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Islam thrived because of 
openness in rural Bengal 
Says Dr Akbar Ali 

 

 

 
 

Eminent economist and scholar Dr Akbar Ali Khan delivers a lecture on “The Spread of Islam in Bengal: Historical 

Issues Revisited” at the main auditorium of the National Museum in Dhaka yesterday. Photo: Star 

 

Staff Correspondent Shedding light on the historical aspect of “openness” in villages that 

helped create a favourable environment for flourishing of Islam in Bengal, eminent scholar Dr 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Akbar Ali Khan yesterday said that extensive anthropological research can help trace the roots of 
political unrest and factionalism in the country. 

“The controlling mechanism in Bengal's villages was lenient. As a result, individualism 

developed strongly,” he said, while delivering a lecture on “The Spread of Islam in Bengal: 

Historical Issues Revisited” at the main auditorium of the National Museum in Dhaka. 

The talk constituted the sixth instalment of the Gyantapas Abdur Razzaq Distinguished Lecture 

series. 

Also a renowned economist, Dr Akbar Ali said that in pre-industrial society, individualism was 

simultaneously a blessing and a curse for the people of Bengal. 

The individualism helped them choose their preferred religion and also enriched art, literature 

and music. However, politics turned weaker due to the absence of strong central leadership, he 

said. 

Dr Akbar Ali said that people in the rural society did not hesitate to embrace Islam as they were 

mesmerised by the “Pir” (spiritual guides). 

“On the other hand, it was not possible for those who were living in a strictly controlled society 

to accept Islam due to their fear of being considered outcasts,” he added. 

In his lecture, Dr Akbar Ali referred to the first ever population census in British India, done in 

1872, which found the population of Muslims to be 1.70 crore in Bengal. 

This revelation initiated a long debate over the origin of the huge number of Muslims in Bengal 

and the debate continued for the next 150 years, he said. 

Considering available historical documents, the most acceptable explanation behind the Pirs' 

success in Bengal is the “open village theory”, Dr Akbar Ali said. 

Dr Akbar Ali said that more anthropological research should be done to learn about the open 

villages, institutionally organised villages, and the social capital of Bangladesh. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“We learned a lot thanks to debates over the flourishing of Islam in Bengal in the past 150 years. 

Many old questions were answered, while many new questions remain unanswered.” 

In future, exploration of such unanswered questions will not only help to learn more about 

religious evolution in Bengal but will also open new windows for research on social, economic 

and political developments, said Dr Akbar Ali. 

Dr Perween Hasan, vice chancellor of Central Women's University, presided over the lecture 

which was attended by distinguished citizens from different fields. 
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