
here are occasions when simple stories lose 
the plot in the marshy depths of nostalgia. 
Such an immersion may happen when a 
second-generation refugee travels to his 
ancestral homeland. That home is in a land 
which is still unified by a common lan-
guage but divided by an irreversible border.  

The idea of the boundary has become 
obsolete for many of us who browse and zoom into geogra-
phies on Google Maps but the memory of separation still 
looms large in the psyche of those who suffered. The freedom 
which arrived that midnight went through the labour pains 
of aborted properties, looted savings, split roads, destroyed 
markets, burnt households, damaged kitchens, divided court-
yards and much more. The wounds might have dried up, but a 
strange sense of belonging and pathos persists that borders on 
a partitioned sense of being.  

For a Bengali whose previous generation migrated out 
of compulsion and had to negotiate with ‘refugee’ status for 
decades in India, there is every reason to feel awkward as Ban-
gladesh (the homeland) becomes videsh (foreign-land) after 
a brief crossing. Be it the Benapole border or Dhaka airport, it 
feels strange to be treated as a foreigner when you speak the 
same language. You question your own identity as you are 
considered just another ‘Indian’ by the security guards mark-
ing the boundary of East Bengal. Your national identity as an 
‘Indian’ literally plunders your provincial, linguistic, cultural 
identity as you ponder this strange subjugation while show-
ing your Indian passport. For a moment, you want to shout 
and scream in front of the immigration officials in Dhaka 
that “I am a Bengali first, just like you are”, but you stay quiet, 
realising the futility of such an emotional outburst. 

As you explore the city and the countryside in Bangladesh, 
you wake up to the realisation that borders could be self-
defeating and that ‘othering’ is often imposed. You also come 
to terms with the fact that Bangladesh is not a country defined 
by its border with India. It’s an idea that you see being lived—
an idea that emerges out of sheer love for the language—and 
a language that you experience being loved. The moment 
you try and translate this sentiment, it’s bound to get lost in 
translation. Luckily, I do not have to depend on a translated 
script, as it happens to be my language too. 
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A dense network of rivers makes water transport as important as roads or railways in Bangladesh. Thecountry is both divided and 
united by its flowing water bodies, particularly towards the southern region where three or four storied boats take you to Borishal in 
Cox’s Bazaar and various other destinations. Like overnight trains, the boats are equipped with a pantry, cabins and other facilities 
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Upon reaching my ancestral  
village, Panditbari in  
Mymensingh, unannounced,  
I was greeted by several villagers 
who came from all directions 
as the news spread. Those who 
understand the language or 
the gestures would recognise 
the level of warmth exhibited 
by Bengalis from the other side 
of the border. It is difficult to 
imagine that people are capable 
of the atrocities that once  
compelled forced-migration

A friend of my uncle  
(below right) enquires 
about my relatives. I 
was soon in the middle 
of an extraordinary  
experience where  
everyone knew who  
I was even though 
I could not say the 
same about them. To 
my surprise, people 
remembered my  
ancestors, who had  
left the village almost 
fifty years ago, in  
great detail

A Hindu from  
Panditbari recounts 
how he once had large 
land holdings but now 
has very little left.  
Mymensingh district 
once had a large  
numbers of Hindu  
families. Panditbari was 
not an exception. But 
each passing decade 
since Bangladeshi  
independence in 1971, 
the proportion of 
Hindus has decreased 
(from 21 per cent then 
to 7 per cent now), a 
trend magnified during 
the BNP reigns of 1991-
1996 and 2001-2006

Dialects change 
along with the  
geography.  
Phonetically, the 
Bangla spoken on 
the other side of 
the border sounds 
way sweeter, with 
frequent ‘s’ and ‘z’ 
sounds, and  
definitely more  
musical due to 
extended vowel 
sounds. Phonetic 
differences,  
however, posed no  
barrier on our visit
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Jackfruit and Coconut are in  
abundance. The former is often at a 
striking distance even if you do not 
know the art of climbing. But stealing 
mangoes steals the show. Stealing 
mangoes is not a crime, rather there 
are popular jokes and folklores around 
methods of procuring it from great 
heights and tender branches. The taste 
is directly proportional to the difficulty 
in getting it down on earth. There is 
absolutely nothing unfair in war and 
mango-hunting, if one may say so

Sreedeep is a fellow at C-PACT,  
Shiv Nadar University

Though the sari is still  
common, in the last 
decade or so, the hijab 
has made rapid inroads. 
While certain sections of 
the community want  
citizens to adopt a 
lifestyle that is Islamic, 
the more secular forces 
cling on to language as 
the primary source of 
identity. This constant 
tussle is best reflected in 
the enthusiasm that sur-
rounds the celebration 
of the language both as a 
saviour and souvenir that 
once called for sacrifice 
and now defines a nation 
and its identity

personal history

Mob-Sreedeepþ.indd   20 9/6/2017   7:09:03 PM


