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MARGINALIZED IN THE LAND OF ORIGINS:
A CRITICAL STUDY OF THE POLITICAL, SOCIAL, AND
LEGAL STATUS OF HINDU MINORITIES IN BANGLADESH (2001-2023)
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ABSTRACT

The Hindu minority of Bangladesh, historically rooted in the region for millennia, today faces deep
and multifaceted marginalization despite the nation’s constitutional commitment to secularism and equal
citizenship. Constituting nearly 8% of the population, Bangladesh’s Hindu communities have been subject to
structural discrimination, periodic violence, political invisibility, and legal dispossession, leading to their
steady demographic decline and civic erasure (Datta, 2022; Islam & Kabir, 2021). Although Bangladesh
emerged in 1971 with a vision of inclusive nationalism, subsequent constitutional amendments, political
volatility, and religious majoritarianism have eroded protections for non-Muslim citizens, particularly Hindus,
who are often portrayed as politically expendable or culturally alien (Riaz, 2004; Sarkar, 2012).
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Introduction

One of the most enduring mechanisms of Hindu marginalization is the Vested Property Act,
which evolved from Pakistan’s Enemy Property Law. This legislation enabled the state to confiscate
properties belonging to Hindus deemed “enemies” of the nation—a designation applied en masse during
periods of political unrest. Although the Vested Property Return Act was introduced in 2001 and
amended in 2011 to facilitate restitution, implementation remains limited, and land dispossession persists
through bureaucratic neglect and local political interference (Saha, 2013; Ahsan & Chakraborty,
2020).Denyingf land rights has economic consequences and reinforces a sense of statelessness and
exclusion.

Political violence and targeted intimidation of Hindu communities have intensified around
national elections, particularly during transitions between the Awami League and the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party. Hindu homes, temples, and villages have frequently been attacked by politically
mobilized mobs, often with impunity or tacit state approval (Human Rights Watch, 2014; Roy, 2018).
Electoral cycles, instead of empowering marginalized communities, have become periods of heightened
vulnerability for Hindus, revealing the fragility of their security in a competitive and polarized democracy.

In the last decade, a new dimension of violence has emerged: digital disinformation-driven
communalism. Fabricated or manipulated posts on platforms like Facebook have triggered violent riots
against Hindu neighborhoods, as seen in Ramu (2012), Nasirnagar (2016), and Cumilla (2021). These
incidents, often sparked by allegations of religious defamation, point to the weaponization of digital
spaces by religious extremists and the inadequacy of the state’s legal response in curbing such violence
(Haque & Hossain, 2022; Alam, 2021). Instead of protecting vulnerable groups, the Digital Security Act of
2018 has primarily been used to silence critics of the state rather than those inciting communal hatred.
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Further compounding the crisis is the gendered nature of minority persecution. Hindu women
and girls are disproportionately vulnerable to sexual violence, forced conversions, and early marriages,
especially in border districts and rural areas (Naripokkho, 2021; Sen & Hossain, 2020). However, state
interventions to protect minority women have remained minimal, often hindered by police inaction, social
stigma, and religious-political impunity.

This research, situated within the broader context of South Asian minority rights and secular
decline, critically examines the political, legal, and social marginalization of Hindu minorities in
Bangladesh between 2001 and 2023. The study explores the continuities and transformations of state
and societal behavior toward Hindus through qualitative analysis of legal documents, media reports,
human rights records, and secondary literature. It interrogates the failures of institutional justice, the rise
of digital communalism, and the gendered dimensions of vulnerability, while identifying pathways for
policy reform and transnational advocacy. The goal is not only to document exclusion but to contribute
toward a more inclusive vision of Bangladeshi democracy rooted in constitutional pluralism and human
dignity.

Review of Literature

The condition of Hindu minorities in Bangladesh has been the subject of multi-disciplinary
research across human rights, legal studies, political science, and sociology. Scholars and human rights
organizations have documented their historical marginalization, land dispossession, political vulnerability,
digital persecution, and gendered insecurity. This review is organized into six key thematic strands
reflecting the trajectory of scholarship between 2001 and 2023.

