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Preface

Following the collapse of the European colonial system, the new nation-
states in Asia and Africa gradually entered the international system, but 
the process of colonial disengagement was not well planned or peace-
ful. Besides creating human exodus, catastrophe and trauma, partition in 
1947 led to more partition and created more disparity, social and polit-
ical unrest, war, hatred, alterity and hegemony within and across the 
society in South Asia. Partition has changed the socioeconomic, political 
and cultural relations between South Asia’s nation-states. For instance, 
before partition, despite communal unrest and socioeconomic dispar-
ities between the Hindu and Muslim communities, the circulation and 
viewership of Kolkata’s and Bombay’s films in Dhaka were not seen as 
problematic or hegemonic. Soon after partition, India’s films in Pakistan 
began to be treated as foreign films and taxes were imposed on them. 
Following the Indo-Pakistan war of 1965, the Pakistani government 
imposed a ban on Indian films. With the creation of Bangladesh, the ban 
was re-imposed, and it continues today.

Despite import bans on films from India—which account for more 
than 90% of South Asia’s total film output—at different historical 
moments, a large number of Bangladeshi viewers across age, sex and class 
lines have regularly viewed Indian films, legally and illegally circulated or 
broadcast. What production values and elements of cultural representa-
tion have made Indian films appealing to Bangladeshi viewers? How 
does the consumption of local cultural products or of regionally hegem-
onic ones reinforce class disparity in Bangladesh? What are the various 



means of circulation and how do these affect the production and com-
mercial viability of Bangladeshi culture industries in general and its film 
industry in particular? With legal provisions and enforcement in place in 
Bangladesh, what role does the “piracy” of Indian film play there? To 
answer these questions, I carried out extensive fieldwork and used sym-
bolic/interpretive approaches and concepts from media anthropology, 
film studies, communications and cultural studies to investigate the pro-
cess of circulation and viewership of Indian films among the middle class 
in the Bangladeshi capital, Dhaka. I demonstrate the way Indian film, 
mainly Bollywood film, exposes class differentiation within Bangladesh 
while reinforcing India’s cultural hegemony there.

While apparently apolitical in nature, cultural exchange and circulation 
have been a matter of contention given India’s hegemonic position in 
the region. Through an examination of the nuances and contours of the 
circulation and viewership of Indian films among middle-class audiences 
in Dhaka, I reposition Bangladesh in the South Asian cultural scene and 
contribute new knowledge, perspectives and understandings about cul-
tural consumption and India’s regional hegemonic power and its rela-
tions with smaller neighbors.

Dhaka, Bangladesh Harisur Rahman
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