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1. INTRODUCTION
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ABSTRACT
 This thesis will primarily focus on the 
Bangladeshi diaspora in the western world; 
predominately the diaspora in the metro 
Detroit area. The site of development will 
be in the northern neighborhoods of the 
city of Hamtramck and the neighborhoods 
of Detroit surrounding Hamtramck 
where there is a push for a recognized 
“Banglatown.” 

 When ethnic enclaves are labeled 
in such ways as Chinatown or Little 
India, it is a means of attracting cultural 
tourism, but the members of that diaspora 
continue to struggle in all aspects of the 
greater society, including but not limited 
to health, education, employment, 
housing, financial stability, and political 
representation.

 Tourism is not only travel for 
business or pleasure, but also the 
business of attracting, accommodating, 
and entertaining travelers. It may be 
international or domestic. For many 
regions and even entire nations, tourism 
is a vital source of income. It can bring 
income into a local economy through the 
goods and services wanted or needed 
by tourists. Besides the economic sector, 
tourism can have a direct effect on social, 
cultural, and educational sectors.

 Culture is the social behavior 
and norms in societies learned through 
the passing of expressive forms. It is 
how humans cope with the physical 
world, facilitate social intercourse, and 
contribute to the human state. Material 
culture is the physical aspect of culture 
in the objects that surround people. It 
includes usage, consumption, creation, 
trade, and behaviors with or of these 
objects. It tells of the relationships between 
people and their things; the making, 
history, preservation, and interpretation. 
Material culture can include the 
phenomena of touch, taste, sound, smell, 
and sight of objects. 

 Cultural tourism is the subset 
of tourism concerned with a traveler’s 
engagement with a country’s or region’s 
culture, specifically the material elements 
that helped shaped their way of life. 

 How can architecture and urban 
design capitalize on the elements of 
cultural tourism to not only physically 
develop an ethnic enclave, but also 
improve the quality of life for its diasporic 
members?

 Before further elaboration on 
the these, first some clarification and 
definement of important concepts as they 
otherwise could be interpreted in different 
ways by different people. 

Diaspora
 Diaspora is the migration and 
settlement of a group of people from a 
shared ethnicity or established nation/
ancestral homeland which they maintain 
connection with. They are expatriate 
populations abroad but can be born 
abroad and may be citizens of their 
countries of residence. 

Assimilation
 Assimilation is the process in 
which a minority group or culture comes 
to resemble those of a dominant group 
It refers to both individuals and groups. 
The latter case can refer to a range of 
social groups, including ethnic minorities, 
immigrants, and other marginalized groups 
who adapt to being culturally dominated 
by another societal group.

Acculturation
 Acculturation is the process of 
social, psychological, and cultural change 
that stems from the balancing of two 
cultures while adapting to the prevailing 
culture of the society.

CONCEPTS
Bicultural
 Bicultural is the condition of being 
oneself regarding the combination of two 
cultures. It is the co-existence, to varying 
degrees, of two originally distinct cultures.

Ethnic Enclave
 An ethnic enclave is a geographic 
area with high ethnic concentration, 
characteristic, cultural identity, and 
economic activity. Ethnic enclaves are 
unique patterns of spatial clustering, in 
which people of similar backgrounds live 
in a concentrated area and are socially 
and economically distinct from the 
majority group. 

Ethnoscape
 Ethnoscape is one of five 
elementary frameworks of exploring 
fundamental discrepancies of global 
cultural flows. It is the landscape of 
persons who form the shifting world 
where we live, that is tourists, immigrants, 
refugees, or any moving groups and 
individuals of fundamental feature of the 
world and appear to affect the politics of 
and between nations
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7.5 MILLION
BANGLADESHI DECENDENTS
AROUND THE WORLD
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2. BANGLADESH
 Bangladesh is a South Asian country that borders the Bay of Bengal to the south, 
Myanmar to the southeast, and encircled by India to the north, east, and west.  It is 56,977 
square miles; roughly the size of the US state of Iowa. It is the 8th most populated nation and 
the third largest Muslim-majority nation. Of it’s forty-eight years of being an independent state, 
twenty-eight years have been led by female heads of state and continues to be led by one. It 
is one of the largest textile exporters in the world, as well as one of the largest contributor to the 
United Nations peacekeeping forces.
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2.1 HISTORY

 Although Bangladesh has only 
existed as an independent country since 
1971, its history within the broader South 
Asian context dates back to an ancient 
past and deep roots. 

2.1.1 MUGHAL EMPIRE

 Established by Persian warrior 
Babur in 1526, the Mughal empire’s rule 
eventually covered most of the Indian 
sub-continent and Central Asia which 
lasted well into the nineteenth century. 
Emperor Akbar (1556-1605), who is widely 
seen as the greatest of the Mughal 
emperors, extended Mughal control over 
Bengal. It was under Akbar that much 
of the territory which makes up modern 
Bangladesh was reclaimed from the forest 
and began to be cultivated. It was during 
his rule that “soldier saints” took Islam to 
these parts, converting the people of the 
eastern delta to a new faith. Islam grew 
strong in eastern Bengal. By the end of the 
Mughal Empire, almost half the people of 
Bengal were Muslims, and in the east they 
were the majority.

2.1.2 BATTLE OF PLASSEY

 The Battle of Plassey took place 

on June 23, 1757 between the Nawab 
of Bengal (Mughal emperor) and British 
forces of the East India Company. The 
“battle” was fought at Polashi, a village 
north of Calcutta on the banks of the river 
Bhagirathi, although no real battle took 
place because the Nawab was betrayed 
by the noblemen of his court. The victory 
by the East India Company allowed them 
to collect tax revenues from Bengal and 
led to the establishment of Company rule 
in India.

2.1.3 EAST INDIA COMPANY

 The East India Company was 
founded and given permission to trade by 
Queen Elizabeth I in 1600. The company 
grew quickly to become the largest 
trading company in the world. It was 
heavily involved in the slave trade and in 
setting up large plantations and factories 
across India, particularly in Bengal, where 
it opened its first factory in 1615. The 
company owned the monopoly for trade 
in spices, cotton and silk, indigo dye, tea, 
saltpeter (rock salt used in gunpowder, 
preserving meat and in medicines) and 
opium. After the Battle of Plassey, it also 
became an important political and 
military body. The company effectively 
ruled over India until the Great Indian 

Rebellion of 1857, when the British Raj was 
established in its place.

2.1.4 THE GREAT INDIAN REBELLION OF 
 1857

 The Great Indian Rebellion, or 
Mutiny as it was previously known, began 
at Meerut in central India in May 1857. 
The rebellion was led by some regiments 
of the “Bengal Army” (Indian soldiers 
led by European officers) who had 
previously been the tools for the East 
India Company’s conquest of north India.  
There are many causes for this rebellion, 
including grievances about conditions in 
the army, and the attempts by Christian 
missionaries to convert the Hindu and 
Muslim soldiers to Christianity. The Mutiny 
spread quickly throughout northern India 
and showed that there was resistance to 
British rule in India.  Some see the conflict 
as the first war of independence, others as 
the last stand of the old order.

2.1.5 BRITISH RAJ

 British rule from the time after the 
Mutiny is often called the Raj. During this 
period a tiny number of British officials 
and troops, about 20,000 in all, ruled 
over 300 million Indians. British rule of 
India was maintained by the fact that 
Indian society was so divided that it could 
not unite against the British. In fact, the 
British encouraged these divisions. They 
took advantage of divisions that were 

already present in Indian society and 
enlarged them. The better-off classes were 
educated in English schools. They served in 
the British army or in the civil service. They 
effectively joined the British to rule their 
poorer fellow Indians.
 Britain suffered Indian environment 
for their own economic pursuits. Most 
Indians continued to live in poverty and 
were vulnerable to diseases and natural 
disasters. Terrible famines devastated 
India. These were partly the result of 
weather, but mostly caused by British 
policies. Food shortages came about 
because Indians were growing cash crops 
to be sent to Britain. Well-known, massive 
famines killed millions of Indians, but there 
were many regular smaller, more localized 
famines.

2.1.6 TWO WORLD WARS

 As subjects of the British Empire 
from the colonies, Indian soldiers and 
sailors fought in both World Wars. In 
World War I (1914-1918), India sent over 
1,300,000 soldiers to fight in Europe. Many 
Bengalis worked on the merchant ships, 
often working in the depths of the ship in 
the engine rooms in appalling conditions 
and for very little pay. In 1914, Indian 
deckhands and firemen earned between 
£1.00-£1.50 a month compared to wages 
of £5.10 per month for their British co-
workers. By 1919, their wages had stayed 
the same, while the British seamen’s 
wages had nearly tripled to £14.00 a 
month. Nearly 3,500 Indian seamen were 
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killed in World War I and another 1,200 
were taken prisoner. By 1919, Indian 
seamen made up 20% of the British navy. 
 During World War II, Indian 
soldiers and sailors were again called into 
service, with over 2,500,000 servicemen 
fighting on Britain’s side in Europe, North 
Africa and South-East Asia. When World 
War II began, there were 50,700 Indian 
seamen in the British Navy, making up 
26% of the labor force. There were still big 
differences in pay with White seamen 
earning on average seven times as much 
as Indian lascars. This caused widespread 
unhappiness amongst the lascars, and led 
to strikes, running away and the setting 
up of seamen’s unions. By the end of the 
war, lascar wages had increased by 500% 
to over £9.00 a month, but still stood at 
less than half the wages paid to White 
seamen (£20.00-£24.00 a month).
 Conditions for the merchant ships 
were very dangerous and thousands died. 
Indian records show that 6,600 seamen 
were killed during World War II, another 
1,000 wounded, and 1,200 taken prisoner 
majority of them Bengali seamen from 
Sylhet. However, it is likely that larger 
numbers died without being recorded.

2.1.7. GANDHI (1869-1948)

 Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi 
was born into a modest Hindu commercial 
family and brought up in western India. 
After studying law in London, he spent 
several years in South Africa where he 
worked as a lawyer serving the Indian 

community. It was in South Africa that 
Gandhi developed his ideas of ahimsa 
(non-violence) and satyagraha (civil 
disobedience). This involved encouraging 
his followers to peacefully break unfair 
laws. Gandhi organized Hindus and 
Muslims, both rich and poor, in a 
movement of protest against their status 
as second-class citizens in South Africa. It 
was in South Africa that he developed his 
vision of an India free from British control, 
before he returned to India in 1915.
 Within five years of his return to 
India, Gandhi had taken over the Indian 
National Congress and rallied both Hindus 
and Muslims in his “Quit India” protests 
against British rule. He was a key figure 
in winning independence for India in 
1947. However, Partition (the division of 
India into India and Pakistan) meant that 
Gandhi’s vision of a united Hindu-Muslim 
India had failed. Gandhi was killed on 
January 30, 1948 by a Hindu assassin who 
felt that Gandhi had weakened Hindu 
India by dividing India’s wealth with 
Pakistan after Partition.

2.1.8 PARTITION

 In 1947, India gained 
independence from British rule. At this 
time, it was divided along religious lines, 
creating the newly independent states of 
India and Pakistan. As part of that division, 
the two largest Muslim-majority provinces, 
Bengal (in the East) and the Punjab (in 
the West), were also divided. East Bengal 
became the eastern wing of Pakistan. This 

process was known as partition.
 Partition led to horrific violence, 
and the largest recorded mass migration 
in human history. Over 25 million people 
are thought to have crossed the new 
borders between India and Pakistan in 
the years after partition. Since partition, 
relations between India and Pakistan have 
been marked by conflict; three wars have 
been fought between the two countries.

2.1.9 EAST PAKISTAN

 After partition, there was growing 
tension in East Pakistan between local 
Bengali-speakers and Urdu-speaking 
migrants, who were seen as being the 
collaborators of an increasingly unpopular 
West Pakistani regime. In February 1952, 
students protesting against the imposition 
of Urdu as the national language of 
Pakistan were gunned down. These 
students became known as the Language 
Martyrs. The language movement that 
grew from these events is often seen as 
the start of the struggle for independence 
in East Pakistan, which led to the creation 
of Bangladesh in 1971.
 After the Language Movement, 
there was growing discontent in East 
Pakistan with the rule of West Pakistan. 
On March 25, 1971, this rising political 
discontent led West Pakistan to crack 
down on East Pakistanis with brutal force 
in a campaign known as “Operation 
Searchlight.” In response, East Pakistan 
declared its independence and set up 
the state of Bangladesh. This led to the 

outbreak of civil war, in which millions of 
people, both Bengali and Urdu speakers,  
lost their lives. In addition, an estimated 10 
million refugees flooded across the border 
into Indian Bengal.
 The Bangladesh Liberation War 
lasted from March to December 1971. 
On December 16, 1971, the allied forces 
of the Indian army and the Mukti Bahini 
(freedom fighters) defeated the West 
Pakistani army and Bangladesh became 
an independent nation.
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2.2 GEOGRAPHY

 The history and culture of Bengal 
have been shaped by its geography, and 
most importantly by its rivers. The region is 
home to one of the largest deltas in the 
world. In Bengal, two of the world’s longest 
rivers, the Ganges and the Brahmaputra, 
meet the Indian Ocean. These rivers 
and their many tributaries – Damodar, 
Bhagirathi, Ajoy, Meghna, Padma, Teesta, 
Jamuna, Ichhamati, and Surma – have 
for centuries deposited rich soil onto the 
plains of Bengal and made Bengal one 
of the most naturally fruitful regions of the 
world. The rivers literally fed the people of 
Bengal. Their waters enabled the people 
of the region to cultivate rice, a staple of 
the Bengali diet, and the many varieties of 
fish provided them with proteins and other 
vital vitamins and minerals.
 But Bengal’s mighty rivers have 
always been changeable. Every so 
often, the heavy rains of the monsoon 
season block the normal channel of a 
river with soil and the rivers burst their 
banks, flooding large areas. Over many 
centuries, this has led to a gradual shifting 
of the Ganges delta from west to east. 
As new channels in the east carried most 
of the water, older channels of the rivers 
gradually decayed into marshland – a 
breeding ground for mosquitoes and 
malaria. In turn, the people in these areas 
suffered terrible epidemics of fever. As the 

land also became less productive, many 
people migrated eastwards to where the 
rivers had moved. Indeed, there are many 
peasant communities in Bengal, variously 
known as chapais or bhatias, that 
specialize in cultivating new tracts made 
fertile by the changing course of rivers. A 
great deal of migration within the region 
has been driven by its particular natural 
environment.
 In 1947, when India was divided 
and Bengal was split in two parts, the 
Ganges and the Ichhamati formed part 
of the border between India and then 
East Pakistan. This has led to problems 
when the rivers changed course and the 
border between these two countries had 
to be marked out again. Now much of the 
border between India and Bangladesh is 
marked by high barbed wire fence.
 Every summer, southern Asia 
and especially India and Bangladesh 
are drenched by rain that comes from 
currents of moist air that move in from 
the Indian Ocean to the south. These 
rains are known as monsoons. The annual 
monsoon winds bring rain which are very 
important for agriculture in the Bengal 
delta, where the people, who are mainly 
farmers, depend upon the monsoon rains. 
Exceptionally heavy rains and high winds 
also cause floods and cyclones, natural 
disasters that force people to leave their 

homes. Natural environmental disasters 
are one of the causes of internal migration 
in Bengal.
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2.3 PEOPLE AND POPULATION

 Bengal’s fertile soil has supported 
large populations for many centuries.  In 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
during the period of British rule, the 
population grew very rapidly. This was not 
only due to advances in medicine and 
public health, but because of immigration 
into this wealthy region, with its growing 
number of factories providing plenty 
of work. By the mid-twentieth century, 
Calcutta had become one of the largest, 
and most diverse, cities in the world, with 
settlers from Britain, other parts of India, 
the Middle East and China playing a vital 

part in its economy.
 Bengal’s population in the early 
twentieth century was mainly Muslim 
(about 55%), although there were many 
varieties of belief and culture that divided 
that community. Hindus made up most 
of the remaining 45%, but they too were 
divided into different castes, classes and 
occupations. By 1947, the population of 
Bengal had reached about 60 million 
(about the same as present-day Britain 
or France). At the time of Partition, about 
three-fifths of the population (about 35 
million) lived in the regions that became 

East Bengal, and only two-fifths (or 25 
million) in West Bengal. But massive 
migrations between the two parts of 
Bengal changed this balance. Today 
about 20% of West Bengal’s populations 
are Muslims; while under 10% of 
Bangladesh’s population are Hindus.
 The region continues to be one of 
the most densely populated parts of the 
world. Bangladesh today has a population 
of about 168 million, while West Bengal’s 
population is about half as much, at 80 
million.
 Bangladesh is noted for cultural 
pluralism within a Bengali Muslim majority. 
Traditional Bengali secularism has been 
an important contributor to the nation’s 
society and ethos. The Bengali language 
is a fundamental element of Bangladeshi 
identity. It is a secular language which 
evolved between the 7th and 10th 
centuries, with an indigenous alphabet, 
and unites people of different faiths and 
regions. The Bengali Language Movement 
sowed the seeds of East Pakistani 
nationalism, ultimately culminating in the 
Bangladesh Liberation War in 1971. 
 Since independence, the 
relationship between religion and the 
state has been controversial. Between 
1972 and 1975, Bangladesh experienced 
socialism under a secular parliamentary 
system. Military coups ushered a sixteen-
year presidential regime, which restored 
the free market and promoted moderate 
Islamism. In 1988, Islam was made the 
state religion. In 2010, the Bangladesh 
Supreme Court reaffirmed the principle 
of separation of mosque and state in the 

constitution, although Islam remains the 
state religion. The government generally 
respects freedom of religion and ensures 
protection for minorities. 
 The deletion in 1977 of Bengali 
as the nationality term for the country’s 
citizens, in order to be inclusive of non-
Bengali minorities, also reflects attempts to 
build a more cosmopolitan Bangladeshi 
society.
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2.4 RELIGION

 Bangladesh’s constitution 
denominates Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, 
and Christianity. As per 2011 census, 
Muslims constitute 90% of the population, 
while Hindus constitute 8.5%, and the 
remaining rest constitute 1%.