) Historical Legacy and Constitutional Drift

A recurring theme in the literature is the ideological departure from Bangladesh’s secular
foundation, established during the 1971 Liberation War. Scholars argue that the inclusion of “secularism”
as a constitutional principle was effectively undermined by the Eighth Amendment (1988), which declared
Islam as the state religion, deepening the alienation of non-Muslim minorities (Riaz, 2004; Islam & Kabir,
2021). Sarkar (2012) suggests that Hindu communities have often been labeled as "proxy citizens" or
agents of India, particularly during periods of political instability. This historical framing created the
foundation for majoritarian nationalism, where belonging to the Bangladeshi nation-state is defined by
religious homogeneity (Chatterji, 2007).

. Legal Dispossession: The Vested Property Act

The Vested Property Act (VPA) which developed from the Enemy Property Act in Pakistan, has
played a major role in talks about economic marginalization. After the event of 1947, the law allowed the
state to take away the possessions of Hindus who were considered enemies. Datta (2015) demonstrates
that the law functioned as a tool of legalized expropriation, stripping Hindu families of millions of acres of
land. Although the Vested Property Return Act 2001 and its 2011 amendment intended to return
properties, studies show that implementation has been incomplete, politicized, and opaque (Ahsan &
Chakraborty, 2020). Saha (2013) asserts that the failure to return property has exacerbated the Hindu
population’s economic disenfranchisement, pushing many to migrate or retreat from political life.

. Political Vulnerability and Electoral Violence

During every shift in government in Bangladesh from the Awami League to the BNP, there are
reports of targeted violence against the local Hindu population. In 2014, Human Rights Watch noted that
after both the 2001 and 2014 elections, Hindu temples, homes, and villages were lost and destroyed
through attacks. Roy (2018) noted that this violence is actually intimidation planned by political groups to
punish people who are believed to share certain beliefs. The involved authorities and politicians often
have a hand in ensuring the perpetrators cannot be treated fairly. According to Riaz and Fair (2011), the
Awami League claims to support minorities but does not continue this support in times of elections.

. Digital Disinformation and Communal Flashpoints

Since 2012, there has been a greater focus in scholarly work on digital misinformation and
incidents that spur people to act online. According to Alam (2021) and Haque and Hossain (2022),
allegations in Facebook posts about blasphemy by Hindus have caused mass violence in Ramu (2012),
Nasirnagar (2016) and Cumilla (2021). Rapid escalation of violence is facilitated by offenders using
WhatsApp and local clerics. Some argue that the Digital Security Act (2018) is mainly used to stifle
opposing opinion instead of stopping hate speech (Islam & Kabir, 2021). The findings demonstrate that
the state mostly responds to issues rather than preventing communal violence and online hate.
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. Gendered Vulnerabilities: Forced Conversions and Violence Against Women

Feminist scholars and NGOs have underscored that Hindu women in Bangladesh face
intersectional vulnerabilities, including forced conversions, sexual assault, and trafficking. Naripokkho
(2021) documents over 100 reported cases of forced conversions and marriages of Hindu girls in
southwestern border districts between 2010 and 2020. Sen and Hossain (2020) argue that religious
minority women are doubly marginalized—first by their gender and second by their minority status,
especially in regions where law enforcement is weak or complicit. These acts are often overlooked by
national women's rights frameworks, which do not address religious-targeted gender-based violence as a
specific category.

. Demographic Shift and Silent Migration

Another significant body of literature focuses on the declining Hindu population in Bangladesh.
Based on census data and migration studies, Chowdhury (2019) and Datta (2022) argue that this
demographic decline is not simply due to natural attrition but results from coercive structural and
psychological pressures. The fear of violence, landlessness, and social alienation prompts "silent
migration" to India, often through informal routes, leaving migrants without legal recognition or refugee
status. This has created a stateless population in practice if not in law, excluded from protections on both
sides of the border.

o Gaps in Implementation and Constitutional Contradictions

While Bangladesh’s Constitution (Articles 28 and 41) guarantees freedom of religion and equal
protection under the law, the lack of enforcement mechanisms has left minorities exposed to legal and
extra-legal marginalization (Islam & Kabir, 2021). No Minority Rights Commission, dedicated anti-
discrimination law, or effective restitution tribunal exists in Bangladesh. Riaz (2020) notes that while the
state condemns violence rhetorically, it consistently fails to prosecute perpetrators, suggesting a gap
between constitutional ideals and governance reality.

