role in providing an amicable formula for religious co-existence. It urges
people to make a peaceful, just and balanced society where everyone can exist with
‘the Other’ peacefully.

It should be noted here that Bangladesh is the fourth largest Muslim majority
country in the world with a population of about 158.57 million,* located in South
Asia. There are many religions across ethnicities such as Islam, Hinduism,
Christianity, Buddhism, Upajati’ and so on. Ali Riaz highlights in his work entitled
God Willing: The Politics of Islamism in Bangladesh that the non-Muslims who are
the minorities in Bangladesh are discriminated and their religions are neglected.6

However, others such as Razia Akhter Banu’, say that there has been peace in social,

® Siirah al-Mumtahanah 60:8.

*The world factbook, Bangladesh. See: <https:/www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world
factbook/geos/bg.html#Peoplea>, viewed on 11 March 2011.

> The tribes of Bangladesh are living in Chittagong Hill-tax area.

® Ali Riaz, God Willing: The Politics of Islamism in Bangladesh (United States of America: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 2004), 60.

" Razia Akther Banu, Islam in Bangladesh (Dhaka: Bangladesh Institute of Islamic Thought, 2012), xiii.



https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world%20factbook/geos/bg.html#Peoplea
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world%20factbook/geos/bg.html#Peoplea

political, religious and other aspects of life since the country’s independence on
March 26, 1971.

As there have been debates about the situation of religious co-existence in
Bangladesh, this study wishes to conduct a survey among the people to measure their
perceptions on religious co-existence. The survey would also measure the level of
Muslim and non-Muslim relationship in Bangladesh and how it affects and promotes

religious co-existence.

1.2. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

History speaks that there is good socio-religious relationship among the Bangladeshi
people (Muslims, Hindus, Christians and others) since her independence in 1971.
However, a question has been raised toady as to whether the people there exist
peacefully or not. Some people argue that there is peaceful co-existence.® However,
others claim that the minority people are persecuted and their religions are neglected’
so, there is no peaceful co-existence. What is the reality? What are the reasons behind
these arguments and how it can be solved from the Bangladesh perspective?

Religion plays a vital role in the life of the Bangladeshi people. Most of them
submit to one of the major religions of the world such as Islam, Christianity,
Hinduism and Buddhism. Moreover, Bangladesh can manifest itself as a model nation
of amicable Muslim and non-Muslim relationship in promoting religious co-existence
in the world today. Since the Muslims are the majority, they are in the position to

uphold the true teachings of Islam. This is important in order to prove that Islam and

8 Among them, Razia Akhter Banu (1991:xiii), Rafi Ahmed (1983:67), Charles Peter O’Donnel
(1984:28), Craig Boxter (1997:141), Mehdi Hasan Palash (2001:6) and Sifuddin Ahmed (2000:54) are
mentionable.

°® Among them, Ali Riaz (2004:60), Hiranmay Karleka (2005:87), Badruddin Umar (2011:14-15),
Imtiaz Ahmed (2009), Abul Kalam Azad (2009:62), Kabir Chawdhury (2008:55), Shahriar Kabir
(2006:7), A M M Shawkat Ali (2005:16) and Kongkor Singha (1999:6) are mentionable.