2.4.1 ISLAM

 Islam was brought to Bengal in the 
eleventh century, when Mughal emperors 
from north India and central Asia sought 
to control the region. The early Muslims 
of Bengal came from all over South and 
Central Asia and the Middle East. Islam 
only began to spread quickly among the 
local peasant and farming population 
from the sixteenth century onwards, when 
the Mughal emperor Akbar encouraged 
“soldier-saints” to clear the thick forest 
areas to the east of the delta and use 
them for farming. Many of these ‘pirs’ or 
“soldier-saints” and their converts followed 
forms of Islam that were only found in 
Bengal.
 By the twentieth century, Muslims 
had become a majority of Bengal’s 
population, and were a third of all 
South Asians. However, there was a 
big difference between the ashraf and 
atrap Muslims. Ashraf Muslims were elite 
aristocratics who usually spoke Persian 

and atrap were common folk who 
spoke Bangla. Bengali Muslims belong 
overwhelmingly to the Sunni division 
of Islam, although there are small Shia 
communities, found mainly in the and 
Murshidabad in West Bengal. Bengali 
Muslims are also known for their practice 
of “pirism,” following Muslim saints or holy 
men called pirs.
 The Muslim population in 
Bangladesh was over 146 million in 2011 
making Bangladesh the third-largest 
Muslim-populated country. Muslims are 
the predominant community of the 
country and they form the majority of 
the population in all eight divisions of the 
country. Overwhelming majority of Muslims 
in Bangladesh are Bengali Muslims at 88%, 
but a minority of 2% Bihari and Assamese 
Muslims. Most Muslims in Bangladesh are 
Sunnis, but there is a small Shia community 
and an even smaller Ahmadiyya 
community. Most of those who are Shia 
reside in urban areas. Although these 
Shias are few in number, Shia observance 
commemorating the martyrdom of 
Muhammad’s grandson, Husain ibn Ali, 
is widely observed by the nation’s Sunnis 
Muslims celebrate Eid ul-Fitr, Eid ul-Adha, 
Muharram, Milad un Nabi, Shab-e-Barat 
and Chand Raat all across the country 
with much fanfare and grandeur. The 
annual Bishwa Ijtema is the largest and 

most notable congregation of Muslims in 
Bangladesh.
 The Muslim community in the 
Bengal region developed independent 
of the dominant Islamic trends in India. 
Features of Bangladeshi Hinduism, which 
differed in some respects from Hinduism in 
other parts of South Asia, influenced both 
the practices and the social structure of 
the Bangladeshi Muslim community. In 
spite of the general personal commitment 
to Islam by the Muslims of Bangladesh, 
observance of Islamic rituals and tenets 
varies according to social position, locale, 
and personal considerations. In rural 
regions, some beliefs and practices tend 
to incorporate elements that differ from 
and often conflict with orthodox Islam. 

2.4.2 HINDUISM

 In terms of population, Bangladesh 
is the third largest Hindu state in the world 
after India and Nepal. According to an 
estimate from the Bangladesh Bureau of 
Statistics (BBS), there were 17 million Hindus 
in Bangladesh as of 2015.
 In nature, Bangladeshi Hinduism 
closely resembles the forms and customs 
of Hinduism practised in the neighbouring 
Indian state of West Bengal. Ritual 
bathing, vows, and pilgrimages to sacred 
rivers, mountains, and shrines are common 
practice. n ordinary Hindu will worship at 
the shrines of Muslim pirs, without being 
concerned with the religion to which that 
place is supposed to be affiliated.
 Hindus are divided by caste (social 

division), and Hinduism across Bengal also 
takes many forms. Shaivite Hinduism in 
the region is known for the strength of its 
Mother Goddess cults: Durga Puja and Kali 
Puja. These are among the main annual 
festivals and are widespread among 
the upper castes. Vaishnavite Hinduism, 
involving devotion to Krishna, is popular 
among the lower castes, and especially 
important is the annual festival of the Lord 
Shiva. The goddesses Lakshmi (wealth 
and good fortune) and Saraswati (of 
learning and culture) also have annual 
ceremonies.
 In addition to formal worship at 
Hindu temples and Muslim mosques, 
popular worship involving religious 
folk music is widespread, especially at 
Vaishnavite gatherings where kirtans 
(collective singing of devotional songs) 
are popular both in the towns and villages. 
There are many Muslim followers of several 
Sufi orders. Bengali Muslims are also known 
for their practice of pirism, following Muslim 
saints or holy men called pirs. Popular 
religion in Bengal often mixes both Hindu 
and Muslim folk beliefs and practices. 
Bengal is famous for its wandering religious 
folk musicians (Bauls) who refuse to 
accept traditional differences between 
Hinduism and Islam in their worship and 
way of life.

2.4.3 BUDDHISM

 It is said that Buddha once in his 
life came to this region East Bengal to 
spread Buddhism and he was successful 
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to convert the local people of East Bengal 
to Buddhism. Buddhism is now the third 
largest religion in Bangladesh. About 
1,000,000 people in Bangladesh adhere 
to the Theravada school of Buddhism. 
Buddhists form about 0.6% of the 
population of Bangladesh.
 In antiquity, the region of present-
day Bangladesh was a center of Buddhism 
in Asia. Buddhist civilisation, including 
philosophies and architecture, traveled 
to Tibet, Southeast Asia and Indonesia 
from Bengal. The Buddhist architecture 
of Cambodia, Indonesia and Thailand, 
including the Angkor Wat Temple and the 
Borobudur Vihara, are believed to have 
been inspired by the ancient monasteries 
of Bangladesh such as the Somapura 
Mahavihara. Strange though it may now 
seem in such an overwhelmingly Muslim 
country, Buddhism has been no small 
player in the nation’s history and culture.
 Most of the followers of Buddhism 
in Bangladesh live in southeastern region, 
especially in the Chittagong Hill Tracts, 
Chittagong and Comilla district. Most of 
the Buddhists belong to native tribes, who 
since time immemorial have practised 
Buddhism. Other tribal communities who 
practise animism, have come under some 
Buddhist influence. The beliefs and rituals 
of the Buddhist communities in this region 
are amalgamations of Buddhism and 
ancient animistic faiths.

2.4.4 CHRISTIANITY

 Christianity arrived in what is now 

Bangladesh during the late sixteenth to 
early seventeenth centuries AD, through 
the Portuguese traders and missionaries. 
Portuguese built the region’s first churches 
during the 16th century in Porto Grande, 
Chittagong. The Jesuits opened their 
first mission in 1600. Mughal and colonial 
Dhaka were home to Armenians, Greeks, 
Catholics and Anglicans.
 Today, Christians account for 
approximately 0.4% of the total population 
and they are mostly an urban community. 
Roman Catholicism is predominant 
among the Bengali Christians, while 
the remaining are mostly Baptist. There 
are two Catholic archdioceses and six 
Catholic dioceses in Bangladesh with 
some 400,000 Catholics. Each diocese is 
led by its own local bishop.
 Christians have greatly served 
the education and health sectors. This 
tiny community has some 1000 schools 
and about 100 health care centers and 
hospitals. In Bangladesh, the Christian 
community runs the country’s largest 
cooperative bank in Dhaka.
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2.5 CULTURE

 The culture of Bangladesh is 
intertwined with the culture of the 
Bengal region and the broader Indian 
subcontinent.

2.5.1 HISTORY

 Historically, local culture revolved 
around religious festivals and fairs. Jatras, 
plays performed by travelling groups 
of actors, were also common forms 
of entertainment in the countryside. 
Fishermen and wandering “Baul” mystics 
sang songs that explored spiritual 
questions, but also the pleasures and 
problems of daily life.
 Under the influence of British 
rule, some Bengalis, mainly those of the 
highly-educated Hindu castes who had 
learned English, began to look to ways of 
reforming and modernizing their religion 
and culture. This has come to be known 
as the Bengal Renaissance. Printed novels, 
poems and essays began to be widely 
read, and the Bengali language itself 
was modernized and standardized in the 
process. Magazines serialized short stories 
and novels which were read by growing 
numbers of people. Women too, mainly 
in wealthy families, became keen readers 
of fiction and religious books. Bengali 
literature flowered. The poet and novelist 

Rabindranath Tagore was awarded the 
Nobel prize for his contribution to literature 
in 1913. Like the poet Nazrul Islam, Tagore 
drew upon the folk culture of Bengal to 
explore the questions and concerns of his 
own time. Modern theatres staged plays 
that explored modern problems, but often 
drew on Jatra’s techniques and style. 
Modernist artists, such as Jainul Abedin 
and Jamini Roy, also experimented with 
folk styles of painting.
 As cinema became popular, 
Bengalis too began to experiment with this 
new medium. Satyajit Ray, who is widely 
acknowledged as one of the greatest film-
makers of the twentieth century, received 
an Academy Award in recognition of his 
important contribution to the world of 
cinema.

2.5.2 CUSINE

 Bengali cuisine is known for its 
varied use of flavors, as well as the spread 
of its confectioneries and desserts. It also 
has the only traditionally developed multi-
course tradition in the sub-continent of 
India where food is served course-wise 
rather than all at once.
 Historically, its cuisine has been 
shaped by its rivers, and by its prosperity 
based on agriculture. The region produces 

many varieties of rice; and together with 
the fish that are plentiful in its rivers, rice 
forms the staple food for its people. Fish, 
lentils and vegetables are prepared in 
hundreds of different ways. 
 Bengalis are known to have a 
sweet tooth. Desserts of Bangladesh are 
mostly dairy based. Each re-gion of the 
country is known for its own varieties of 
sweets.

2.5.3 CLOTHING

 Bangladesh is home to a diverse 
range of traditional clothing which is still 
worn by people in their everyday life. 
 The lungi is the most commonly 
seen dress of Bangladeshi men. It is a 
seamless tubular shape cloth, like a skirt, 
that hangs from the waist to the ankles 
and is twisted into a half knot at the waist. 
It is worn almost universally indoors and 
commonly outdoors, although it is not 
normally worn for formal occasions. 
 The shari is the national wear 
of women in Bangladesh. It is a drape 
varying from five to nine yards length and 
two to four feet in breadth that has various 
styles of draping and comes in various 
fabrics. It is worn by women across social 
class, in rural and urban settings, and 
for casual and formal occasions. Due to 
the British influence of “modesty” during 
colonization, today the shari is worn with a 
blouse and petticoat. 

2.5.4 MUSIC

 Bangladeshi music spans a wide 
variety of styles. Music has served the 
purpose of documenting the lives of the 
people and was widely patronized by 
the rulers. It comprises a long tradition of 
religious and secular song writing over a 
period of almost a millennium.
 Several musical instruments are 
indigenous to Bangladesh. Major musical 
instruments used are the bashi (bamboo 
flute), tabla and dhol (drums), ektara 
(a single stringed instrument), dotara (a 
four-stringed instrument called dotara) 
and mandira (a pair of metal bowls, used 
for rhythm effects). Currently, musical 
instruments of western origin, like guitars, 
drums, and the saxophone are used along 
with traditional instruments.
 Folk music has come to occupy 
the lives of Bangladeshis more than any 
other genre of Bengali music. It can be 
classified into several categories. Before 
the advent of radio, entertainment in 
the rural areas relied on a large extent 
on stage performances by folk singers. 
With the arrival of new communication 
technologies and digital media, many folk 
songs were modernized and incorporated 
into Adhunik songeet (modern music). 
Modernization of Bengali music occurred 
at different times and, for the most 
part, independent of western influence. 
Although western influence has given 
rise to several notable Bangladeshi rock 
bands. 
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2.5.5 SPORTS

 Cricket is the most popular sport in 
Bangladesh, followed by football. Cricket 
has a massive and passionate following in 
Bangladesh. Bangladesh’s national cricket 
team, the Tigers, joined the elite group 
of countries eligible to play Test cricket 
in 2000. The people of Bangladesh enjoy 
watching live sports. Whenever there 
is a cricket or football match between 
popular local teams or international 
teams in any stadium, significant number 
of spectators gather to watch the match 
live. The people celebrate major victories 
with great enthusiasm. 
 Other traditional sports include 
Nouka Baich (a rowing sport), Bali Khela 
(a form of wrestling), Lathi Khela (a type 
of martial arts) and Kabaddi and Kho Kho 
(tag sports).

2.5.6 HOLIDAYS 

 Bangladesh has numerous public 
holidays, including national memorial, 
religious and secular holidays of Bengali 
origin. The Bengali traditional calendar, 
known as Banggabda is the national 
and official calendar in Bangladesh. The 
holidays are celebrated according to 
Bengali, Islamic or Gregorian calendars for 
religious and civil purposes. 
 National memorial holidays 
include Ekushay February, Independence 
Day, and Victory Day. Ekushay February 
is Mother Language Day celebrated 
on the 21st of February annually to 

commemorate protests and sacrifices to 
protect Bangla as a national language 
during the Bengali Language Movement 
of 1952. Independence Day, March 
26th, commemorates Sheikh Mujibur 
Rahman, considered the founding father 
of Bangladesh, declaring Bangladesh’s 
independence from Pakistan. Victory Day, 
December 16th, marks the anniversary 
of the Pakistani army surrendering to the 
joint forces of Bengali freedom fighters 
and Indian army marking the end of the 
Bangladesh Liberation War.
 Religious holidays include the 
holidays of Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, 
and Christians. Bengali Muslims celebrate 
the two major holidays of Islam. Eid ul-Fitr 
is the largest Muslim holiday of the year 
celebrating the end of the holy Islamic 
month of fasting, Ramadan. Eid ul-Adha, 
or “feast of the sacrifice,” is in honor of the 
story of the prophet Ibrahim’s willingness to 
sacrifice his son at God’s command.
 Durga Puja is the largest Hindu 
holiday celebrated in Bangladesh. It marks 
the battle of goddess Durga with the 
demon Mahishasura, and her emerging 
victorious. The festival epitomizes the 
victory of good over evil, but it also is 
in part a harvest festival that marks the 
goddess as the motherly power behind all 
of life and creation.
 Buddho Purnima is the celebration 
of the birth of Buddha.
 Although only 0.3% of the 
population is Christian, Christmas too is 
recognized as a public, national holiday. 
Bara Din translates to the “Big Day.”
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2.6 ECONOMY