Synthesis and Research Gap

The current studies highlight many factors that exclude Bangladesh’s Hindu minority, including
historic mistreatment, lack of voting rights, opportunism, and the influence of religious nationalism. Even
so, there are still many unanswered questions.

. Lack of longitudinal studies tracing generational impacts of legal and political violence.

. Absence of field-based qualitative research exploring how Hindu youth and women navigate
marginalization.

) Minimal analysis of post-2018 digital hate dynamics in rural vs. urban areas.

. Scarcity of policy-oriented evaluations examining the success/failure of restitution acts and state
interventions.

. Hindu community persecution in Bangladesh should be compared to that faced by other

persecuted communities in South Asia.

Therefore, the study explores issues related to time, law, society, and gender to explain how
marginalization affects Hindus living in Bangladesh today.

Data and Methodology
Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative, exploratory, and interpretive research design to critically analyze
the political, legal, and social marginalization of Hindu minorities in Bangladesh between 2001 and 2023.
The aim is to understand what people have gone through and the causes behind the failures of
institutions as the years have passed, due mainly to changing political leaders, technology, and policies.

Political issues are often delicate, so | use several careful studies and reliable sources when
writing about them.

Research Objectives
. To examine the historical and legal foundations of Hindu marginalization in Bangladesh.

. To investigate the socio-political consequences of laws like the Vested Property Act and the
Digital Security Act.

. To understand the intersectional vulnerabilities faced by Hindu women and youth.
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To assess the state’s active and passive role in enabling or failing to prevent communal
violence.

To provide policy-level recommendations for protection, inclusion, and restitution.

Data Sources

Primary Data

Due to fieldwork constraints, primary data is collected through:
Virtual semi-structured interviews with:

=  Human rights activists

= Journalists

= Legal professionals

= Minority community members (when ethically feasible)

= Academics from Bangladeshi and diaspora institutions

= Narratives and testimonies from public hearings, NGO publications, and media interviews
with survivors of communal violence or land dispossession.

Secondary Data

The study is heavily supported by documentary analysis, including:
Legal Documents

=  The Constitution of Bangladesh (1972, with amendments)
= The Vested Property Act (2001), Return Act (2011)

= Digital Security Act (2018)

Reports

=  Human Rights Watch (HRW)

=  Amnesty International

= Ain o Salish Kendra (ASK)

= Naripokkho

= UN Human Rights Council and Special Rapporteurs
Academic Literature

= Peer-reviewed journals, books, and policy papers focusing on minority rights, digital
violence, and Bangladeshi politics.

Media Analysis

= Investigative reports from The Daily Star, Dhaka Tribune, BBC Bangla, Al Jazeera, and
New Age Bangladesh.

Data Collection Tools and Techniques

Thematic Analysis:
All interview transcripts and reports are coded manually and through NVivo software.

Key themes include: “Land Dispossession,” “Communal Violence,” “Gendered Insecurity,”
“Digital Mobilization,” and “Legal Gaps.”

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA):

Applied to political speeches, legal texts, media headlines, and official government statements
to identify exclusion and implicit bias frames.

Comparative Temporal Mapping:

A timeline-based analysis is used to compare:

Patterns of violence across election cycles (e.g., 2001, 2014, 2018)
Legal policy shifts before and after the 2011 reforms

Rise of digital misinformation post-2010

Ethical Considerations

Informed Consent: They learn about the research project and understand that they can
withdraw at any moment. Before the discussion, | obtain written or verbal consent.
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. Anonymity & Confidentiality: All participants’ true identities are not revealed by assigning
each user a pseudonym. General words refer to them to make targeting more difficult.
. Security Protocols: The company stores data in a secure digital storage, which only specific

individuals can access. Highly sensitive results are discussed with attention to the rules set by
the ethics committee.

. Cultural Sensitivity: The researcher considers cultural beliefs and traditions when crafting,
clarifying, and sharing their findings.
Limitations

Restricted Access to Conflict Zones: Due to safety concerns and limited permissions, on-ground
research in high-risk districts (e.g., Bhola, Cumilla, or Satkhira) was impossible.

Self-Censorship in Responses: Some participants, especially those still residing in Bangladesh,
may avoid full disclosure due to fear of state surveillance or social backlash.

