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ABSTRACT
Referring to the case studies of two cities in Northern Italy, this article seeks to
understand how Bangladeshi migrants use associations to seek transnational
“ways of belonging” and “ways of being”. It analyses how this transnational
attachment to their home country has played an important role in building
their own “community”. The findings reveal that Bangladeshi migrant
organizations work to maintain “transnational ways of belonging” by enabling
migrants to retain their cultural roots; this is reflected in their observation of
festivals, national days, and other practices and rituals. Although, as a
relatively new migrant community, they do not share as many economic links
through these associations as many other “diasporic” organizations, migrants
widely express a sense that these economic connections are with their
country of origin. However, there is competition within the community based
on regional origin, as well as have many ambivalences and contradictions.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 10 October 2017; Accepted 14 August 2018

KEYWORDS Migrant association; ways of being; ways of belonging; community formation;
transnationalism; Bangladeshi migration

Introduction

There has been renewed interest in migrant associations among migration
scholars (Glick Schiller, Basch, and Szanton-Blanc 1995; Olwig 2003; Schrover
and Vermeulen 2005). Researchers hold the view that migrants establish
different associations, mainly based on their country of origin, home towns,
common cultural heritage, ethnicity, language and religion, which play an
important role in their lives (Sardinha 2005). Even though such associations
help with the settlement process, they maintain a certain level of transnational
engagement with their country of origin, where the cultural issues rooted in
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their homelands are often central to their aims (Owusu 2000). They work to
preserve familiar practices and values by observing the national days and fes-
tivals of their home countries, and by organizing ethnic sports, folk dancing
and gatherings (Marquez 2001). Through associations, migrants also work
to retain what they perceive and present as their “religious identity”,1 which
could be distinguished from other migrant groups belonging to the same reli-
gion by language and specific practices (Akcapar 2009).

Some associations also work as transnational actors in the development of
their country of origin (Rex, Danièle, and Czarina 1987; Glick Schiller, Basch,
and Szanton-Blanc 1995; Faist 2008; Akcapar 2009) by maintaining various
links. These include mobilizing and transferring financial capital, resources
and knowledge in order to provide relief and rehabilitation following a
natural disaster or any other kind of emergency, as well as providing
regular support to several sectors, such as health, education and infrastructure
development in their natal villages and towns of origin (Guarnizo 2003;
Cheran 2004). In so doing, migrant associations create a new sense of commu-
nity among their members (Sardinha 2005; Orozco and Rouse 2013).

Regarding migrant associations in Italy, there have been no systematic
studies to date on the topic, although it should be underlined that there
has been some regional insight in areas of higher immigration (Caselli
2006). Mantovan (2007) categorizes studies on the self-organization of
migrants in Italy in three areas: those that focus on participation by insti-
tutional means (Attanasio and Facchini 2004); those that focus on migrant
associations (Palidda and Consoli 2006; Camozzi 2008); and those that take
into account different types of participation (Kosic and Triandafyllidou
2005). As part of his analysis comparing nativist policies and social commit-
ment in favour of irregular migrants, Ambrosini (2014) explores the relation-
ship between the activism of Italian civil society and migrant associations,
investigating the reasons for their weakness (Boccagni 2012). Using the
concept of “political opportunity structures”, some scholars analyse the way
in which migrant associations in Italy function and develop over time (Pirkka-
lainen 2013), as well as how these associations cope with development issues
and the impact of these activities in terms of new forms of citizenship. These
new forms of citizenship refer to transnational dimensions, which also rep-
resent the framework within which this article is placed. In fact, we observe
that Bangladeshi associations in Italy are a form of bottom-up transnational-
ism and a constitutive element in the construction of a collective transnational
identity.

Despite this growing scientific interest in the so-called “Bangladeshi dia-
spora” (Alexander, Joya, and Jalais 2016), existing empirical research on inter-
national migration from Bangladesh has not taken significant account of
the engagement of migrant associations. However, some studies (Eade,
Fremeaux, and Garbin 2002; Kibria 2011) have indicated that Bangladeshis
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have formed various associations in the USA and the UK, which are mainly
based on their districts, villages and towns of origin. Nevertheless, it is true
that the USA and the UK have a long history of Bangladeshi migration and
that bigger Bangladeshi communities have already been established there
(Gardner 1995; Kibria 2011). However, it could be interesting to know, as
they are a relatively newmigrant group in other European countries, why Ban-
gladeshis form their own associations and how these organizations help them
to sustain their transnational engagement.