 Bengal’s fertility made it an 
extremely prosperous region in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
Bengal was the bridge gate from which 
the British empire expanded over the rest 
of India. The West Bengal city of Calcutta 
was the capital of the British Indian 
empire until 1912. The region of Bengal 
itself was a province of great economic 
and political importance to the empire. 
Through Bengal’s great rivers flowed much 
of the trade between India and Europe, 
and throughout the Indian Ocean region. 
Trade was mainly in textiles since Bengal’s 
fine textiles were in great demand in the 
western world. Its rivers and ports were 
the arteries of this growing trade, and the 
traditional skills of Bengali seamen were 
a vital resource for a commercial and 
maritime empire which came to span the 
world.
 In the twentieth century, jute and 
tea were also vital commodities produced 
in Bengal and its neighboring province, 
Assam. Bengal had a world monopoly 
in the production of raw jute, a fibrous 
plant used to make rope and sacking. 
Darjeeling and Assam teas competed with 
Chinese tea for dominance in the world 
market. Bengal was also a significant 
producer of paper, leather goods, 
chemicals and dyes; and it has continued 
to produce marvelous textiles, mainly 

woven saris, which are highly prized by 
women of South Asian origin.
 By the middle of the twentieth 
century, over-population and over-
cultivation had eroded the fertility of the 
soil. British interventions into its economy, 
particularly heavy taxes on the land 
and policies that favored British goods 
over Indian-made goods, contributed 
to its stagnation and decline. Famine 
once again began to stalk the land, and 
between 1943 and 1945, three million 
people are thought to have died of 
starvation and disease. The partition of 
the province between India and Pakistan 
in 1947 was also a great shock to the 
economy of the whole region, since 
factories were cut off from the agrarian 
hinterlands where the raw materials they 
needed were grown. Some scholars argue 
that the region has yet to recover wholly 
from these setbacks to its economy, 
although there are some recent signs for 
optimism.
 Today, the market-based 
economy of Bangladesh is the 42nd 
largest in the world in nominal terms 
and 31st largest by purchasing power 
parity. It is classified among the Next 
Eleven emerging market middle income 
economies. In 2016, Bangladesh’s 
economy was the second fastest growing 
major economy with a rate of 7.1%. The 

capital, Dhaka, and the city of Chittagong 
are the principal financial centers of 
the country, being home to the Dhaka 
Stock Exchange and the Chittagong 
Stock Exchange. The financial sector of 
Bangladesh is the second largest in the 
subcontinent.
 Since 2004, Bangladesh averaged 
a GDP growth of 6.5%, that has been 
largely driven by its exports of readymade 
garments, remittances and the domestic 
agricultural sector. The country has 
pursued export-oriented industrialization, 
with its key export sectors include textiles, 
shipbuilding, fish and seafood, jute and 
leather goods. It has also developed self-
sufficient industries in pharmaceuticals, 
steel and food processing. Bangladesh’s 
telecommunication industry has witnessed 
rapid growth over the years, receiving 
high investment from foreign companies. 
Bangladesh also has substantial reserves 
of natural gas and is Asia’s seventh largest 
gas producer. Offshore exploration 

activities are increasing in its maritime 
territory in the Bay of Bengal.
 Bangladesh is strategically 
important for the economies of Northeast 
India, Nepal and Bhutan, as Bangladeshi 
seaports provide maritime access for 
these landlocked regions and countries. 
China also views Bangladesh as a 
potential gateway for its landlocked 
regions in the southwest.
 Bangladesh is a member of the 
South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation, the World Bank, the 
World Trade Organization and the 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank. 
The economy faces challenges of 
infrastructure bottlenecks, insufficient 
power and gas supplies, bureaucratic 
corruption, political instability, natural 
calamities and a lack of skilled workers. 
This has led to middle class families 
immigrating to other countries in search of 
more lucrative jobs and stable life.
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3. ARCHITECTURE 
 Architecture of Bangladesh is intertwined with the architecture of the Bengal region 
and the broader Indian subcontinent. It has a long history and is rooted in Bangladesh’s culture, 
religion and history. Architecture has evolved over centuries and has been influenced by social, 
religious and exotic communities. It bears a remarkable impact on the lifestyle, tradition and 
cultural life of Bangladeshi people. The country  has many architectural relics and monuments 
dating back thousands of years.
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3.1 MASJID

 Mosque, being the center of 
Muslim activity, is of special significance 
in Muslim settlements all over the worid. 
Starting from a simple one
 The Muslims came in to 
Bangladesh in 1204, the land of the
Buddhists and the Hindus, where a well 
developed tradition of architecture had 
already existed. Wherever the Muslims 
went, they erected mosques to meet the
fundamental religious requirements. 
With the help of indigenous building 
materials, local building techniques where 
necessary, and craftsmenm they laid the
foundation of the Islamic architecture in 
Bangladesh. 
 The nature of the soil and incessant 
rainfall made a tremendous impact on the 
formation of an enclosed type mosque in 
Bangladesh, whereas the typical Arabian
courtyard-type mosque surrounded by a 
covered cloister (riwaq) was discarded 
here. As a result, the mosque architecture 
of Bangladesh received a different 
expression of character which was widely 
followed and practiced from the early 
Islamic to Mughal period.
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3.2 MANDIR (TEMPLE)

 A mandir, or temple, is a sacred 
building for Hindu religious practices and 
devotion. Construction Hindu temples 
have long history. Some dates as far back 
as the Bronze Age. The oldest temples 
were built of brick and wood no longer 
exists. Most ancient and medieval stone 
temples still survive. Structurally, temple 
marked the transition of Hinduism from 
the Vedic sacrifices to a religion of Bhakti 
or love and devotion to a community 
or personal deity. There are substantial 
differences in temple architecture in 
different parts of South Asia.
 In West Bengal and Bangladesh, 
temple architecture has assumed a 
unique identity. Due to lack of suitable 
stone in the alluvial Gangetic delta, the 
temple makers had to resort to other 
materials instead of stone. This gave rise 
to using burnt brick and terracotta as 
a medium for temple construction and 
decoration. Terracotta exteriors with rich 
carvings are a unique feature of Bengal 
temples.
 Bengal’s masons and artisans built 
temples and temple sculptures in 9th-
11th centuries under the patronage of 
the Pala and Sena rulers. In the following 
five centuries of Islamic rule they were 
employed by Muslim rulers to build brick 
mosques and tombs, mostly in the city 
of Gaur. There they created for temples 

a unique Bengali architectural style that 
used imported Islamic forms like the 
dome and arch together with local forms 
such as the curved cornice, octagonal 
minarets, and brick ornamentation. When 
Hindu patronage reappeared in the 
17th century, a period of architectural 
experimentation followed, a process that 
can be seen in the exceptional group of 
temples at Bishnupur. The end product 
was a Hindu temple based on Islamic 
domes, vaults, and arches alongside 
Hindu elements like octagonal columns, 
figural sculptures, and Orissan-style turrets. 
Temples can look very different from each 
other, but the differences are mainly in the 
roofs or superstructures. Otherwise, most 
temples have many identical elements. 
The most obvious of this is the arched 
entrance to the temple. This is usually 
triple-arched with heavy octagonal 
columns in between. Single arches are 
also common. Inside the temple, the 
chamber is usually covered by a dome 
(except in Bangla temples where it is 
a vault) and a vault always covers the 
porches. The other common feature is 
the curved cornice and parapet. The 
curvature is derived from the curved 
roofs (chalas) of Bengali village huts but is 
purely decorative in the temples.
 The most striking feature of a 
temple is the elaborate decoration that 

covers its walls. These are usually called 
the ‘terracotta’ temples. In some temples 
every inch of the temple’s surface 
(even the inside walls) is decorated with 
terracotta. Mainly this ornamentation is 
composed of rows of burnt-brick panels, 
each with a figure or geometric patterns, 
arranged in particular ways in specific 
parts of the temple walls, and often 
forming large sculptural compositions. 
After decades of experimentation, 
the organisation of these wall panels 
became standardised in the 18th century 
and temples were built with very similar 
decorative schemes. Kantanagar temple 
of Dinajpur is the best example of this kind 
of temple. On the outer wall of this temple 
large panels above the arches usually 
have elaborate battle scenes from the 
Ramayana, panels on the corners, arch 
frames and columns have rows of images 
of deities and dancers or musicians. Two 
friezes running along the base show events 
from the life of Krishna and social scenes 
such as royal processions and hunting of 
the Mughals, and European ships.
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3.2 HOUSING

  In Bangladesh, existence of 
human settlements have been found as 
early as prehistoric times. Since then style 
and pattern of housing have evolved in 
adaptation to environmental, economic 
and social needs and guided by 
geographical locations.
 Even in the second decade of 
the twenty first century, Bangladesh is 
predominantly a rural country with over 
70% of its population living in nearly 80,000 
villages and the rest in over 525 urban 
centers ranging in size from small cities to 
the megacity of Dhaka. As such, there are 
two types of housing in Bangladesh, rural 
and urban. 

3.2.1 RURAL HOUSING
 Rural houses are a component 
of homesteads, the other components 
being the uthan (courtyard), trees around 
the houses and, in some regions, one or 
two ponds around. The rural homestead, 
in turn, is a part of a gram (village). A 
rural homestead may have one or more 
houses. Structurally rural houses can be of 
different types.
 Sirajul Islam Chowdhury, a 
Bangladeshi cultural geographer, 
classified rural houses of Bangladesh 
mainly on the basis of cultural and social 
influences. The types identified by him are:
 ▪ Choushala griha - a house 

A rural homestead

Bamboo house with a thatched roof with curved 
ridge House built of mud

 with four units on four sides with a 
 courtyard in the middle; 
 ▪ Briti griha - a house completely 
 surrounded by wall made of 
 bamboo or mud or other materials
 ▪ atchala griha - an eight roofed 
 house, four on the main structure 
 and four over the attached 
 verandahs
 ▪ posta griha - a house with raised 
 platform all around
 ▪ Dishala nanda griha - two houses 
 on either side of the courtyard
 ▪ shusthita griha - balanced house 
 with verandahs on all sides
 The choushala house is widely 
found throughout Bangladesh and the 
form has also found popularity in urban 
areas. Other housing types are seen 
specifically to certain regions of the 
country. The current predominant house 
types in rural areas are the dochala  
(corrugated iron sheet roofs with bamboo 
walls, the chouchala (four roofed), and 
the semi pucca houses.

3.1.2 URBAN HOUSING
 Urban living in Bangladesh 
became prominent from the colonial 
period. Development of small townships 
in ancient Bengal by kings, maharajahs, 
zaminders, wealthy merchants and 
landowners started the era of urban 
housing. The European architectural 
design of housing for the elite became 
fashionable in the nineteenth century. 
In the Pakistan period (1947-71) modern 
structures were built for housing for the 
rich and powerful both in the public and 

private sectors. Large tracts of lands 
were acquired by government bodies 
and developed as planned residential 
areas and new satellite towns in Dhaka 
and other cities. Planned low-income 
high-density areas with small single storey 
pucca nucleus houses were also built, 
such as the ones in Mirpur, Dhaka. Housing 
in spontaneous urban poor settlements 
(or slums and squatter areas) consists of 
kutcha and semi- pucca structures similar 
to rural settlements.
 Apartment housing as a 
phenomenon started from the 1980s and 
has evolved from six-storyed walk up 
buildings to 20 story elevatored buildings. 
Floor spaces range from under 300 square 
feet for low priced units to over 3000 
square feet for luxury units.
 Individual homes of the rich have 
taken the form of single storey bangalows 
to two-story duplexes and even three-
storyed triplexes. However the numbers of 
such houses are very limited.
 

In recent decades, Bangladesh has experienced 
rapid urban transformation. 



38 39

3.3 COURTYARD

 In rural settlements of the 
predominant floodplains of Bangladesh, 
an inherent component is the extended 
family homestead. The layout of the 
homestead is defined by the courtyard, 
formed by the arrangement of dwelling 
units and ancillary building around an 
open space. Specific building typologies 
prevail, in terms of design, construction 
and building materials. Some typical 
types of courtyard can be observed, but 
there are also variations to these types. 
The courtyard has important physical 
and functional characteristics derived 
from the climatic requirements and living 
patterns. Nonetheless, particularly in 
this predominantly Muslim society, the 
cultural aspect of respecting privacy is an 
important factor behind the development 
of this archetype. However, other 
communities living in the floodplains also 
have courtyards, suggesting that it is also 
a regional archetype. 
 Although Bangladeshi courtyards 
have characteristics similar to courtyard 
housing in other parts of the world, such 
as maintaining privacy within a traditional 
setting and as a climatic device, the 
Bangladeshi courtyard is unique because 
of the particular type of layout of 
individual buildings around it which define 
its form. Unlike a typical courtyard house 
with built forms bounding the courtyard 

from all sides, the Bangladeshi rural 
homestead is composed of several closely 
spaced buildings around an open space, 
clearly defining a similar introverted 
courtyard layout. Courtyard arrangements 
arise from expansion of family. Kin usually 
relates most households with shared or 
linked courtyards.
 Because of the Bangladeshi 
courtyards’ introverted nature, it serves 
the purpose of privacy similar to courtyard 
houses in other traditional Islamic societies. 
On the other hand, the need for thermal 
comfort in this hot-humid climate is 
fulfilled by a somewhat scattered, open 
arrangement of buildings. To maintain 
privacy and yet achieve ventilation, the 
gaps between the buildings potentially 
allowing views into the courtyard are 
visually obscured by the row of trees and 
vegetation on the outer periphery of the 
homestead; bamboo or grass screens are 
used additionally. In this way, a bounded 
effect as in the typical courtyard house 
is achieved, using a combination of built 
forms and vegetation.
 In this warm climate, the courtyard 
is virtually an extension of indoor living and 
serves a variety of activities: processing 
agricultural produce, making household 
artifacts, drying clothes and food items, 
cooking, gossiping, etc. Social events 
such as weddings are also held in the 

courtyard, especially in the larger ones. 
Even the gaps between the buildings are 
utilized for outdoor activities because they 
tend to be shaded.
 The Bangladeshi rural courtyard 
is a distinctive example of function of 
space achieved by blending culture, 
climate and nature. The archetypal 
courtyard is subject to transformation 
or elimination due to social, economic 
and environmental changes. If this trend 
becomes widespread, it would signal 
the loss of an important and long-lasting 
regional expression.
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 The Bangladeshi diaspora consists of people of Bangladeshi descent who have 
immigrated to or were born in another country. First generation migrants may have moved 
abroad from Bangladesh for better living conditions, to escape poverty, to support their financial 
condition or to send money back to families in Bangladesh. As of 2015, annual remittances 
received in Bangladesh were 15.4 billion dollars.

4. DIASPORA
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4.1 ASIA

 Although Bangladesh only came 
into existence in 1971, the land which is 
Bangladesh today has strong ties to the 
Middle East. Bangladeshis in the Middle 
East form the largest part of the worldwide 
Bangladeshi diaspora. Out of the 7 million 
Bangladeshis abroad, approximately 
2,820,000 live within the Middle East. 
Bangladeshis who travel to other Asian 
countries are primarily guest workers or 
day laborers. 

4.1.1 MALAYSIA

 The Bangladeshi Malaysians 
consists of people of full or partial 
Bangladeshi descent who were born in 
or immigrated to Malaysia. Bangladeshis 
in Malaysia form a large proportion of 
Malaysia’s foreign labor force. Their 
population was estimated to total 221,000 
persons, roughly one-eighth of all the 
foreign workers in Malaysia as of 2017.
 Bengali people have long been 
established in Malaysia. History record 
demonstrated that the traders from the 
Bay of Bengal had been involved in 
commercial activities in the Sultanate of 
Malacca in the 15th-16th century.
 During the colonial era, both 
British Malaya and the Strait Settlements 
received Bengali-speaking communities 

bought by the British from the Bengal 
Presidency that constitute modern-day 
Bangladesh and the Indian state of West 
Bengal. The mass arrival from Bengal 
correlated with the larger migration from 
British India to work with the colonial 
government and companies. Many 
of them consist of traders, policemen, 
coolies, plantation laborers and colonial 
soldiers. This pioneer migration largely 
took place from the late 18th century to 
the 1930s. Today, there are estimated 
that around 230,000 people of Bengali 
ancestry in Malaysia. Among the legacy 
of the pioneers is the Bengali Mosque in 
Penang which was built in 1803.
 The first migrant workers from 
modern-day Bangladesh are believed 
to have been a group of 500 who came 
in 1986 to work on plantations; the two 
countries concluded a governmental-
level agreement on manpower exports in 
1992, following which migration expanded 
sharply. Bangladesh is one of five 
countries, along with Indonesia, Pakistan, 
the Philippines, and Thailand, which 
have such agreements with Malaysia for 
manpower exports.
 Construction workers form a 
large proportion of Bangladeshi migrant 
workers. From July 1992 until December 
1995, of 89,111 Bangladeshis issued 
temporary work passes, 26,484, or 29.7%, 

worked in construction, forming one-
fifth of all workers in the construction 
sector in Malaysia and making them the 
second-largest group behind Indonesians. 
91.4% were first-time migrants, who 
had never previously worked abroad. 
Surveys showed between 6.4% and 14.9% 
admitted to working illegally, without 
proper employment authorization or travel 
documents. Remittances from Malaysia 
to Bangladesh amounted to roughly US$5 
million in 1993 but grew eleven times to 
US$57 million by 1999.
 Bangladeshis still form a large 
proportion of Malaysia’s foreign labor 
force. Their population was estimated to 
total 221,000 persons, roughly one-eighth 
of all the foreign workers in Malaysia as of 
2017.

4.1.2 JAPAN

 Bangladeshis in Japan form one 
of the smaller populations of foreigners 
in Japan. As of 2016, Japan’s Ministry 
of Justice recorded 12,374 Bangladeshi 
nationals among the total population of 
registered foreigners in Japan.
 Bangladeshi labor migration to 
Japan, in common with that to other 
economically developed parts of East 
Asia, is believed to have begun around 
1985. Prospective workers would obtain 
student visas to enter language schools, 
which would allow them to work legally 
up to 20 hours per week to support 
themselves. They used their period of study 
to put down roots in Japan and find more 

permanent full-time work. Such migration 
reached a peak in 1988 but dropped off 
sharply in 1989 as Japanese authorities 
tightened the requirements for obtaining 
student visas. In the late 1980s and early 
1990s, deportations jumped sharply, 
with nearly five thousand in 1990 alone; 
however, both new arrivals and previous 
deportees turned to people smugglers 
to re-enter the country. A 2007 survey 
estimated that a quarter of illegal migrants 
from Bangladesh arrived after April 1989. 
Even after the bursting of the Japanese 
asset price bubble, their wages remained 
relatively high, typically exceeding 150% 
of the minimum wage. Bangladeshi 
migrants prefer Japan to Saudi Arabia or 
the United Arab Emirates and consider 
it a more prestigious destination due to 
the higher wages which continue to be 
offered.
 Bangladeshi migrants in Japan 
tend to come from a middle-class 
background. While fewer than four 
percent of Bangladeshis overall had 
higher educational background, nearly 
30% of Bangladeshis in Japan had 
graduated from secondary schools. This 
means that they were more educated not 
only than their peers in their home country, 
but other groups of migrant workers in 
Japan. The migrants are also quite young, 
with some having come directly after 
university graduation and lacking any 
further employment experience. They 
are spurred to leave Bangladesh due 
to high unemployment and low salaries. 
However, upon arriving in Japan, they find 
themselves limited to dirty, dangerous, 
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and demeaning jobs beneath their 
qualifications, though at much higher 
salaries than they could have earned at 
home. 
 Bangladeshi migrants remain in 
Japan for an average of nearly seven 
years before returning home, each 
remitting US $59,068. They enjoy some 
social mobility due to the money they 
saved while abroad. One survey, which 
focused on Dhaka residents that returned 
from Japan, found that over 50% used 
their funds to start their own businesses 
upon their return rather than attempting to 
re-migrate to Japan or other destinations 
and continue at menial jobs.