Limited Government Data: The Bangladeshi government does not provide reliable,
disaggregated data on minority issues, requiring reliance on NGO and academic sources.

Methodological Rationale

Through the use of different techniques and resources, scientists ensure they strike a balance
between correctness and ethical values. The addition of legal, critical and narrative analysis to the case
studies helps explain why the Hindu minority in Bangladesh faces different challenges.

Enhanced Visual Map: Research Methodology Design

Research Focus:
Marginalization of Hindu Minorities

— —
Legal Frameworks Soclo-Polltical Context
(e.g., VPA, Constitution) (e.g., Elections, Communalism)
Primary Data Secondary Data
(Interviews, Testimonies) (Reports, News, Journals)

Data Analysls Methods

= —

Thematic Coding Discourse Analysls
(NVivo, Manual Codes) (Speeches, Medla, Laws)

P— TN —

Ethical Framework
(Informed Consent, Anonymity)

Findings & Policy
Implications
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Review of Literature

Many experts and human rights groups have focused on the state of Hindu minorities in
Bangladesh. This literature covers many subjects, including law, politics, society, geography, gender, and
media. Here, | combine and organize existing studies into six main areas.

. Constitutional Shifts and the Decline of Secularism

Scholars have emphasized Bangladesh's constitutional erosion of secular values since the
1980s. Although secularism was one of the founding principles in the 1972 Constitution, the Eighth
Amendment (1988), which declared Islam as the state religion, created an ideological foundation for
religious majoritarianism (Sarkar, 2012). Riaz (2004) and Islam and Kabir (2021) highlight that this shift
laid the groundwork for the symbolic and legal marginalization of Hindus, framing them as "outsiders"
within a Muslim-majority national identity.

o Legal Marginalization: The Vested Property Act

The Vested Property Act (originally the Enemy Property Act during Pakistani rule) is the most
legally documented form of Hindu dispossession. This law allowed the government to confiscate property
from individuals deemed “enemies of the state,” a designation disproportionately applied to Hindus
(Datta, 2015). Although the Vested Property Return Act (2001, amended 2011) aimed to reverse this
injustice, scholars such as Ahsan and Chakraborty (2020) and Saha (2013) argue that political
interference, administrative hurdles, and lack of will have severely limited implementation, perpetuating
landlessness and economic vulnerability.

) Political Violence and Electoral Cycles

The politicization of Hindu identity is another key theme in the literature. Human Rights Watch
(2014) and Roy (2018) document how communal violence spikes during election cycles, particularly
during transfers of power between the Awami League and the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP). Riaz
and Fair (2011) emphasize that while both parties claim to uphold minority rights, in practice, minorities
are often treated as political pawns or scapegoats, especially in rural regions where law enforcement is
weak.

) Digital Misinformation and Communal Flashpoints

A growing body of recent scholarship addresses the role of digital misinformation in inciting
communal violence. Alam (2021) and Haque and Hossain (2022) have shown how alleged blasphemous
posts on Facebook and other platforms have led to large-scale mob attacks on Hindu neighborhoods in
Ramu (2012), Nasirnagar (2016), and Cumilla (2021). These studies argue that online content is
increasingly weaponized to provoke violence, often orchestrated by local actors with political or religious
agendas. However, the Digital Security Act (2018) has been criticized for targeting political dissidents
rather than curbing hate speech (Islam & Kabir, 2021).

. Gendered Violence and Intersectionality

Learning from an intersectional approach indicates that Hindu women are targeted in unique
ways. According to Naripokkho (2021) and Sen and Hossain (2020), forced conversions, abuse of
minors, and child marriages are common among Bangladeshi unmarried Muslim girls. Since the laws to
protect minority women are inadequate, such abuses rarely end in charges. It also mentions that no
significant policies guide how religion, gender, and vulnerability are related.

. Migration, Demographic Decline, and Civic Invisibility

According to reports and data, the number of Hindus in India has gone down from being about
20% in 1947 to around 8% at present (Datta, 2022). According to Chowdhury, both violence in the region
and uncertain administration have led to fewer people migrating, causing more people to quietly enter
India. Refugees who have not been recognized by any country usually do not receive help from
international organizations.