This article refers to the case studies of two towns in Northern Italy, which
recently emerged as major destinations for Bangladeshis. It looks at the
reasons why Bangladeshi migrant organizations form and the activities they
carry out in the framework of a transnational perspective. It also analyses
how their transnational activities help them to form a “community” in the des-
tination society. The main research questions here are threefold: (1) How do
Bangladeshi migrants in Italy maintain a transnational engagement with
their country of origin through associations? (2) Howdo theymobilize, organize
and build their ownBangladeshi community in their host society through these
associations? (3) What critical aspects do their associations face?

Sociological and anthropological research has suggested various definitions
of transnationalism. Nonetheless, the widely cited definition of this concept is
provided by Basch et al. (1994, 7): “the process by which immigrants forge
and sustain simultaneous multi-standard social relations that link together
their societies of origin and settlement”. In this way, Glick Schiller, Basch, and
Szanton-Blanc (1995, 49) have indicated that transnationalism is the “diminished
significance of national boundaries in the production and distribution of objects,
ideas, and people”. Drawing on Levitt and Glick Schiller’s (2004) distinctions
between “ways of belonging” and “ways of being” in the transnational social
field, this article analyses the transnational engagement of Bangladeshi associ-
ations. According to Levitt and Glick Schiller, the term “ways of belonging”
implies practices that indicate a conscious connection between a specific
migrant group and their country of origin. According to them, “these actions
are not symbolic but concrete, visible actions that mark belonging, such as
wearing a Christian cross or Jewish star, flying a flag, or choosing a particular
cuisine” (2004, 1006). This indicates both combined actions and an awareness
of a kind of identity. On the contrary, the term “ways of being” highlights
migrants’ cross-border social relationships and practices, rather than identities
associated with their actions. Through these transnational attachments, migrants
create their own transnational social field – an interlinking network of social
relationships through which ideas, practices and resources are irregularly
exchanged, organized and transformed in a way that transects borders (Levitt
and Glick Schiller 2004). When considering migrant associations as a particular
space, it could be interesting to see how they express both ways of being
and ways of belonging in the transnational social field.
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The article begins by providing an overview of the context of this study. It
then goes onto highlight its methodology. The subsequent sections present
and discuss the findings and analysis in relation to the typology of Bangladeshi
associations, their transnational engagement and “community formation”.2

Before the conclusions, the article analyses the ambivalent and contradictory
aspects within the Bangladeshi associations in Padova and Cadoneghe and
in their relationship with the local political forces and institutions.

Context

Bangladeshi migration to Italy is a recent phenomenon. Bangladeshi migrants
arrived during the 1980s due to the closure of other European countries’
borders (Priori 2012; Della Puppa 2014; Morad and Gombač 2015), but the
country qualified as an important destination for the Bangladeshi migration
during the 1990s. Today, the Bangladeshi community numbers almost
120,000 individuals (Della Puppa and King 2018). Probashi – the Bangla
term for “emigrants” – in Italy were initially concentrated almost exclusively
in Rome (ninety-two per cent) (King and Knights 1994). Indeed, the Italian
capital exercised a great power of attraction over them given the presence
of fellow countrymen, pioneers of this migration, who were strengthening
the networks and offering the first support to newcomers, and the fascinating
imagery that it evoked among the middle-class educated youth of the world’s
peripheries. The main reasons, however, were the work placement opportu-
nities in the context of the informal economy (services, catering, tourism,
small business, etc.) and the possibility of mimesis within the dense mesh
of a community of fellow countrymen, which the metropolis initially offered
to migrants without a valid residence permit. On obtaining a regular residence
permit through one of the many amnesties that characterized Italian
migration policies during the 1990s (King and Knights 1994; Zeitlyn 2006;
Priori 2012), they moved and obtained work and stable housing across the
country. Subsequently, different “Banglatowns” came into being in many
areas of the province, usually close to major industrial centres in the northern
regions (Della Puppa 2014). This has also been the case for Padova and Cado-
neghe. The establishment of a Bangladeshi community in the Province of
Padova started during the mid-1980s (Morad and Gombač 2018). Banglade-
shis are now the sixth largest non-European community in the Province of
Padova, with 1,661 individuals out of 95,083 foreign residents (Morad and
Gombač 2018). In Padova, as well as in the rest of Italy, the Bangladeshi com-
munity grew because wives joined their husbands, who had migrated earlier.
In fact, it must be underlined that the first generation of probashi in Italy was
almost entirely composed of men. Therefore, family reunifications in the
first phase of Bangladeshi migration to Italy were configured exclusively as
“male” reunifications. Usually, the first-generation migrant, after meeting the
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necessary conditions, returned to his country of origin to marry – usually via
an arranged marriage – a woman who, soon after the wedding, was reunited
with him in Italy (Della Puppa 2018). Although there are rare cases of intermar-
riage, usually with Italian women, the vast majority of marriages involving the
first generation of Bangladeshis in Italy are endogamous.