4.1.3 SOUTH KOREA

 Bangladesh is one of the many 
countries that has established diplomatic 
relationships with both the Koreas. In 1974, 
South Korea opened its embassy in the 
capital Dhaka while her counterpart did 
so in 1987. 
 In South Korea, there are more 
than 13,000 Bangladeshi foreign workers 
in the country. A significant number of 
them are temporary immigrants. This has 
led to prejudice towards Bangladeshi 
expatriates; an issue recently tackled by 
the 2009 South Korean film Bandhobi. 
Bandhobi means “female friend” in 
Bengali. The film about a frustrated and 
rebellious high school student who ends 
up becoming a friend of a migrant worker 
from Bangladesh who is desperate to 
receive his unpaid wages from his former 

employer before his work visa expires. 

4.1.4 MALDIVES

 Maldives is a nation of only 
around 400,000 people. According to the 
Maldivian foreign ministry, some 50,000 
Bangladeshi are now working in the 
Maldives with one-third having no valid 
documents or registration.

4.1.5 SAUDI ARABIA

 Bangladesh and the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia had a strained beginning. 
In 1971, Saudi Arabia supported the 
Pakistani regime and opposed calls 
for the independence of Bangladesh. 
Saudi Arabia and Bangladesh formally 
established diplomatic relations in 
1975 after the assassination of Sheikh 
Mujibur Rahman by mutinous officers in 
Bangladesh Army. The military regimes of 
Ziaur Rahman and Hussain Muhammad 
Ershad took steps to forge strong 
commercial and cultural ties with Saudi 
Arabia. As one of the most populous 
Muslim countries, Bangladesh is a major 
source of Hajj pilgrims. Saudi Arabia has 
become a major source of financing and 
economic aid to Bangladesh
 Since the late 1980s, a large 
number of both skilled and unskilled 
Bangladeshi workers have moved to 
Saudi Arabia. Bangladesh is one of the 
largest labor suppliers to Saudi Arabia. In 
2007, Bangladeshi workers obtained the 

biggest share, with 23.5% of the 1.5 million 
Saudi Arabia visas issued. The number of 
Bangladeshis living in Saudi Arabia today 
exceeds one million. 
 Foreigners are rarely given 
citizenship. Children born in Saudi Arabia 
to foreigners do not have the right to 
citizenship but may be given nationality 
if they have a Saudi father. In August of 
2014, Saudi Arabia banned Bangladeshi 
women from marrying Saudi nationals.

4.1.6 UNITED ARAB EMIRATES

 Expatriates from Bangladesh in 
the United Arab Emirates form one of the 
largest communities along with others 
hailing from the Indian subcontinent. They 
are spread out over the various emirates 
of the country, with many based in Dubai 
and Abu Dhabi. 
 With over 700,000 Bangladeshis 
living in the United Arab Emirates, annual 
remittances from Bangladeshis were 
marked up to US$512.6M. A number of 
Bangladeshi-curriculum schools operate 
in the UAE, including the Shaikh Khalifa Bin 
Zayed Bangladesh Islamia School in Abu 
Dhabi. 
 The United Arab Emirates stopped 
issuing visas for Bangladeshis after 
Bangladesh voted for Moscow for the host 
city of World Expo 2020 and not Dubai. 
The United Arab Emirates has denied the 
existence of a visa ban.

4.1.7 KUWAIT

 Approximately 123,000 
Bangladeshi expatriates were working in 
Qatar in 2015, mainly in the construction 
sector.

4.1.8 QATAR

 As of 2015, Qatar has about 
280,000 Bangladeshis.
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4.2 UNITED KINGDOM

 Britain’s Bangladeshi/Bengali 
community is often seen as having 
arrived relatively recently. In fact, there 
is evidence of migration from Bengal to 
Britain for over 400 years. This movement 
happened because of the trade in spices 
between Britain and India from 1600s 
onwards through the East India Company.

4.2.1 HISTORY
 Lascars (seamen), many recruited 
from the Bengal district of Sylhet, were 
employed on the imperial trading routes 
between India, Burma, China, the Malay 
Archipelago, East Africa, and Britain. 
The history of travel for Bengalis is long 
established and worldwide. 
 From the middle of the eighteenth 
century, there are records of unemployed 
and poverty-stricken lascars who had 
been stranded in London by a series of 
laws called the Navigation Acts. These 
Acts meant that many Indian sailors 
arriving in London from India could not be 
re-employed on return journeys and were 
abandoned. By the end of the eighteenth 
century, public concern about these 
lascars led to the setting up of hostels 
and seamen’s homes close to the docks. 
This situation continued throughout the 
nineteenth and into the twentieth century. 
In 1855, the British merchant navy took 
on 10,000-12,000 lascars every year and 

half of them were brought to the UK and 
dumped to fend for themselves. In 1850, 
forty Indians were found dead of cold and 
hunger in London.
 In 1857, Joseph Salter, a missionary, 
opened Stranger’s Home for Asiatics, 
Africans and South Sea Islanders in 
Limehouse, East London. In 1867, 
Salter found small numbers of Asians in 
Birmingham, Brighton, Southampton, 
Manchester, Liverpool, Edinburgh, 
Sunderland, Durham, Glasgow, Hull, 
Stirling, Leith, Bath and the Isle of Wight.
 At the same time, there were signs 
of the beginning of permanently settled 
Asian communities across Britain. Asian 
festivals and burials became part of the 
British social scene, with the setting up of 
a Parsi chapel and cemetery in Woking in 
1861 and the opening of the first mosque, 
also in Woking, in 1889. 

4.2.2 POST WORLD WAR II MIGRATION
 From the end of 1945, a number of 
former lascars settled in Britain with others 
arriving after Partition in 1947. Although 
it is hard to find clear figures, because 
Bengalis were counted in with Indians 
and Pakistanis until after the Liberation of 
Bangladesh in 1971, it is estimated in the 
UK Census that there were around 2,000 
Bengalis in Britain in 1951, rising to 6,000 
by 1961 and 22,000 by 1971, just before 

Independence.
 Many of the early settlers were 
former seamen who found themselves 
unemployed when Partition cut Sylhet off 
from Calcutta, now in India, where the 
traditional jobs in shipping were based. 
The Seamen’s Union managed to get 
passports for many of these desperately 
poor seamen to come to Britain, although 
the government in West Pakistan limited 
these numbers. In 1956, six hundred 
passports were given to former seamen 
followed by a thousand more paid for by 
private institutions.
 Migrants during this period 
followed the patterns set by earlier 
settlers, working as pressers or tailors in 
East London. Others moved to Bradford, 
Oldham and Birmingham to work in the 
textile mills or manufacturing industry, such 
as steelworks or car factories. The migrants 
were mainly young men who left their 
families, wives and children in Bangladesh, 
returning frequently and sending money 
back regularly to be invested in land and 
property in Bangladesh. Most of them 
didn’t plan to stay permanently. This has 
been called the myth of return.
 This period was seen as the 
golden age of migration from the Indian 
subcontinent to Britain when immigration 
controls were still comparatively open. The 
1948 Nationality Act confirmed the rights 
of current and former subjects of the British 
Empire to live and work in Britain.

4.2.3 VOUCHER MIGRATION
 In 1962, the British government 
passed the first Commonwealth 

Immigrants Act, which was aimed at 
limiting the numbers of migrants into Britain 
from Commonwealth countries, including 
India and East and West Pakistan. This Act 
restricted migration to three categories:
 a) people who had a specific job 
      to do in Britain;
 b) people who had special skills or 
      qualifications to do jobs that 
      couldn’t be filled in the UK (such 
      as doctors and nurses to staff 
      the National Health Service);
 c) other unskilled workers (with 
      priority given to people who 
      had served in the British forces in 
      World War II).
The number of Category C vouchers were 
decreased each year. However, voucher 
migration became a key way in which 
Bengalis came to Britain. Others were 
brought by relatives and friends based in 
the UK to work in restaurants or factories. 
Between 1961 and 1981, the numbers of 
Bangladeshis increased from an estimated 
6,000 to 65,000, according to the Census. 
Others place the figures as high as 
200,000, with 35,000 living in East London 
alone.
 Chain migration became common 
at this time. Existing migrants working 
to bring over friends and relatives and 
providing a source of contact for new 
arrivals. This has led to the very specific 
regional nature of migration from the 
northeast district of Sylhet. It has also led 
to settlements in very specific areas within 
the UK because people have followed 
kinship networks.
 The migrants arriving at this time 
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Protests against racial violence after the murder of Altab Ali, a Bangladeshi factory worker

were still mainly men who came to work in 
the industrial centers of the Midlands or in 
the clothing and leather factories of East 
London. Many came to join older relatives, 
often fathers or uncle, who had arrived 
just after the Wars. In some cases, these 
older relatives returned to Bangladesh, 
leaving the next generation of migrants 
to take up the burden of supporting their 
families back home. The voucher migrants 
often moved around the country for work 
and returned home to Bangladesh for 
long periods, finding new jobs when they 
returned.

4.2.4 LIBERATION
 From the early 1970s and through 
the 1980s, the patterns of Bengali 
migration to Britain changed dramatically 
with the arrival of families and with 
communities becoming more settled 
across the UK. The 1981 Census records 
estimated around 65,000 Bangladeshis 
in the UK, which included 16,000 second 
generation Bangladeshis born and 
brought up in Britain. By 1987, only six years 
later, the Labor Force Survey counted 
116,000 Bangladeshis; just over half of 
whom were born in Bangladesh. This 
period saw the arrival of larger numbers of 
women often joining their already settled 
husbands and older children.
 There are a number of reasons 
for the changing pattern. Changing 
immigration laws in Britain meant that 
travelling between Britain and Bangladesh 
for long periods of time became more 
difficult. Stricter immigration policies, such 
as the Immigration Act 1971 and the 

Nationality Act 1981, made many migrants 
fear that they might not be able to bring 
their children over in the future, particularly 
those over the age of 18. The struggle 
against West Pakistan’s control over East 
Pakistan through the 1960s, the more 
difficult economic and social conditions 
in East Pakistan and the Liberation War 
of 1971 led to worries about the safety 
of family members in Bangladesh. These 
fears about safety and the quality of life in 
Bangladesh were made worse by the ten 
years of economic and political struggle 
that followed Independence. With the 
arrival and settlement of larger minority 
ethnic communities and the growth of a 
religious and cultural community in some 
areas, people worried less about women 
and children being exposed to Western 
influences.
 At the same time as families were 
being reunited and settling down, there 
was a rise in unemployment in Britain, 
which saw the closing down of the 
industries in which many Bengalis were 
employed. This meant that the traditional 
jobs were no longer there. For support, 
Bengalis were often forced to move to city 
areas where Bengali communities were 
well established. This has led to Bengalis 
being concentrated in particular areas, 
such as Tower Hamlets and Oldham, 
where high levels of unemployment and 
poor-quality housing reinforced patterns of 
poverty and hardship.
 This time also saw the development 
of large, vibrant Bangladeshi communities, 
with a new generation of young people 
taking on the struggles against racism 
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Tower Hamlets, 1980s

and discrimination. In Tower Hamlets 
and elsewhere, Bangladeshi youth 
movements and organizations took on 
the National Front, a racist political group. 
Young people also entered local politics 
to challenge discrimination in housing, 
education and employment. Community 
institutions, mosques and cultural 
organizations also grew in this period as 
Bangladeshis became part of multicultural 
Britain.

4.2.5 PRESENT
 Bengalis are the fourth biggest 
ethnic minority community in UK. 
Britain’s Bangladeshi communities are 
overwhelmingly concentrated in London. 
Of the total Bangladeshi population in 
the UK, 54% live in the Greater London 
area and 46% in the rest of the UK. Within 
London, Bangladeshis are concentrated 
in the East End with most of them living 
in a single borough: Tower Hamlets. The 
borough has been termed the center of 
the UK Bangladeshi population where 
65,553 individuals, or 22.8%, of the 
Bangladeshi population live. Bangladeshis 
account for 33% of the total population of 
Tower Hamlets. Other London boroughs 
with high percentages of Bangladeshis 
are Newham (9%) and Camden (6%). 
In addition, large numbers also live in 
Westminster, Islington, and Southwark.
 Outside of London, there is a large 
population of Bangladeshis in Birmingham 
and Greater Manchester. There are also a 
small number of Bangladeshis in Scotland 
and Wales.

4.2.6 RELIGION
 The majority of Bengalis in Britain 
are Muslim, with over 92% identifying 
themselves as Muslim. Bangladeshi 
Muslims account for nearly 17% of Britain’s 
Muslim population; the second largest 
group after Pakistanis. In addition, 0.6% 
of Bangladeshis in the UK are Hindu, 
0.5% Christian and 0.1 % Buddhist. In the 
Census, 5.8% did not state their religion 
and 0.4% said they did not follow any 
religion at all.
 Traditionally, Bangladeshi Muslims 
are Sunnis, allied to the Barelvi tradition, 
which emphasizes the role of customs, 
shrines and pirs and is mixed with Hindu 
traditions and customs. From the 1980s 
onwards, however, the community has 
witnessed a process of “Islamicization” 
which draws on alternative traditions 
stressing a “purer” version of Islam. This shift 
has been of particular importance among 
younger British-born Bangladeshis.
 Since the 1980s, there has been 
a growth of religious organizations within 
Bangladeshi communities, many with 
roots and funding from Muslim majority 
countries in the Middle East and Pakistan, 
as well as Bangladesh. Groups such as 
the Young Muslim Organization and the 
Islamic Forum of Europe have focused on 
work with young people where there has 
been the development of a strong Muslim 
identity amongst sections of the younger 
generation of British Bengalis.

4.2.6 POLITICS
 The Bengali community in Britain 
has been actively involved with politics in 
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both Britain and Bangladesh from the days 
of the earliest settlers, although the form of 
that involvement has changed over time.
 The first generation of migrants 
were actively involved in the politics of the 
subcontinent through the 1960s and into 
the early 1970s, most particularly in the 
resistance leading to the War of Liberation 
and Bangladeshi independence in 1971. 
UK migrants mobilized in support of the 
freedom fighters and the Awami League 
through fundraising, public protests 
and lobbying the British government 
and media. By the 1980s, nearly all of 
Bangladesh’s major political parties were 
represented in the UK. These networks 
continue to provide platforms for 
politicians from Bangladesh to come to 
the UK to raise campaign funds.
 In Britain, this first generation also 
acted as go-betweens for the emerging 
Bengali community and local British 
government officials by, for example, 
setting up the Pakistan (later Bangladesh) 
Welfare Associations in places like Tower 
Hamlets, Oldham and Birmingham.
 From the 1970s onwards, a new 
generation of younger activists emerged, 
mainly young men who were either born 
or had grown up in the UK, and whose 
focus was on the struggles against racism 
in Britain. Many were involved in local 
Asian youth organizations, which had 
mobilized against the high levels of racist 
attacks and police harassment through 
the 1970s and into the 1980s. Though 
UK focused, this second generation 
sought to draw links between the 
struggles in Bangladesh and the anti-

racist struggles in the UK. However, these 
second-generation activists also made 
alliances with left-wing and anti-racist 
movements in Britain to tackle local issues 
of discrimination in housing, education, 
employment, police-community relations 
etc. They also became active participants 
in local government throughout the 
1980s, particularly in Tower Hamlets. This 
has provided a strong foundation for 
engagement with local politics that has 
continued until the present time.
 From the late 1980s and through 
the 1990s, there has been the growth of 
religiously oriented and Islamist groups, 
particularly engaging younger British-
born Bengalis. Muslim organizations have 
been especially active at a local level 
through youth organizations such as 
the Young Muslim Organization (YMO). 
These groups have been important in 
working with young people around a 
range of issues, including gangs and drugs 
and have provided vital spaces too for 
young women, who have been missing 
from earlier forms of political activism, to 
organize.
 Bengali in Britain have been highly 
effective in organizing in local politics. 
In Tower Hamlets, 32 of the 51 local 
councilors are of Bangladeshi descent, 
and the first Bangladeshi leader of the 
council, Lutfur Rahman, was elected in 
2008. There is one Bangladeshi-descent 
member of the London Assembly, Murad 
Qureshi and one MP, Rushanara Ali in 
Tower Hamlets. There is also Bangladeshi 
member of the House of Lords, Baroness 
Pola Uddin. Muhammad Abdul Bari, a 

Bangladeshi, is currently leader of the 
Muslim Council of Britain.