Identified Research Gaps
While the existing literature offers valuable insights, the following gaps remain underexplored:

. There is a lack of longitudinal studies tracing the psychological and intergenerational impact of
dispossession and violence.
) Limited ethnographic work capturing grassroots Hindu perspectives in rural Bangladesh.

) Underrepresentation of digital-era communalism in policy discourse.
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. There is a scarcity of gender-sensitive legal analysis addressing the unique threats faced by
Hindu women and girls.

. Absence of comparative regional studies linking the Hindu minority’s experiences to broader
patterns in South Asia.

. This study addresses these gaps through a holistic, multi-sourced investigation of the socio-

legal landscape of Hindu minorities in Bangladesh between 2001 and 2023.
Findings

The findings in this section depend on data and reviews from reports, research and interviews,
focusing on any changes in conditions and trends from 2001 to today. It's obvious that Hindu minority

groups are largely overlooked in Bangladesh when it comes to law, society, politics, technology, gender
and a number of other fields.

. Continued Dispossession Under the Vested Property Act Framework

Despite passing the Vested Property Return Act (2001, amended in 2011), land restitution
remains largely unfulfiled. The government’s failure to implement the Act effectively has been widely
reported, with thousands of Hindu families still deprived of ancestral lands due to corruption, bureaucratic
delays, and local resistance (Ahsan & Chakraborty, 2020). As of 2023, NGOs such as the Bangladesh
Hindu Buddhist Christian Unity Council continue to document ongoing land grabs and encroachment on
minority-owned property, especially in districts like Khulna, Satkhira, and Sylhet (Datta, 2022).

° Post-Election Violence Remains a Structural Threat

A consistent pattern of electoral-cycle violence targeting Hindus remains evident. The 2023
municipal elections again witnessed targeted intimidation and vandalism in Hindu-majority
neighborhoods, particularly in parts of Barisal and Chattogram. Interviews and reports suggest that Hindu
households are often accused of “disloyal voting” and punished accordingly (Human Rights Watch,
2023). Minority citizens during political developments are not protected due to a consistent lack of arrests
or charges by local law enforcement against the perpetrators (Roy, 2018).

o Amplification of Hate through Digital Platforms

The use of Facebook and WhatsApp as catalysts for communal violence has worsened. Recent
incidents in 2022-2023, including attacks in Cumilla and Narail, were triggered by alleged blasphemous
posts that were later proven fabricated (Haque & Hossain, 2022). Despite the government's claims of
monitoring hate speech, the Digital Security Act (DSA) of 2018 is often used more to suppress dissent
than to curb incitement against minorities (Alam, 2021). Hindu community leaders have reported feeling
surveilled but unprotected, illustrating the selective enforcement of digital regulation.

. Gender-Based Violence is Escalating, Especially in Border Districts

The intersection of gender, caste, and religion has made Hindu women uniquely vulnerable to
sexual violence, forced conversion, and trafficking. In 2023 alone, Naripokkho and Ain o Salish Kendra
(ASK) documented over 47 reported cases of forced marriages and religious conversions of Hindu girls,
primarily from districts bordering India such as Jessore, Dinajpur, and Satkhira (Naripokkho, 2023). Many
of these cases involved threats to family members and complicity by local police.

) Demographic Decline and Silent Exodus Continue

The 2022 population estimates and Hindu community surveys indicate that the Hindu population
has declined to below 7.5%, down from 8.5% in 2011 (Datta, 2022). Silent migration to India continues as
families flee insecurity, particularly after communal riots or land seizures. These migrants often do not
register officially, lack legal status in India, and disappear from Bangladesh’'s civic databases
(Chowdhury, 2019). This civic invisibility erases their existence and undermines their claims to justice or
return.

. Absence of Institutional Safeguards for Minorities

Despite constitutional provisions for equality (Articles 28 and 41), Bangladesh still lacks a
functional National Commission for Minorities, which has long been demanded by civil society and
minority advocacy groups. Moreover, no targeted policy frameworks have been introduced in the last two
decades to prevent communal violence or provide reparative justice. As of 2023, there is no minority-
specific legal protection law, leaving Hindu minorities vulnerable to both communal mobs and
administrative neglect (Islam & Kabir, 2021).
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. Normalization of Fear and Disengagement from Public Life

Interviews with community leaders and youth in Dhaka and Rajshahi reveal that fear of
identification and reprisal has led many Hindu families to withdraw from activism, political participation,
and even public worship. Temples have become less public-facing, and festivals are now celebrated
under police surveillance or restricted to private spaces. The resulting social alienation is internalized,
particularly among the youth who fear being profiled or targeted for expressing dissent or cultural pride
(Sen & Hossain, 2020).