The social, occupational, family and administrative trajectories, as well as
the class background, of the probashi in the community of Padova and Cado-
neghe coincide with those of the protagonists of other studies on the Bangla-
deshi migration in Italy (King and Knights 1994; Zeitlyn 2006; Priori 2012; Della
Puppa 2014). In fact, they are mainly men from the upper-middle class, with a
higher education qualification: sons of lawyers, landowners, teachers, entre-
preneurs, public administration employees, military officers and managers,
who grew up in wealthy families in post-independence Bangladesh and are
today working as unskilled workers, inclined to work overtime and categor-
ized by low-profile contracts in factories in the industrial district of the Pro-
vince of Padova. They do not correspond to the working class in their
country of origin, and the work they do in Italy “they would never dream of
doing in their home country” (Zeitlyn 2006, 32). This distance between their
social position in the country of origin and the country of destination, as
will be explained below, results in an apparently contradictory political orien-
tation of many probashi.

Industrial employment characterizes the Bangladeshis in the northern
regions of the country. Although obviously a more widespread phenomenon
in Northern Italy, the community in Rome is mainly characterized by those
who work in the hotel and restaurant sector, as well as owners of groceries,
Bangladesh travel agencies and Internet cafés – and the tertiary sector, in
general.

Finally, Bangladeshis in Italy are mainly regular migrants from a legal status
point of view (Della Puppa 2014) and the first generation of probashi in Italy
have lived in the country long enough to acquire Italian citizenship (Della
Puppa and King 2018).

Methods

The empirical material for this article consists of 25 in-depth interviews and a
13 months of participant observations. The fieldwork was carried out in two
phases, the first between September 2012 and March 2013 and the second
between November and April 2016, in the Municipalities of Padova and Cado-
neghe, in the Province of Padova, Italy. The interviewees were accessed
mainly using the “snowball” method. We tried to select our respondents
from both groups, i.e. Bangladeshi migrants affiliated with Bangladeshi associ-
ations as leaders and members in these two cities, and earlier Bangladeshi
migrants who were not involved in associations, but who have certain ideas
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about them. All of the interviews were conducted in Bangla. The interviewees’
names are fictitious.

A typology of the associations

Even though Bangladeshis have been in Padova since the mid-1980s, they
began to establish their own associations from 2002 onwards. Bangladeshi
migrants in Padova have organized themselves into different associations.

In general, these associations fall into two broad categories: associations
based on their homeland and associations based onmigrants’ regional origins.

Homeland-based associations comprise all Bangladeshis, regardless of their
regional origin in Bangladesh. There are five associations of this type: Associa-
zione Bangladeshi di Padova, also known as “Bangladesh Samity”; Associazione
Shabuz Bangla; Bangladesh Islamic Cultural Centre; Rangdonu; Bangladeshi
Cricket Clubof Padova. It isworthmentioning that Bangladesh Samitywas estab-
lished to serve as an umbrella organization to unite Bangladeshis of all regional
backgrounds. Bangladesh Samity, Shabuz Bangla and the Bangladesh Islamic
Cultural Centre are the largest andmost pioneering Bangladeshi migrant associ-
ations in Padova. These associations are mainly involved in several activities in
which the entire Bangladeshi community in Padova is involved.

The regional associations are established on the basis of their area of origin,
which is measured by the formal district boundary.3 We identified four associ-
ations that belong to this category: Comilla Samity; Dhaka Samity; Sylhet
Samity; Noakhali Samity. However, unlike the homeland-based associations,
these regional associations are not registered with the municipality; rather,
they seem to be more informal associations. These associations tend to
have a much smaller membership and activities compared with Bangladeshi
national organizations.

Finally, it should be underlined that, apart from these types of associations,
some of the Bangladeshis in Padova have informally opened up branch offices
of two major Bangladeshi political parties: the Awami League and the Bangla-
desh National Party. However, the majority of people from the Bangladeshi
community in Padova do not appear to be involved with these organizations.
In particularly, it has been shown that the followers of these political parties
sometimes sit together in other associations in Padova, which suggest that
associations are not based on loyalties related to politics in Bangladesh.