4.2.7 CULTURE
 The Bangladeshi community in 
Britain has maintained vibrant cultural 
links with the subcontinent across the 
generations, with a very strong emphasis 
on the teaching of Bengali and Sylheti 
language. There are many important 
cultural organizations in the UK that 
promote Bengali literature, poetry, 
theatre, music and dance. Bengalis of all 
ages also have a keen interest in Indian 
cinema, particularly Bollywood.
 According to the 2011 census, 
49.5% of British Bangladeshis consider 
Bengali (including Sylheti) as their main 
language while 47.9% stated English. Of 
those who stated their main language as 
Bengali, 69.6% were proficient in speaking 
English. As 95% of British Bangladeshis 
originate from the north-east Bangladesh 
region of Sylhet, majority therefore speak 
Sylheti which is a closely related language 
to Bengali. As of 2018, according to the 
British Office for National Statistics, Britain 
has around 231,000 Bengali-speaking 
people, making it the fifth-most spoken 
language. Parents encourage young 
people to attend Bengali classes to learn 
the language. During the 1970s, the first 
mother-tongue classes were established 
for Bangladeshis by community activists 
in standard Bengali, which later led to a 
campaign for Sylheti classes. 
 There are five Bengali satellite 
television stations available in Britain, 
including two, BanglaTV and Channel 

S, that are British owned and produced. 
There are also a number of Bengali 
newspapers catered towards the British 
Bangladeshi population, including Bangla 
Mirror and Bangla Post.
 The Bangladeshi community has 
also made important contributions to the 
culture of Britain, most importantly through 
the “Indian” restaurant trade. In 2000, then 
Foreign Secretary Jack Straw noted that 
Indian food (90% of which is produced by 
Bengalis) was more popular than fish and 
chips, and that chicken tikka masala was 
now Britain’s national dish. Banglatown/
Brick Lane in Tower Hamlets with its many 
restaurants is now world famous as a 
tourist area, rivalling London’s Chinatown.
 Bengali cultural festivals are now 
found across Britain. The Boishakhi Mela, 
which celebrates Bengali New Year, 
has been held for the past ten years in 
East London and is the second largest 
festival in the capital after the Notting Hill 
Carnival. A large Boishakhi Mela is also 
held in Birmingham. These festivals attract 
many Bangladeshi and British Bangladeshi 
artists and musicians.

4.2.8 FAMILY AND HOUSEHOLD 
 STRUCTURE
 A survey on the visible communities 
in Britain by the Policy Studies Institute 
concluded that British Bangladeshi 
continues to be among the most severely 
disadvantaged.
 The average number of people 
living in each Bangladeshi household is 
five, larger than all other ethnic groups. 
Bangladeshis living in London were forty 
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times more likely to be living in cramped 
and poor housing types of housing than 
anyone else in the country. There were 
twice as many people per room as white 
households, with 43% living in homes 
with insufficient bedroom space. A third 
of Bangladeshi homes contain more 
than one family; 64% of all overcrowded 
households in Tower Hamlets are 
Bangladeshi. 
 British Bangladeshis are around 
three times more likely to be in poverty 
compared to their white counterparts, 
according to a 2015 report entitled 
“Ethnic Inequalities” by the Center for 
Social Investigation at Nuffield College at 
University of Oxford. The research found 
that poverty rate is 46% of people of 
Bangladeshi background compared with 
16% for the white British between 2009-
2011.
 Only 38% of Bangladeshis own 
their own homes and the majority of 
households live in rented social housing 
(63%). Most Bangladeshis, 55%, live in 
purpose-built blocks of flats compared 
with 33% on average for the wider 
population. 

4.2.9 EDUCATION AND EMPLOYMENT
 Bengalis mainly came to Britain as 
labor migrants in the 1960s and 1970s and 
many men came to work in the textile and 
steel mills across England. Many of these 
industries closed from the 1970s onwards 
and Bengalis had to find alternative work. 
Many turned to the restaurant industry. It 
is estimated that there are around 12,000 
“Indian” restaurants and takeaways in 

Britain, 90% of which are owned and run 
by Bengalis. The restaurant sector employs 
over 85,000 people and is worth an 
estimated £3.2 billion.
 Today, a high proportion of 
Bangladeshis work in hotels and catering 
(65%). Large numbers of Bangladeshis 
are also still found in textile industries or 
in occupations associated with printing. 
However, Bangladeshis have the lowest 
percentages of all ethnic groups in higher 
managerial professions; 2.1% compared to 
6.1% for the population as a whole. 
 Bangladeshis in Britain, who 
are heavily concentrated in London, 
particularly in the East End, are among the 
poorest and most deprived communities 
in the United Kingdom, suffering from 
high rates of poverty, unemployment 
and undereducation. In Tower Hamlets, 
an estimated one-third of young 
Bangladeshis are unemployed, one of the 
highest such rates in the country.
 Bangladeshis in Britain were most 
likely to be unqualified. Nearly half of 
Bangladeshi women (49%) and 40% of 
Bangladeshi men had no qualifications. 
Lack of educational attainment has 
contributed to lower paid jobs and 
poverty. However, there are signs that this 
situation is changing. In Greater London, 
the percentage of Bangladeshis aged 
16 to 24 who were students was higher 
than the population as a whole (50% 
compared with 45%). 32% of Bangladeshi 
females and 29% of Bangladeshi males 
were entering higher education by age 
19.

Present day Tower Hamlets
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4.3 THE UNITED STATES

 Immigrants from present-day 
Bangladesh have been in the United 
States since at least the 1880s. In 1974, 
154 Bangladeshi arrived to United States 
leaving behind the hard economic and 
political times of the still developing 
Bangladesh post independence. Most 
were workers on the various ship docks in 
Bangladesh. The majority of Bangladeshi 
immigrants have arrived in large numbers 
since then through the Diversity Visa 
Program. They have become among the 
fastest growing ethnic communities since 
that decade. Today, there is an estimated 
population of 185,622 Bangladeshis in the 
United States. 

4.3.1 NEW YORK CITY

 New York City is home to the 
largest Bangladeshi community in the 
United States. Bangladeshis, the fifth 
largest Asian group in the city, comprise 
4.3% of the Asian population.
 According to the 1970 Census, 
New York City’s total Bangladeshi 
population was 4,955 with the highest 
concentrations in Queens (2,567 people) 
and Brooklyn (1,313). In Manhattan, 
Bangladeshis formed a small enclave in 
6th Street of “Indian” restaurants. 
 By the 2000 Census, New York 

City’s total Bangladeshi population rose 
by 471% to 28,269 people. In Queens, 
the Bangladeshi population was 18,310 
(65%), Brooklyn’s population was 6,243 
(22%), Bronx’s population was 2,442 (9%), 
Manhattan’s 1,204 (4%), and Staten 
Island’s 70 (0.2%). Of the total population, 
23,157, or 85%, were born in Bangladesh. 
The median household income was 
$31,537 with 31% of people in poverty. The 
limited English proficiency rate was 60%, or 
14,840 people.
 Today the total Bangladeshi 
population is 50,677. Queens Bangladeshi 
population accounted for 60% of the 
total, Brooklyn’s for 19%, Bronx for 17%, 
Manhatten for 4%, and Staten Island for 
0.4%. The rate of total population born in 
Bangladesh dropped to 74% as did the 
rate of limited English proficiency rate to 
53%. However, the rate of poverty rose to 
32% with a median household income of 
$36,741.
 Bangladeshi neighborhoods in 
Queens include Jamaica, Jamaica Hills, 
Jackson Heights, Astoria, Woodside, 
Elmhurst, and Ozone Park. Neighborhoods 
in Brooklyn include Kensington and 
City Line. Bronx neighborhoods include 
Parkchester and Castle Hill.
 The Bangladeshi population in 
New York City is younger overall than 
the general population. The median age 

Jamaica, Queens
Left to right: Mahfuzal Islam, Bangladeshi street food, Jamaica Muslim Center

Kensington, Brooklyn
Shahana Hanif, Boishaki Mela, Bangladeshi women protesting

Parkchester, Bronx
Left to right: Thahitun Mariam, Bangladeshi mural, Alaqsa Restaurant
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of 30.3 years for Bangladeshis is lower 
than the 35.5 years for all races. 30% of 
Bangladeshis are minors under 18 years of 
age compared to 22% of all New Yorkers. 
3% of Bangladeshis are elderly, 65 or older, 
compared to12% for all New Yorkers. 
 Females are less than half, 47%, of 
the Bangladeshi community in the city, 
while citywide females are 52.5%. Only 
40% of Bangladeshi adults between the 
ages of 35 and 64 are female, significantly 
lower than 53% of the citywide adults in 
the same age group.
 Over half of Bangladeshi 
immigrants, 51%, in the city came to live in 
the United States in the 2000s, compared 
to 32% of immigrants in general. 51% are 
naturalized citizens, same as the citywide 
rate.
 Bangladeshis in New York City 
have similar education levels as the 
citywide population. In New York City’s 
Bangladeshi adult population, 22% did not 
have a high school diploma, close to the 
citywide rate of 21%. At the other end of 
the spectrum, 36.5% Bangladeshis have a 
bachelor’s degree or higher, close to the 
34 percent for the city overall.
 New York City’s Bangladeshi 
population has much higher rates of 
limited English proficiency than the 
general population. According to the 
Asian Community Survey, over half, 53%, of 
Bangladeshis spoke English “not well”, or 
“not at all”, compared with the citywide 
limited English proficiency rate of 23%. 
 More than half, 61%, of 
Bangladeshi adults between the ages 18 
and 64, and 86% of elderly Bangladeshis 

had English limitations, compared with 24% 
of all working adults and 33 percent of all 
seniors citywide. The child limited English 
proficiency rates are 22% for Bangladeshi 
children double that of the 11% for all 
children.
 Bangladeshis are among the 
poorest Asian ethnic groups in the city 
Overall, almost one in three Bangladeshis, 
32.1%, live below the poverty line, higher 
than the citywide rate of 20.1%. 37.5% 
of Bangladeshi children live in poverty 
compared to the 29.1% for all children. 
29.8% of Bangladeshi adults (age 18 to 64) 
live in poverty compared to the 17.5% for 
all working adults. 31.2% of Bangladeshi 
seniors live in poverty compared to the 
18.2% for all elderly New Yorkers.
 Bangladeshis in New York City 
have much lower incomes than the 
general population. Bangladeshi median 
household income of $36,714 is less than 
the citywide figure of $50,331. Median 
family income for Bangladeshis of $36,339 
is below the $55,434 median income 
for families in general. Bangladeshi per 
capita income of $13,504 is lower than the 
citywide per capita income of $30,717.
 Bangladeshi households are 
more likely to live in crowded conditions. 
Compared with the average New York 
City household size of 2.63 people, 
Bangladeshis have much larger 
households averaging 4.3 people. While 
9% of households in general had more 
than one occupant per room, almost two 
in five, 39%, Bangladeshi households had 
more than one occupant per room.
 Bangladeshi households are more 

likely to rent than citywide households; 
72% versus 68%. Bangladeshi households 
in New York City also are more likely to 
devote a large share of their income to 
housing expenses than households in 
general. Among homeowners, 76% of 
Bangladeshi households pay 30% or more 
of their household income to owner costs, 
compared with 51% of all homeowners. 
For renters, 68% of Bangladeshi households 
spend more than 30% of their household 
income on rent and utilities, compared 
with 53% of all households that rent.

4.3.2 PATERSON, NEW JERSEY

 Paterson, New Jersey, in the New 
York City metropolitan area, is home to 
the second largest Bangladeshi American 
community. Many Bangladeshi grocery 
stores and clothing stores are located 
in the emerging Little Bangladesh on 
Union Avenue and the surrounding 
streets in Paterson. In 2012, Mohammed 
Akhtaruzzaman became Paterson’s 
first Bangladeshi-American city council 
member as well as New Jersey’s first 
Bangladeshi-American elected official. 
In October 2014, the groundbreaking 
ceremony for a replica of the Bangladeshi 
monument Shohid Minar took place in 
West Side Park in Paterson. The Shohid 
Minar was completed and unveiled 
in 2015. This project reflected the 
increasing influence of Paterson’s growing 
Bangladeshi community. 

 Bangladeshis have settled in other 
urban areas in search of better work 
opportunities and affordable cost of living 
outside of the New York City metropolitan 
area and have created notable 
Bangladeshi communities including in 
Philadelphia, Los Angeles, Boston, Atlanta, 
San Francisco, Chicago, Dallas, Houston, 
Charlotte, Austin, and Detroit.



60 61

5. “HAM-TROIT”
 This thesis will focus architectural and urban design interventions within an area that falls 
into two cities: Hamtramck and Detroit.
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5.1 GEOGRAPHY

 If you have studied a map of 
Detroit, you might have wondered how 
the city ended up with two separate cities 
inside of it.
 As Detroit’s population grew, so 
did its landmass thanks to annexation. 
Surrounding townships did not have local 
governments and only existed for election 
and property tax purposes, so cities could 
easily swallow up them up. By 1891, Detroit 
had annexed its way to the modern day 
southern borders of Hamtramck and 
Highland Park. 
 An encroaching Detroit spurred 
the areas to take action and to strengthen 
local government, Highland Park 
incorporated as a village in 1889 and 
Hamtramck two years later in 1891.
 By the time the state of Michigan 
introduced Home Rule Cities Act in 1908, 
Henry Ford had already purchased land 
in Highland Park to build his Model T 

complex. The Dodge Brothers were two 
years away from opening the Dodge Main 
in Hamtramck. And as 1915 rolls around, 
Detroit started moving north again, 
annexing more and more of Greenfield 
and Hamtramck township. Within a year, 
Detroit had completely surrounded the 
villages. 
  At around the same time, the 
two villages exploded in population, 
thanks to the auto industry. This growth 
was enticing to Detroit. There had been 
formal attempts by Detroit to annex 
Highland Park and Hamtramck after 1908 
but they failed to even make it to a vote. 
Why? Lupher says the answer is simple. 
Corporate power and taxes. 
 Due to the Home Rule Cities Act, 
Hamtramck and Highland Park were able 
to incorporate themselves as cities, thus 
protecting the economic interests that 
had grown within their borders.

Hamtramck

Highland
Park

Detroit

1820s

1850s

1860s

1870s

1890s

1926 - present
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5.2 HISTORY

 The landmass known as 
“Michigan” is an Algonquian word, which 
means “big lake.” Several sources list 
various tribes that first inhabited  Michigan, 
including the Potawatomi, Ottawa, 
Ojibwa/Chippewa, Miami, and Huron 
tribes.
 By the 1600s, French explorers 
traveled from Canada to Lake Michigan 
and Lake Huron, and eventually to the 
strait called “le détroit.”. The main industry 
was fur trade. Shortly after, British settlers 
traveled to Michigan to settle. By the 
1760s the French, British and Indigenous 
people were at war for seven years, which 
became known as the Seven Years of 
War. The war ended with a Peace Treaty 
that resulted in Britain taking command of 
Detroit. 
 In 1796, a French-Canadian soldier 
by the name of Jean François Hamtramck, 
named a nearby village Hamtramck. 
French people settled in Hamtramck 
and eventually moved to other lands. 
Historical geographer Robert Maday 
identifies 1907 as the turning point for 
Hamtramck village. Before that year, this 
landscape was occupied by a community 
of largely German agriculturalists 
which had gradually developed into a 
community. Just a few blocks away were 
the multitude of names of those in the 
old Polish settlement on Detroit’s East 

Side. Congested within their community, 
they needed new lots and new housing. 
Previous occupancy on either side of 
their settlement resulted in their gradual 
movement outward toward Hamtramck. 
 The relatively unoccupied section 
of Hamtramck soon found itself with car 
factories on either side, with Henry Ford 
opening a factory in Highland Park in 
1908 and the Dodge Brothers opening a 
factory in the southern part of the village 
of Hamtramck in 1914. The incredible 
boom in Polish immigrants garnered 
Hamtramck national attention. Aspects 
of demographics, geography, and 
economics combined to produce a 
critical mass that led to the proliferation 
of Hamtramck from 2,200 persons in 1907 
to 21,520 persons in 1915, an increase 
of 978%. Events followed that made 
Hamtramck’s incorporation as a city an 
issue of practicality.
 Today, Hamtramck is most notable 
for its diversity. In fact, its motto is “a 
league of nations.” Waves of immigrants 
settled the land, with recent waves of 
Yemeni and Bangladeshi families.
 Hamtramck’s geography has 
continued to be shaped largely by its 
constricted size and by the opening 
and closing of facilities related to the 
auto industry. The most impactful recent 
changes to the City’s geography are the 

decline of the railroad and automotive 
industries; Hamtramck has largely paved 
over the remnants of its decommissioned 
rail lines, but many of the disused factories 
remain. In this decade and in the next 
twenty years, Hamtramck’s biggest 
geographical change will be in how 
it chooses to deal with its “half” of the 
GM Campus now that the facility will be 
closing.
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5.3 SITE SELECTION