Conclusion of Findings

Many studies have found that the Bangladesh government does not safeguard its Hindu
minority population. It therefore allows people to discriminate wilfully or unintentionally, leading to more
issues caused by the internet and greater violence and politics aimed at women. Now, minorities are
neither protected nor safe from a system that puts them in danger. Any efforts to include everyone should
focus first on better laws, fortified institutions and creating power for communities.

Conclusion

Based on the research, Hindu minorities in Bangladesh are still being excluded by law, often
targeted by political parties, harassed online, and are exposed to vulnerabilities as women and men in
their community. Previously, the plan to exclude specific communities involved the Vested Property Act.
Later, it was carried out through disputes after elections and contemporary communalism. While India is
supposed to treat all its citizens equally and securely, the state has failed to fulfill its duties to help Hindus
most of the time.

There have been regular occurrences of injustice towards Hindu communities at this time, along
with a significant crisis that takes away their ability to own land, seek refuge during unrest, go through the
legal system, and have any influence in government matters. Without a proper commission, the
application of laws is unreliable, and political groups do not answer to anyone, so the exclusion of
minorities is not addressed.

Moreover, being compelled to change their faith and suffer from sexual violence is a condition
many Hindu women still endure, but the issue is often ignored. It is easy to notice that states have not
stopped digital violence against minorities from rising.

Every citizen in Bangladesh should be protected under the law, based on the country’s secular
roots. Justice in the United States also impacts neighbouring countries and the fundamental principles of
democracy.

Policy Recommendations
. Legal and Constitutional Reform

= Abolish residual effects of the Vested Property Act by fast-tracking implementation of the
Vested Property Return Act through special tribunals and independent oversight.

= Amend the Constitution to restore secularism substantively, not just symbolically, and
enforce protections under Articles 27, 28, and 41.

= Pass a Minority Protection Act to record minority rights, create ways to address communal
conflicts in courts, and hold the government financially responsible for recovery.

) Establishment of a National Minority Commission

= Create a legally empowered, independent commission tasked with investigating rights
violations, recommending policy reforms, and monitoring the implementation of minority

safeguards.
=  Ensure representation of minority women, lawyers, educators, and religious leaders in the
commission.
. Electoral and Political Accountability
= Develop a code of conduct for political parties to prohibit communal mobilization during
elections.

= Establish fast-track tribunals to prosecute election-related violence against minorities with
mandatory investigation timelines.

= Provide reserved local and national electoral representation for religious minorities to
ensure policy influence.
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. Digital Regulation and Hate Speech Prevention

= Amend the Digital Security Act to ensure it protects minorities from online hate without
curbing free speech.

= Form a multistakeholder Digital Safety Board, including civil society, minorities, and tech
firms, to monitor communal hate speech and flag high-risk misinformation.

. Gender-Specific Legal Protection

= Criminalize forced conversions and religiously motivated sexual violence, with specialized
prosecution units and survivor support mechanisms.

= Create safe spaces, legal clinics, and psychological counseling services for minority women
and girls, particularly in border districts.

o Educational and Cultural Inclusion

= Revise school textbooks to include pluralistic histories and positive representations of
Hindu, Buddhist, and Christian contributions to Bangladesh.

= Increase funding and protection for temples, festivals, and minority heritage sites as part of
national cultural policy.

o Bilateral and International Engagement

=  Strengthen India—Bangladesh bilateral dialogue on the protection of cross-border Hindu
migrants and undocumented minority refugees.

= Request technical and advisory support from the UN Human Rights Council and OHCHR
for implementing minority-focused human rights programs.

Hindu minorities in Bangladesh will find security thanks to reforms and also because society as
a whole values pluralism, justice and equal citizenship. Nowadays, it is clear that communal violence and
exclusion cannot be seen as rare incidents. Every member of a democratic society should consider the
future, use responsibility and feel compassion, with everyone having a place in the nation.
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