 Opportunity Zones are a new 
concept recently in the 2017 Tax Cuts 
and Jobs Act. The program is designed 
to incentivize patient capital investments 
in low-income communities nationwide 
that have been cut off from capital and 
experienced a lack of business growth. 
“Banglatown,” just north of Hamtramck, 
is one of ten Opportunity Zones identified 
in the city of Detroit. However, the 
Bangladeshi community bleeds in and 
out of Hamtramck and Detroit almost 
seamlessly with majority of Bangladeshi 
businesses falling into the boundaries of 
Hamtramck. 
 This thesis did not attempt to 
establish a new neighborhood boundary 
for “Banglatown” as each individual 
Bangladeshi resident describe their 
community geographic boundaries 
differently; some describe not having one 
at all. A project area was determined 
based on dialogues with the Bangladeshi 
diaspora and other community members 
of where they lived, worked, and played. 
Overall, the project area selection  
process focused on hearing from and 
building relationships with as many 
residents as possible through social media 
outreach, surveys, interviews, attending 
community events and meetings hosted 
by other groups, and the Bangladeshi 
Cultural Asset Map community project 

 The project area is situated in the 
eastern part of the inner city, bounded by 
Davison Freeway (M-8 Michigan Highway) 
to the north, Caniff Avenue to the south, 
Conant Avenue to the east, and Interstate 
75 Highway to the west. The northern half 
of the project area falls within the city 
of Detroit, while the southern half falls 
within Hamtramck. Together, these two 
areas of the two cities form the largest 
concentration of Bangladeshi decedents, 
as well as the largest concentration 
of Bangladeshi-American owned and 
operated businesses. Throughout the 
thesis, this area will be referred to as 
“Hamtroit”; a term taken from community 
members based on their experience living 
between two cities. 
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5.1.4 TRAFFIC AND ACCIDENT 

 Residential streets in Hamtramck 
are one-way streets. However, in Detroit, 
residential streets can be one-way or 
two-way. This can be extremely confusing 
for outside drivers between the two cities’ 
borders where streets turn from one-way 
to two-way streets. Two-way streets in 
Detroit neighborhoods can be narrower 
than Hamtramck streets, and has caused 
many accidents seriously injuring residents, 
especially elders walking and children 
riding bicyles

 5.1.1 ACCESSIBILITY
l

 The project area is approximately 
a half square mile, making it a ten minute 
walking distance from the center of 
the area at the intersection of Joseph 
Campau Avenue and Carpenter Avenue.  
It has a walking score of 74, making it 
a very walkable neighborhood. Most 
errands can be accomplished on foot, 
as necessary amenities such as groceries 
and schools fall within the project area. 
Although it the area as minimal bike 
infastructure, it has a bike score of 61 
making biking convenient for some trips 
The project area has a transit score of 33 
with a few nearby public transportation 
options. However, majority of the areas 
residents have seldom, if ever, used public 
transportation. 

5.1.2 VACANCY

 The project area is one of the 
most densely occupied areas in the inner 
city region. Overall, it has a vacancy 
rate of 22%. However, the northwestern 
area of the project alone has a vacancy 
rate of 54%. In Hamtramck, almost all 
properties are privately owned. In Detroit, 
many homes and lots without structures 
are owned by the Detroit Land Bank. 
Community members have unofficially 
used and taken care of many of these lots 
for various activities. There is a push from 
the the Detroit Land Bank to sell lots off 
to residents who live adajacent to them. 
Unfortunately, most residents are unaware 
of rezoning requirements and processes. 
Many have fallen victim of of owning land 
where they are unable to pay for rezoning 
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5.4 SITE ANALYSIS to continue the citizen stewardship 
projects.

5.1.3 GREEN SPACE 

 The project area, almost entirely 
residential, has no public green spaces 
within it. The only park within proxmity is 
Jayne Field. Jayne Field is a large Detroit 
public park. Unfortunately, it has not been 
well maintained. Although important to 
the community, due to a lack of security 
presence, the park has been known for 
incidents of violence, drugs, and robbery. 
Furthermore, there are no playscapes or 
seating in the park or safe crossing areas 
to the park. However, the city of Detroit 
has announced makeover plans for the 
park with grant money from Strategic 
Neighborhood Funds.
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5.5 DEMOGRAPHICS

 Within the project, the population 
is 11,526, with 5,648, or 49%, of the 
population as Bangladeshi. The remainder 
of the population is 30% White, 15% Black, 
and 6% other. In the United States, Arab 
Americans fall under the White race. 
Majority of the White population are 
of Yemeni descent and the remainder 
consisting of Eastern European. The 
gender ratio is 1:1.
 The median household income is 
$25,447.33 about half the amount in the 
metro Detroit area. This figure is just a hair 
above the national poverty line of $25,100 
for a household of four. The poverty rate in 
the area is at 50%; more than double the 
metro area at 15.6%. 
 Majorty of the population 
works outside of the community. The 
Bangladeshi community, in particular, 
works at various factories out past 
suburban areas. The average travel time 
to work is 29 minutes. 
 In comparison, educational 
attainment is only 80% of the rate of 
metro Detroit. 32% of the community has 
no degree. It is necessary to note that 
degrees, even higher education degrees, 
obtained in non-European countries are 
not recognized by American educational 
system although most foreign higher 
education institutes were set up and 
modeled after British education.

 33% of the community has a 
high school diploma. 23% has some 
college experience. This figure includes 
those who went to college and did not 
obtain degrees, as well as those who are 
currently in college. 8% of the community 
has a Bachelor’s degree and 4% a post 
graduate degree. 
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 The cultural asset mapping would not have been possible without the generous 
participation and efforts of the many community members, organizations, and businesses who 
contributed their input and insights to surveys and questionnaires. Thank you for contributing your 
thoughts, feedback, and guidance in not only helping to implement mapping exercies, but also 
helping to develop the methods and processes to gather the information.

6. CULTURAL ASSET MAP
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6.1 INTRODUCTION

 Cultural Asset Mapping is 
a form of community mapping—a 
participatory planning technique that uses 
collaborative exercises to collect citizen
input on their surrounding environment. 
The community mapping approach 
is meant to bring community voices 
front and center in city planning efforts 
and to provide a framework through 
which people can take an active role 
in identifying their own needs and 
necessary next steps in their community’s 
development. Through a loose framework 
of facilitated mapping exercises and 
community discussions, community 
mapping is a flexible approach used in 
cities across the globe to not only collect 
citizen input about specific locations, but 
more importantly also help expand a 
community’s own understanding of their 
local assets and inform efforts in creating 
place-based solutions in response to their 
community’s specific needs.
 Cultural asset mapping has 
become a common approach in cities 
across the world to source community 
input to better understand the value and 
impact of their cultural assets and to
integrate knowledge about those assets 
into the city’s economic and community 
development efforts. Projects such as 
Philadelphia Office of Arts, Culture, and 
the Creative Economy’s Culture Blocks or 

Los Angeles County Arts Commission’s
Project Willowbrook are prime examples 
of the varied forms cultural asset mapping 
can take and the different scales, either 
neighborhood level or citywide, they can 
cover.

4.1.2 BANGLADESHI CULTURAL ASSET 
 MAP

 In order to respond specifically 
to the thesis’ cultural planning needs, 
inspiration was taken from other cities 
around the country to form a more formal 
means of collecting data on cultural 
assets within the site boundaries.
 Working closely with community 
members, a mapping process was 
designed to move from exploration of 
the site to a data-driven approach to 
understanding the current makeup and 
possible futures of the site’s Bangladeshi 
cultural landscape. 
 Like others, the Bangladeshi 
cultural asset mapping efforts,
is at its heart an inventory. In its simplest 
form, it is a directory and a corresponding 
map of cultural businesses, facilities and 
resources as identified by community 
participants as of 2019. It depicts a 
snapshot in time of the total counts
and distribution of cultural businesses 

and facilities across the site. Similar to a 
demographic census, the Bangladeshi 
cultural asset map can offer a baseline 
from which to chart growth and change
as well as data to assess distribution and 
spatial trends of cultural assets.
 As a unfunded thesis project, 
efforts were limited to collecting
cultural asset data for 2019 within a two 
month survey period. While this iteration 
may have been limite, the mapping 
framework and materials can be
re-purposed and reused by individual 
community members and policy makers 
alike to map cultural assets and further 
pursue cultural planning efforts.

Cultural Asset Mapping in Other Cities
Cultural Asset Mapping is a community mapping framework that can take many forms to 
address different places, needs, and geographical scales. Below are a few examples of 
other cultural asset mapping projects around the country. 

Project Willowbrook
Los Angeles County Arts 
Commission

Culture Blocks C4 Mapping Tool
New Orleans Mayor’s
Office of Cultural
Economy

Philadelphia Office of Arfts,
Culture and the Creative
Economy
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6.3 METHODS AND PROCESS

 The Bangladeshi cultural asset 
map was a project to collect community 
input on what places and resources 
Bangladeshi residents considered to 
be important cultural assets in their 
community. It was an effort to better 
understand how they are taking shape 
and creating a cultural landscape.
 Over the course of two months, the 
project was designed and implemented 
as a community mapping process to 
develop a crowdsourced map and 
cultural directory through a series of online 
mapping  sessions and physical surveys. 
 The community responses were 
compiled with initial site research to help 
create an extensive map and directory 
of cultural facilities and assets. The 
resulting maps and directory capture a 
wide range of cultural assets including 
religious spaces, groceries, restaurants, 
clothing stores, and institutional buildings. 
This following report is meant to serve as 
an overview of the Bangladeshi cultural 
asset mapping efforts as well as a guide 
on the various architectural applications 
throughout the site based on the data. 
The dataset provided an important 
resource to help guide efforts to
understand where important cultural and 
creative resources exist throughout the 
community, where they are emerging, 
and where there are gaps to focus on

possible architectural efforts.
 The publicly accessible map also 
serves as a practical resource to help 
the community explore, discover, and 
promote a wider breadth of cultural and 
creative resources and help develop 
community capacity to advocate for their
own place-based solutions and strategies. 
This approach to cultural planning and 
culture-led architectural development is 
explored further in the chapter Thriving in 
Place of this book. 

2.2.1 SURVEY METHOD

 The Bangladeshi cultural asset map 
was a three-fold community input process 
conducted from late December 2018 to 
early March 2019. 
 The mapping process began with 
initial efforts to compile available public 
listings of Bangladeshi businesses and 
organizations. After compiling this initial 
listing of “easily found” assets, submissions 
were opened up for community input 
and survey period running the month 
of Januart 2019 providing two separate 
methods to submit input—an online 
interactive map, and a survey worksheets. 
New submissions were then added to 
the initial dataset. By the end of the 
community input period, 79 submissions 
were collected.

Bangladeshi Cultural Asset Mapping
Process

Cultural Arts Division staff worked closely with the University of 
Pennsylvania’s Social Impact of the Arts Project (SIAP) to develop 
an initial dataset pulled from public records of cultural facilities, 
organizations, and businesses. Local organizations such as Austin 
Creative Alliance and Big Medium further supported City efforts 
sharing their datasets and directory along with other locally 
sourced public data. 

Mapping Worksheets
Community members, especially those without access to the
internet, were given mapping worksheets to take home with them
to conduct maping on their own or with their own friends, families,
and community groups. The worksheets also came with instructions,
activity worksheets, and district maps.

Online Mapping Tool
An online, interactive map allowed community participants to
views points collected through researcha and by other community
members. Participants were able to browse points by type and
add points directly on the map. 

Bangladeshi Cultural Asset Map
Mapping efforts and public input resulted in a final 
Bangladeshi  cultural asset map and data. They are
available in the following pages. 

De
c.

 ‘1
8

Ja
n.

 ‘1
9

Initial Research

Fe
b.

 ‘1
9

CULTURAL ASSET  
MAP WORKSHEET

 Name: 

Name:

Name:

Name:

Name:

Notes: Tell us more about your asset. Is it a place that no longer exists? Does it have special meaning to you? Feel free to share!
 

Notes:

Notes:

Notes:

Notes:

Category: Choose discipline(s) from the list above or add your own.

Category:

Category:

Category:

Category:

 

Can’t map it

Can’t map it

Can’t map it

Can’t map it

Can’t map it

Type: 

Type:

Type:

Type:

Type:

Visual Arts
Theater Arts
Dance
Comedy
Literary Arts
Music
Film, TV, Media
Photography

Technology
Architecture

Culinary Arts

Category/Discipline: Type:

Business
Performance Venue
Gallery/Museum

Landmark/Public Space

House of Worship
Library
Other

Organization

Educational Institute

Event/Festival
Artist Studio/Workshop

Fashion/Textile

Write down the name or brief description of your asset.

Choose type(s) from the list above or add your own.

Location: Tell us the address or location of your 
asset. If it doesn’t have a fixed location, check
“Can’t map it.”

Location: 

Location: 

Location: 

Location: 

Use the options to the right
to fill out your worksheet.

In
st

ru
ct

io
ns

s

Other
Culture/Heritage/Tradition

Craft/Design
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6.4 INSTITUTIONAL ASSETS
 Through research and community 
imput, twelve different institutional assets 
were recognized. These included two 
public libraries; one in Hamtramck and 
one in Detroit. Bushrah Rahman spoke 
fondly of the Detroit Knapp Branch 
Library. She recalled how as a child, her 
family was unable to afford new books. 
Instead of waiting in long lines at Borders 
or Barnes and Noble for the new Harry 
Potter releases, her and her cousin would 
put their names on the long waiting list 
at the library. The library was important 
in providing her with physical text and 
publications she otherwise would not 
have access to. Older generations also 
expressed their appreciation of the 
libraries. One father shared a story of how 
years ago when he was accompanying 
his daughters to the Hamtramck Public 
Library, he was delighted to find that it 
had shelves of books written in Bangla. 
Both libraries also display books about 
Islam and books by Muslim authors during 
the Islamic holy month of Ramadan.

 There is also a branch of 
Michigan’s Department of Human 
Services in the area which is responsible 
for providing a wide variety of safety 
net services to Michigan residents in 
poverty, who are facing other economic 
challenges, or who have any of a variety 
of disabilities or health challenges. As one 
of the poorest areas in the state, many 
families in the area use the services of this 
Department.
 There are ten schools within the 
area, ranging from public, private, to 
charter. There is one Detroit public school, 
three Hamtramck public schools, five 
charter schools, and one private Islamic 
school. Hamtramck Public Schools alone 
has students from over 23 countries of 
origins with almost a quarter of its student 
body speaking Bangla as another 
language. The opening of charter schools 
in the area ffected both Hamtramck and 
Detroit Public Schools as charter schools 
offered Bangla and Arabic classes. 
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6.5 RESTAURANTS

 Bangladeshi restaurants and 
takeaways can be found almost 
exclusively in Hamtramck with the most 
popular ones in the stip of Conant Avenue 
that is honorably known as Bangladesh 
Avenue. 
 Alladdin Sweets and Cafe is the 
longest running Bangladeshi restaurant in 
the area. It opened its doors in 1998 during 
a time when the Bangladeshi community 
traveled out to Indian restaurants in the 
suburbs for its catering and sweets needs. 
It originally served well-known Indian 
dishes on sytofoam plates. Since then it 
has expanded both its phsical footprint 
as well as its menu to include more 
traditional Bengali dishes. Although other 
local favorites have opened up, Alladdin 

remains a stable for small gatherings and 
wedding catering.
 The area also has fusion American 
and Bangladeshi food. The most notable 
is Amar Pizza. The owner, Shofiul Alam, 
spoke about his truck driving days and 
everywhere he stopped, he ate pizza.
Everyone in the community ate pizza, but 
no one was catering to the Bangladeshi 
community as far as pizza went. He came 
up with a concept of Bengali flavored 
pizza. Amar Pizza has signature dough 
and sauce recipes for its unique pizzas. 
Its menu includes tandoori pizza, ghost 
pepper pizza, and even a Bengali dried 
fish pizza.
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6.6 GROCERY

 Older asset mappers recalled a 
time when the only Bangladeshi grocery 
store was Asian Market on Conant 
Avenue. Today, the community identifies 
21 grocery assets; the largest category 
in the asset map project. This category 
also includes grocery and corner stores 
that are not owned or operated by 
Bangladeshis, but are used by the 
Bangladeshi residents regularly and cater 
towards their needs. 
 Bangladeshi grocery stores 
carry many imported food brands from 
Bangladesh that remind the immigrant 
community of their motherland. 
Bangladeshi grocery stores also sell 
traditional Bangladeshi produce that are 
not found in American grocery stores. 
Many of these are imported as well, but 
during the warmer months, local grocery 
stores also sell produce locally grown by 
Bangladeshi urban farmers right in their 

own backyards. 
 The top non-Bangladesh grocery 
store that made most asset mappers 
lists was Al-Haramine International Foods 
owned by two Yemeni business partners. 
The store originally opened in a former 
dollar store that was likely no more than 
3,000 square feet. Knowing its local 
market, the store became known for 
offering a wide variety of Middle Eastern, 
Asian, and European staples, everything 
from hummus, naan bread, and popular 
European candies. The produce market 
quickly took over an adjoining liquor store. 
Its expansion included a halal butcher’s 
counter and an olive bar. Every square 
inch is stocked to maximum capacity all 
leaving for little elbow room between 
customers. Late 2018, Al-Haramain, 
opened a second, much larger location in 
the southside of Hamtramck.
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6.7 RELIGIOUS SPACES

  Hamtramck is the only city in the 
United States where the Muslim call of 
prayer can be heard five times a day from 
its local mosques. Mosques in the project 
area are spread out from inner residential 
areas streets to main streets. They were 
converted from fomer bars, corner stores, 
and even homes to serve the growing 
community.
 However, some asset mappers 
mentioned that there may be too many 
mosques in the area. Congregations often 
broke apart based on their views and ties 
to political parties in Bangladesh. These 
political issues have created rifts in the 
community.
 Many Bangladeshis consider their 
religion to be an integral part of their 
identity and life. 
 “A place that also represents a 
part of who I am,” noted Kamal Hussain, 

25, of Al-Islah Islamic Center.
 “I have been going to this Masjid 
[Al-falah] for years. I still go on Fridays for 
jummah prayer. Sometimes, my mother 
comes along because there is a sister side 
for her to pray,” said Shojib Miah of his 
family’s mosque.
 But no Bangladeshi Muslim 
women mapper identified a mosque as 
a personal, cultural asset. When asked, 
they voiced their concerns of how 
mosques have been a representation of 
the patriarchy. Many expressed that there 
were no true spaces for women in the 
local mosques where they felt welcomed 
and comfortable. Some mentioned 
they had never been to any of the local 
mosques. Culturally, Bangladeshi women 
are expected to practice religion in their 
homes.
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6.8 FASHION

 There are ten retail shops that sell 
traditional South Asian clothes and fabrics.  
Storefronts of these shops are decorated 
with colorful sarees, sherwanis, scarves, 
and accessories. Majority of the products 
are handmade and imported from India. 
While all the shops carry items for men, 
women, and children, 80% of shoppers are 
female. 
 “Since I have moved to 
Hamtramck back in 2002, this has been 
the only South Asian clothing store I trust 
and still go to. It is where I shopped for 
Eid clothing for many years,” said Nusrat 
Hussain, a loyal customer of Caniff Gift 
and Variety.
 “Amazing selection of fabrics and 
trims with a skilled and affordable tailor on-
site,” noted Emily Stragaitis in her cultural 

asset worksheet when mapping Rima Sari 
Center on Conant Avenue. 
 Bangladeshi retail shops are a 
“seasonal” business when business is good 
from about March to October, especially 
for the Muslim holiday of Eid and then slow 
the rest of the year, And with everything 
now on the internet, other community 
mappers mentioned that they had 
switched to shopping online where there 
are larger selections and a wider price 
range. 
 When Mohammad Chadek, owner 
of Maloncho Fashion, was asked how he is 
able to keep the doors open, he pointed 
out he offers boutique, handmade 
fashions, and said with a smile, “It’s OK. 
I’ve been here 11 years.”
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6.9 FINAL ASSET REPORT

 Cultural assets spanned across 
the two city boundaries serving residents 
of both Hamtramck and Detroit. Majority 
of the assets are clustered along the 
main commerical corridors of Caniff 
and Conant Ave highlighting the lack of 
cultural assets near or within residential 
areas. Community mappers found it 
difficult to identify cultural assets and 
facilities in the north-western portion of the 
site and focused primarily on the eastern 
and southern portions. 
 Through survey worksheets, 
community mappers noted many 
assets that do not have fixed locations, 
such as organizations, people, annual 
festivals, and reoccuring events. They 
also identified non-Bangladeshi owned 
or operated assets that still serve the 
community which highlighted the racial 
and ethnic diversity of the area.  
 Younger mappers mentioned they 
feel there are many Bangladeshi artists 
and creatives in their neighborhood, but 
lack the space for them to work, perform, 
or exhibit locally and expressed their 
desire for more local facilities. They spoke 
in depth about the area’s unaffordability 
of these kinds of spaces and how artists 
from outside of the community have 
been able to take advantage of it. 
They also expressed their struggle to find 
performance or exhibition venues where 

non-artists could participate in and 
appreciate the arts without traveling to 
other neighborhoods.
 Younger mappers also mentioned 
the importance of how sports, fitness, and 
health are forms of community building 
and expressing cultural identity.
 Older mappers focused on how 
early local businesses serve as iconic 
landmarks for the Bangladeshi community.  
They also noted that many sacred spaces, 
grocery stores, and restaurants doubled 
as informal community gathering spaces 
in lieu of formal community centers, but 
mentioned the need for spaces and 
resources to support cultural heritage 
expression.
 Post mapping, conversation 
with community mappers focused on 
the speed at which cultural assets were 
being lost and new ones formed and 
how cultural asset maps like these could 
focus on capturing and commemorating 
a collective cultural memory of an 
ever changing area. Community 
mappers expressed an interest in getting 
more involved in planning and policy 
conversations at mulnicipality levels, but 
brought up concerns of not knowing how.
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 Supporting Bangladeshi-American’s cultural vitality through place-based architectural 
and economical development

7. THRIVING IN PLACE
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7.1 INTRODUCTION

 Cultural spaces bring immense 
value to our communities— from the 
benefits of building community identity, 
creating iconic places, and nurturing our 
creative expression, to the unintended 
consequences of spurring rising costs,
gentrification, and displacement.
 This thesis offers a planning 
approach in response to the cultural asset 
map, one that explores how place-based 
architectual development can capture 
and reinvest the value created by cultural 
spaces to ensure the community may 
thrive in place and fully benefit from the 
cultural value they help create.
 As a community, we explored 
how a cultural asset map can be used 
to identify the unique needs of a specific 
area and its people and can provide a 
framework for developing a set of
architecture interventions and strategies 
custom-built for that place. Where urban 
planning at large may focus on broader 
citywide policy interventions, such as 
workforce development and business
recruitment, a cultural place-based 
architectural development approach 
zooms that focus to include the
development and preservation of a city’s 
physical real estate assets, all in order to 
strengthen the city’s larger economic, 
cultural, and social fabric.
 Within a place-based approach, 

we think small scale in order to shape a 
bigger picture, intervening strategically 
in order to create a larger landscape of 
mutually reinforcing spaces and initiatives 
that supports a broader, more inclusive 
prosperity for all citizens.
 While not an approach exclusive 
to arts and cultural facilities, place-based 
architetcural development is explored 
within this thesis specifically through 
the lens of our cultural assets and the 
larger cultural ecosystem they comprise. 
When planning for cultural spaces in 
our communities, it was essential to 
understand the role these spaces play 
in creating thriving, vibrant, meaningful, 
and in turn, valuable places. These 
places are not only areas where citizens 
and visitors aim to live and visit, but also 
where development interests are eager 
to build and expand. As cultural spaces 
impact their immediate surroundings 
and nearby real estate, it is imperative 
that we understand that planning for 
cultural spaces is inherently a place-
based challenge, meaning that the value 
created by cultural spaces is often tied 
to a specific place and within a specific 
area. When faced with such a
challenge, it is essential to be well-
equipped with the ability to plan and 
implement the types of site-specific 
architectural development strategies and

interventions better tailored to a smaller,
neighborhood scale, all in an effort to 
feed into our larger goals of supporting 
cultural vitality and equitable access to 
culture citywide.
 This thesis aims to add to the 
conversation of ever increasing need of 
new models that pursue smaller scale, site 
specific initiatives that better suit local, 
cultural initiatives that have already taken 
space or are taking space by not only 
articulating the inherent challenges
in creative space development in the 
growing competitive real-estate market of 
Detroit and Hamtramck, but by also
stressing that both municipalities must 
take an active role in creating the right 
tools for the right places and building the 
partnerships necessary to capture
and redirect the value created through 
culture to serve the larger public good.
 This thesis heavily depended 
on the cooperation across the private-
public spectrum—from organizations, to 
businesses, to private developers, to local
community associations and more, 
working together to address area needs. 
The cultual asset map afforded us the 
opportunity to identify and map cultural 
assets in order to determine how they 
were distributed across our community,
where they are currently clustering, 
and where they are currently lacking. 
Equipped with this knowledge and the 
community input that was fostered, the 
thesis aimed to empower the community 
to take part in co-designing cultural 
spaces.
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7.2 CHALLENGES IN CREATING CULTURAL SPACES

 Cultural spaces, in all their 
diverse and varied forms, are integral 
components of any city’s landscape, 
creative economy, and overall vitality. 
They are the physical places in which 
people find their own individual voice 
and path to creative expression, through 
which they connect to others and their 
communities on a deep and personal
level, and through which they bond 
themselves to a place and develop 
personal landmarks to orient themselves in 
this world. In short, cultural spaces create 
immense value in our communities and
are integral components of a vibrant, 
livable, and desirable place.

4.2.1 Building Complete Communities
in Pursuit of Cultural Vitality
 A “complete” community is one 
in which all citizens are able to meet 
their material, social, and economic 
needs. Embedded within those needs 
are creative and cultural expression 
and the spaces in which those pursuits 
are explored, fostered, and shared. 
Cultural spaces are the physical places 
that ground our city’s larger creative 
ecosystem- an interconnected network 
of resources, educational opportunities, 
exhibition and performance venues,
rehearsal spaces, creative hubs, and 
more, that together offer opportunity for 

all citizens to find and access their own 
creative voice, build their cultural identity, 
and find their own personal course to 
cultural participation. This thesis tries to 
understand how cultural participation
fits within the broader picture of a citizen’s 
overall needs, but also in understanding 
the physical assets, the schools, roads, 
businesses, and more, that serve as the 
infrastructure necessary to meet those 
needs. Ensuring culture and creativity are
a part of every community requires 
supporting a creative infrastructure of 
cultural facilities such as affordable 
workspaces, performance and exhibition 
venues, creative education, and more 
that offer opportunity for all citizens to be 
active cultural participants.
 Arts and cultural spaces have far-
reaching impacts on the quality of life and 
social well-being of all citizens and are 
integral to fostering cultural vitality on a 
local and regional level. Nearly half of
all Americans are personally and 
actively involved in artistic activities, 
while 68% count themselves as active 
cultural participants that attended 
an arts event within the last year. 
Therefore, it is important to bear in mind 
that the underlying concern is not just 
distribution of cultural facilities across our 
communities, but equitable access
to those facilities in a way that offers a 

bridge between the non-professional 
cultural community and the creative 
sector.
 Cultural participation, and the 
equitable access it necessitates, is at the 
heart of creating culturally vital areas.
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 Supporting Bangladeshi-American’s cultural vitality through place-based architectural 
and economical development

8. FAMILY AND HOME
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8.1 INTRODUCTION

 The family is central to one’s social 
life in Bangladesh, forming the basis of an 
individual’s support networks. A typical 
household in Bangladesh, especially 
in villages, often includes several 
generations. Even in urban settings, many 
families still have extended members 
living with them.  People living in urban 
areas and cities often make visits to their 
village homes and extended family during 
holidays. The general approach to family 
ties is communal, and people often act 
in the best interests of the community 
rather than based on their individual 
preferences. This is slowly changing with 
separate homes for nuclear families. 
 In the United States, the traditional 
family structure is considered a family 
support system involving two married 
individuals providing care and stability for 
their biological offspring. However, this 
two-parent, nuclear family has become 
less prevalent, and alternative family forms 
have become more common. The family 
is created at birth and establishes ties 
across generations. These generations, 
the extended family of aunts, uncles, 
grandparents, and cousins, can hold 
significant emotional and economic roles 
for the nuclear family.
 In Bangladeshi-American families, 
new family structures have been formed 
based on traditional Bangladeshi and 

American cultural influences as well as the 
location and architectural influences. 
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4.1.4 CHILDLESS FAMILY

  In the world of family
  types and dynamics, 
  childless families are often 
  forgotten or left out even 
  though one can still have
  a family without children. 
In the past, growing up, getting married, 
and having children was the norm, but in 
today’s world, more people are choosing 
to postpone having children or deciding 
not to have any. Childless households can 
also include older couples whose children 
are now grown and have moved out.
 The decision of whether to have 
children is a difficult and highly personal 
one. Having children is not for everyone, 
and some families do great without them. 
Still, it is important to remember that some 
childless families are not childless because 
they want to be.

8.2 FAMILY TYPES

 Bangladeshi families live in many 
different structures of families, and at 
different times in their lives, their family 
structure may change.

4.1.1 NUCLEAR FAMILY

 ` Nuclear families, or 
  traditional families, 
  consist of two parents   
  (usually married) and their 
  children. Nuclear families 
  may have one or more 
children who are biological or adopted, 
but the main idea is that the parents are 
raising their kids together in the family 
home.
 Although nuclear families seem 
to be on the decline, 2016 U.S. Census 
data shows that 69% of children still 
live in nuclear families. To most people, 
Bangladeshi or otherwise, this is the ideal 
family environment to raise children in.
 Nuclear families can be strong 
and successful with children in raised in 
a stable parenting situation raised in a 
stable parenting situations. On the flip side, 
exclusion of extended family can lead to 
isolation. External support systems may not 
be as strong. 

4.1.2 SINGLE FAMILY

 ` Single parent families 
  consist of one parent with 
  one or more kids. In these 
  cases, the parent either 
  never married, is widowed, 
or divorced. In the United States, single 
parent families have been on the rise 
since the 1960s. A mother or father raising 
kids alone is not uncommon anymore, and 
like any other family type single parent 
homes have their pros and cons. Although 
fans of traditional families believe that 
children need both parents, we can see 
that some single parent families do well 
while others struggle. Families may struggle 
to get by on one income and it can be 
difficult for parents to work full-time and 
still afford quality childcare. For children, 
parenting can be inconsistent, especially if 
they go back and forth between parents, 
but in some cases, children become very 
resilent. 

4.1.3 EXTENDED FAMILY

                Extended families 
             are common in 
             various cultures  
             around the world 
and have been around for hundreds of 
years. Extended families are families with 
two or more adults who are related and 
usually along with children. 
 Typically, extended families live 
together for social support and to achieve 
common goals. For example, parents may 
live with their children and their children’s 
grandparents. This gives the family the 
ability to provide care for their elderly, and 
in turn, the grandparents may be able to 
help with childcare while the parents are 
at work.
 Financial issues can occur if 
parents are supporting several other adults 
and children without any extra income. 
There can also be a lack of privacy 
depending on the living environment.
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8.3 HOUSING

  The city of Hamtramck is ranked 
the 40th American city with the oldest 
houses. The surrounding Detroit homes 
were also built around the same time, 
between 1908 and 1930, as a response to 
rapid population rise from the automotive 
plants of Dodge in Hamtramck and Ford in 
Highland Park.
 Homes were originally designed 
for bachelors who would be factory 
employees and not with families in mind. 
Houses are organized as single family 
bungalow or two flats. Behind almost 
every house is an alleyway for trash 
pickup. Homes are located on average 
lot sizes of 30’ by 100’.
 From street views, the architectural 
styles of these wood frame homes have 
remained the same regardless of the 
diverse immigrant population over the 
years. However, immigrant families who 
own their homes have taken it upon 
themselves to do renovations and 
additions to the interiors and back of their 
homes to accodomate their growing 
needs.
 Currently, there are 4,279 housing 
units within the site with an occupation 
rate of 77% and a vacancy rate of 22%. 
Of the units, 78% are single family homes, 
21% are two family duplex homes, and 
1% are other, usually living spaces above 
commerical buildings. 60% of the housing 

is owner occupied and 40% are occupied 
by renters. The average value of a home 
is $51,033 and the average rent for a flat is 
$600 per month.

4.2.1 Bangladeshi-American Houses
 The following pages are an 
exploration of how Bangladeshi-American 
families have adapted to the drastically 
different living environments and styles 
from their native land of Bangladesh. 
 Homes are approximately the 
same size, but every Bangladeshi-
American family is different from family 
type, size, occupation, income, social 
status, and their lifestyles and patterns. 
 To further develop an 
understanding of Bangladeshi-American 
family dynamics and living conditions, 
a study of four Bangladeshi-American 
families of various size and nature was 
prepared. 
 The study helped to project the 
future nature, size, and lifestyles of these 
families forming a base on which new 
housing typology and programs can be 
designed.

h a m t r o i t

H O M E
F R O N T

FACTS:
 - Hamtramck is ranked 40th of 100 US cities with 
   oldest houses
 - Majority of homes were built between 1890 and 
   1930
 - Homes are organized as single family or two 
   family fl ats
 - Average rent: $600
 - Alleys behind almost every home

old kitchen/
lawn chairs

on porch

shoerack
outside of
front door

chair, milkcrate, 
trashcan, or
other plastic
item holding 
parking spot 

  screen doors

trellis garden in 
backyard

sale fl yers
from local

grocerants

multiple old
and new 
satellite tv dishes

attic storage
can be seen
from outside
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8.4 THE LASKERS

  The Laskers are a nuclear family 
of five. The members include mother, 
father, and three daughters. The father is a 
factory employee. The mother has always 
been a stay at home parent taking care 
of household jobs. The eldest daughter, 
27, recently married and moved out of her 
parents’ home. The middle daughter, 22, is 
in her third year of studies at Wayne State 
University. The youngest daughter is a ninth 
grade student at Hamtramck High School.
 The Laskers classify themselves 
as a working, middle class family. The 
father has been the head of household 
and main breadwinner. With age, 
the daughters began contributing to 
household expanses. 
 The Laskers have owned and lived 
in their home for 25 years. It is a single 
family bungalow, but the previous owner 
renovated the attic space to be livable 
as another flat. While the daughters were 
young, the attic flat was rented out to 
other families as a source of income. In 
the downstairs flat, there is only two small 
bedrooms. With their growing family, 
space in their downstairs flat quickly 
became an issue. The family made 
attempts to finishing their basement for 
more living space, but could not afford 
the costs.
 Once their eldest daughter was 
out of school and had a stable income, 

the family was able to occupy the attic 
space for themselves. The attic flat has 
two bedrooms allowing for each daughter 
to finally have a private bedroom to 
themselves for the first time. 
 The house also has a driveway, 
but it is too narrow for a modern day car 
rendering their garage, which does not 
have a door to the alley, useless. 
 The Laskers spoke in depth about 
their family health issues of asthma, 
seasonal allergies, and food allergies. The 
parents did not have these health issues 
while growing up in Bangladesh, but now, 
they and their daughters suffer from them. 
These health issues have caused and 
continue to cause chronic absentee in the 
daughters’ educational careers. 
 Today, the eldest daughter and 
her husband visit for over night stays with 
the family frequently. The family noted 
that these visits would not be possible if 
they did not have or could not afford to 
occupy the attic space for themselves.
 The Laskers have considered 
moving to the suburbs when issues of 
space arouse, but did not want to leave 
the community where they have easy 
access to Bangladeshi grocery stores and 
mosques.
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8.5 THE KARIMS

  The Karims are now an extended 
family. Their family consists of a mother, 
father, son, two daughters, and paternal 
grandmother. The father is a retired 
factory employee. The mother is a well 
known seamstress for the Bangladeshi 
community working from home. The 
eldest child, the son, is in his final year of 
undergraduate school at the University 
of Michigan in Ann Arbor. The eldest 
daughter is her third year of studies at 
Wayne State University. The youngest 
daughter is a freshman at Harvard 
University. The Karims were not always an 
extended family, but in the last decade, 
their elderly grandmother has immigrated 
from Bangladesh to live with her sons in 
the United States and Canada.
 The Karims are an upper middle 
class family with both parents bringing 
in two stable incomes. The father had 
worked at his place of employment for 
over two decades. He rose in the ranks 
and was able to retire well. The mother 
started a business for herself out of their 
home sewing traditional Bangladeshi 
outfits for all occasions. Although college 
students, all three children hold part time 
jobs. 
 The Karims have owned their home 
for over 25 years. It is a two family duplex. 
They live on the main floor flat and rent 
out the upstairs flat. Both floors have two 

bedrooms. Growing up, all three siblings 
shared a bedroom. As they matured and 
with the arrival of their grandmother, the 
family needed more space. They added 
an extra room to the back of their house 
cutting into their already small backyard. 
The son had a room of his own while the 
daughters shared their space with their 
grandmother.
 The Karims expressed their 
issues with storage. They do not have a 
basement or a garage. They’ve added 
a toolshed to their backyard for their 
minimal garden supplies. They do have an 
attic, but it is unfinished. 
 The eldest and youngest child 
both live on campus. The son going 
to school only a 45 minute drive away 
comes home  during weekends. The 
youngest daughter comes home between 
semesters. The family also travels to visit 
her when possible. The eldest daughter 
lives at home and is able to have sleeping 
quarters to herself when her siblings are 
away at school.
 Although space has been and 
continues to be an issue for this extended 
family, the Karims have never really 
entertained the idea of moving to a 
bigger home out in the suburbs. The 
mother cannot afford to lose her locally 
based customers who would not travel to 
suburbs for her service. 
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8.6 THE HUSSAINS

  The Hussains are a nuclear family 
of four; mother, father, and two daughters. 
The mother is a medical billing specialist at 
a local clinic. The father is a cab driver for 
the Detroit Metropolitan Wayne County 
Airport. The eldest daughter is wrapping 
up her final year of law school at Wayne 
State University. The youngest daughter is 
also Wayne State student in her second 
year of the computer science program.
 The Hussains identify themselves 
as a middle class family.  The mother 
and father share the burden of their 
household’s finances. Due to their studies, 
the daughters have held various paid and 
unpaid internships.
 The parents, searching for job 
opportunities, brought their family to the 
“Ham-troit” area in 2002 from New York 
City. In 2005, they purchased their single 
family home of two bed and two baths. 
The previous owner had fully finished the 
attic with a bathroom and occupiable 
space. 
 The Hussains mainly use the first 
floor, but have extended family, who 
frequently visit for holidays and gatherings, 
that stay upstairs when they are in town. 
The daughters had originally complained 
about their parents reluctance to use 
the upstairs for themselves in fear of 
more maintenance, but over time 
grew accustomed to their small, shared 

bedroom downstairs. 
 Coming from even smaller 
dwellings of New York City, the Hussains 
are grateful to have a spacious kitchen 
and an actual dining room where the 
famiy can share meals together. However, 
no longer having public transportation 
they were so used to in New York City, 
each member of the family has a car 
of their own now that the daughters 
are older and have different schedules. 
Majority of their family budgeting goes 
towards high car insurance rates in the 
area. The family also noted that most 
other families on their blocks have multiple 
cars and without proper access to their 
garage from the alleyway, finding parking 
on their road is a hassle.
 The Hussains could use more 
space, especially when it pertains to 
storage, but have never given serious 
thought to moving anywhere else. They 
genuinely enjoy living in their community. 
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8.7 THE BEGUMS

  The Begums are a extended family 
of nine members. Their large family consists 
of a mother, father, three daughters, two 
sons and maternal grandparents. The 
mother is a stay at home parent raising the 
children. The father is a factory worker. The 
three daughters are the oldest and are all 
in elementary school ranging from age 5 
to 11. The sons are toddler and new born.
 The Begums immigrated from 
Bangladesh in 2015. The father is the head 
of the household and main breadwinner. 
They are a lower middle class family. 
The mother has expressed her interest 
in working outside of the home to help 
support the family financially, but with her 
children being so young and her parents 
too elderly to look after them, she is 
unable.
 The Begums recently purchased 
their single family bungalow home. 
However, it is in need of repair and 
renovation. It only has two bedrooms 
requiring the family to share them with 
their many members and create sleeping 
spaces in other areas of their home. The 
family does have adequate space in their 
attic for living, but it is unfinished and they 
fear it will be many years before they are 
financially able to tackle that portion of 
their home. Still recent immigrants, the 
family lacks furnishings throughout their 
home.

 Across all three generations, the 
Begums have a passion for gardening 
traditional Bangladeshi crops. In the 
warmer months, they garden in both their 
front and back yard.
 The mother is also co-founder of 
Bandhu Gardens. She hopes that through 
gardening, immigrant women like herself 
are able to work in their communities 
doing something they love to help their 
families. 
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 Based on home visits and family interviews and inspiration from traditional Bangladeshi 
housing forms and concepts, this thesis introduces new housing typologies to accodomate the 
various types of Bangladeshi-American families and their needs. 

9. HOUSING INTERVENTION
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larger homes for
extended families

small apartments for
individuals and roommates

larger apartments for
single parent families

mid-size duplex
for childless couples+

various sizes of
single family homes
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9.2 COURTYARD COMMUNITIES

 The Ham-troit courtyard layout 
arises from specific context of social and 
environmental conditions expressed by 
community members and represents the 
unique family types. In addition to serving 
as a bounded space, the courtyards 
designed here provides a sense of 
belonging and weaves a collective 
bonding between the individual dwellings. 
The courtyard creates the sense of 
community.
 The significance of the traditional 
courtyard is manifested in a consolidated 
form in modern urban houses and 
apartments. These urban dwellings 
are essentially a transformation of the 
rural homestead pattern, consolidated 
to account for the higher cost and 
demand of urban land. Inside, rooms 
are grouped around a central dining/
family space, similar to the rural courtyard, 
but in a compact fashion. Unlike the 
rural extended family homestead, 
each apartment unit is built typically for 
nuclear or small families, but the buildings 
themselves are arranged to create 
larger exterior courtyards allowing for 
extended families to live in close proximity 
of each other as they may have in rural 
Bangladesh. Most Bangladesh-Americans 
have deep roots to their motherland and 
there is thus continuity of many traditional 
behavioral and cultural patterns in the 

urban context. The similarity in layout 
and use of space between the rural 
homestead and urban apartments is an 
example of that.
 Regardless of technological and 
social changes of today’s world, the 
courtyard is still relevent in its traditional 
form. This addition of courtyard housing 
typology would allow the community a 
cultural expression that has existed for 
many generations.

courtyard

dwelling

dwelling

livestock
shed

kitchen

dwelling

well

pond

traditional Bangladeshi courtyard

kitchen

bedroom

bedroom bedroom

living room

“courtyard”

entry

bathroom

intervention: courtyard confirguration of buildings across green alley intervention: unit configuration around interior gathering space

 view from terrace
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Within a 200’ x 200’ site location 
spanning across a green alley way, 
Courtyard Community can provide 

up to 100 units for small nuclear 
families or up to 58 mid to large scale 

units for larger or extended families.
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This smaller courtyard 
community balances the 
benefits of shared living with the 
retained identity of an individual 
homes in lots without structures 
in between existing bungalow 
homes. This specific layout is 
intended for a lot size 100′ x 100′.



122 123

10. CONNECTIONS
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10.1 GREEN ALLEYS

 As the world moves slowly away 
from the notion of individual owned 
means of transportation and becomes 
more environmentally aware, adjustments 
are being made to urban fabrics around 
the world to be pedestrian, non-motorized 
vehicle and environmentally friendly. 
These large-scale city approaches can 
be used on a smaller scale to improve the 
quality of neighborhood fabrics. Physical 
community networks can be created by 
the improvement of neglected spaces 
and the insertion of more interesting 

spaces along the route.
 Alleys are hundreds of miles of 
unoccupied and neglected space in 
cities. They have the potential to be 
reclaimed, repurposed, and reused by 
residents. At the two city borders of our 
site, neighborhood streets switch from 
one one way streets in Hamtramck to two 
way streets in Detroit causing vehicular 
confusion and accidents as noted earlier 
in site analysis. Residents have voiced 
concerns about not having safe pathways 
for children to walk to school or ride 

their bikes in during the warmer months. 
Accidents have seriously injured children 
on an annual basis and in extremely 
tragic cases, they have also been fatal. 
Proposals of green alleys would allow 
for safe pedestrian and non-motored 
vehicle pathways. connecting the two 
cities as well as connecting residents to 
assets within the residential area. Green 
alleys can be designed to allow for waste 
management trucks. A green gutter with a 
rolled curb would provide easy correction 
for the driver.

 At this scale, residents benefit 
from the changes because public spaces 
in their neighborhoods are created 
and upgraded which will increase 
the willingness to use those areas and 
will affect the health outcomes of the 
population. It is much more feasible 
to execute such interventions at a 
neighborhood scale to contribute to the 
larger Detroit and inner city attempt to 
creating safe pedestrian and non-motor 
vehicle pathways.
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11. CONCLUSIONS
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11.1 CONCLUSIONS

 The framework that has been 
proposed for the area is site specific and 
reacts to the current characteristics of the 
area and the needs and desires of the 
community.

11.1.1 WHEN INTERVENING IN THE URBAN 
FABRIC TO ATTRACT LOCAL TOURISTS 
FROM OUTSIDE THE AREA BECAUSE OF ITS 
INTERESTING CULTURE, IT IS IMPORTANT TO 
RETAIN THOSE CULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS.

 When areas are branded or 
labeled, they can attract bigger business 
chains. These kinds of businesses do 
not add anything to the identity of 
a neighborhood. They do not serve 
the original population, nor do they 
successfully attract many people from 
outside of the area. In many cases, they 
may be pushing local, small business out 
of their tenant spaces. To guarantee the 
success of the Bangladeshi community, 
interventions focused on the addition of 
business spaces that contribute to the 
small, local and, in some cases, informal 
businesses. This will contribute to and 
strengthened the neighborhood’s identity.

11.1.2 WHEN IMPROVING DEPRIVED AREAS 
AND FOCUSING ON THE IMPROVEMENT 
OF THE SITUATION OF THE CURRENT 

POPULATION, IT IS MORE EFFECTIVE TO 
FOCUS ON THE EMPOWERMENT OF THE 
CURRENT POPULATION THAN CREATING A 
NEW, “MIXED” POPULATION.

 “Mixed” neighborhood 
policies do not solve issues concerning 
deprivation, but instead they move the 
problem. Interventions that focus on the 
empowerment of the existing population 
will be more effective because it will 
affect individual outcomes. Three domains 
are key in this empowerment which are 
business development, adequate housing, 
and green spaces. 
 The role of an urban designer 
is limited in empowerment, but not 
insignificant. Urban designers can only 
facilitate spaces where empowerment 
can happen or shape the urban fabric 
in such a way so that it will stimulate 
the empowerment to take place, but 
not affect this empowerment directly. 
Therefore, collaboration with the 
Bangladeshi community was important 
to ensure that the proposed interventions 
have the aimed effect of the intended 
users. 

11.1.3 PEOPLE CAN BE EMPOWERED IN 
TERMS OF EMPLOYMENT BY SHAPING THE 
URBAN FABRIC, SO IT STIMULATES THE 

INCREASE OF WORK.

 According to research, a 
population can be empowered in terms 
of employment by providing jobs that 
match the skills of the population. An 
urban designer cannot create jobs but 
can supply spaces that could be used by 
people to work.
 The interventions of business 
development through design aims to 
achieve an initial increase of individual 
business outcomes, but in the long run, 
increase in group outcomes in terms of 
employment. Employment within the area 
is improved by creating a connection 
between existing businesses and assets 
to the proposed interventions. With 
increased use of proposed interventions 
and improved existing assets, the area 
will grow an economic impulse, and 
opportunities will arise to start new 
businesses. It is important that the new 
job opportunities match the skills of 
the population. This can be ensured 
by providing spaces that have similar 
dimensioning as the smaller businesses 
that are present in the area and by 
regulations in which people the area have 
preference above people from outside of 
the area.

11.1.4 CREATION OF ADEQUATE HOUSING 
CAN INCREASE INDIVIDUAL OUTCOMES 
AND CONTRIBUTE TO COMMUNITY 
BUILDING.

The interventions focused on a broad 

range of projects. New and diverse 
housing stock is added, and the existing 
housing stock is improved. Amenities 
are added throughout the residential 
areas. This often results in an increase of 
dwelling and amenity values within the 
area. Research shows that value increases 
often result in displacement, in which the 
original population does not benefit from 
the changes in the area.
 Therefore, this thesis looked at 
ways in which community specific housing 
interventions that can contribute to the 
improvement of individual and group 
outcomes. By improving existing homes 
and building infill homes when and where 
necessary, the area will result in a limited 
amount of value increase while allowing 
for housing options for the people of 
the area as their family sizes and needs 
change.

11.1.5 ADDING AND IMPROVING PUBLIC 
SPACES WILL STIMULATE THE INCREASE OF 
INDIVIDUAL HEALTH OUTCOMES.

 Research shows another way to 
empower people, which deals with the 
use of public green spaces. According 
to research, public green spaces affects 
health positively, but in order to profit 
from those benefits, the residents have to 
use the space. Urban designers cannot 
make people use the space, but they can 
provide green spaces, improve existing 
spaces, and most importantly, provide 
accessibility to those spaces, which in turn 
will stimulate people to use them.
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 The framework proposes different 
measures to improve public spaces. One 
of the main interventions is to create 
residential courtyards as part of public 
space for interactions amongst families 
and neighbors. Another measure that 
is taken is the addition of pocket parks 
creating safe play zones for children. To 
stimulate people to use the public green 
spaces, alternate routes towards those 
spaces are improved. The use of green 
alleys allows for safer and wider pathways. 
In addition, the movement towards 
those spaces by means of non-motorized 
vehicular transportation also affect health 
positively because people are physically 
active. 

11.1.6 ARCHITECTURAL INTERVENTIONS OF 
THIS THESIS CAN GENERATE OPPORTUNITIES 
TO IMPROVE DEPRIVED AREAS CLOSE BY.

 Ethnic and immigrant communities 
tend to live in “cheaper” parts of urban 
areas and can be perceived as negative 
when looking at the built environment 
and its effect on the population. This thesis 
attempted to change the perception 
and looked at the opportunities the 
community had to offer and react from 
a design standpoint. In the case of the 
“Ham-troit” area, the thesis reacts to the 
Bangladeshi population that has settled in 
the area and have possibilities to stimulate 
the area’s economy. 
 The generic principle that can be 
deduced is that regardless of whether 
a community is an ethnic/immigrant or 

not, community directed approach to 
development can create opportunities for 
deprived areas to increase individual and 
group outcomes of the local population.
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