Transnational engagement of Bangladeshi migrant associations

Social and cultural activities: transnational “ways of belonging” to
the homeland

The establishment of Bangladeshi associations, mainly homeland-based ones,
are aimed at the preservation, expression and transmission of “Bangladeshi
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culture”. Inevitably, then, their main activities involve the celebration of all
Bangladeshi national days, e.g. Ekushey February (Mother Language Day), 26
March (Independence Day) and 16 December (Victory Day). They also cele-
brate Bengali New Year (Boishakhi Mela), which is observed in Bangladesh
at the start of the monsoon season. In this regard, Humyun, President of Ban-
gladesh Samity, stated the following:

The purpose of this association is to keep our ethnic culture and to observe our
national festivities. I would say that 21 February [Mother Language Day] is very
important to us as it is our big day of mourning. We observe it here in Padova.
Besides, we arrange Pohela Boishakh [Bengali New Year] and observe 26 March
[Independence Day] and 16 December [Victory Day]. (Humyun)

It should be emphasized that what Humyun describes as “ethnic culture” is,
in reality, the outcome of a narration, a self-representation and a self-narration
that can be motivated by different purposes, which, as will be show, can lead
to contradictory and unexpected results.

However, study participants affiliated with other homeland-based associ-
ations, especially Rangdonu and Shabuz Bangla, also mentioned that cultural
activities constitute the primary purpose of their bodies. Their goal is the pro-
motion of a cultural “Bengaliness” (Eade and Garbin 2006). On occasion, they
present Bangladesh’s diverse culture through different events, including
Bangla music, dance, exhibitions of arts and crafts, and food festivals. Some
special events are also arranged by these associations. In Ekushey February,
they go to Shahid Minar, the monument to the language martyrs (Monument
of Martyrs) constructed by the Bangladeshi community in Breda Park, Cado-
neghe, and pay homage by laying flowers on it. Moreover, on Independence
and Victory Days, singing the Bangladeshi national anthem, giving speeches
and reciting Bangla poems take place, while sport events and painting con-
tests for children are organized. As such, it could be argued that the transna-
tional ways of belonging for the Bangladeshi migration are maintained in their
host country through the observation of various days and festivals related to
their common origin and the national history of their homeland (Vertovec
1997). Such activities thus demonstrate their “emotional, historic and imagina-
tive link to Bangladesh’s liberation struggle, and to the nation that emerged
from it” (Alexander 2013, 591), while these activities express their sense of
“Bengaliness”.

In addition, homeland-based associations arrange occasional music per-
formances to fulfil the cultural needs of the community. Renowned Bangla
rock and folk legends from Bangladesh and the UK are often invited to
perform Bengali music at these concerts. By doing so, Bangladeshi associ-
ations connect Bangladeshis in Italy with those in the UK, Bangladesh and
other locations. Moreover, in order to support the community’s sporting
demands, some associations will often organize popular sporting events.
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Indeed, we have observed that the Bangladesh Cricket Club of Padova and
Shabuz Bangla have formed their own cricket team. In summer, they play
against migrants from other countries, such as Indians and Sri Lankans in
Padova. Moreover, in order to meet the sporting demands of the so-called
“second generation”, the Shabuz Bangla association rents an indoor
stadium on Saturday and Sunday evenings, where young Bangladeshis
gather to play different games while wearing the jersey of the Bangladeshi
national teams.

These activities work to shape ethnic awareness and promote a Banglade-
shi cultural identity. This is such that second-generation Bangladeshis who are
growing up in Padova can still claim this heritage, as Humyun, President of
Bangladesh Samity, explained:

We are Bengali. The generations of us who came over from Bangladesh know
these cultural aspects. However, our next generations who are growing up
here tend to forget them. So, these programmes help to preserve our culture
throughout the generations and create a sense of identity for our second gen-
erations. (Humyun)

Consistent with Humyun’s quote, other Bangladeshi migrants proudly
mentioned that attending these types of cultural programmes taught their
children about Bangla culture. For instance, Helal, a probashi arrived in
Padova in 1994, stated:

My children used to participate in Boishakhi Mela [a celebration of Bengali New
Year] by wearing our traditional dress, lungi and punjabi. My younger son, who
was born in Italy, has asked some questions about these festivals. I explained to
him that this is our tradition and how we dress. (Helal)

It is through these association activities, as often expressed in the inter-
views, that the Bangladeshi cultural heritage is presented to Italians in the
spirit of multiculturalism; likewise, Bangladeshis participate in the major
Italian carnivals in the Municipalities of Padova and Cadoneghe, joining the
carnival parades with their organizations, especially Shabuz Bangla and Rang-
donu, by wearing their traditional dress. They also bring their national flag to
represent Bangladesh. Here, the motivation is to present their rich cultural
heritage in order to encourage Italians to adopt a positive attitude towards
their homeland, as well as towards the Bangladeshi community in Padova.
For Uddin, President of Shabuz Bangla:

We love to present our cultural heritage to the Italians, so they understand that
we have a rich tradition and culture. Perhaps we came here for our livelihood,
but we are just like them […]. This is our objective behind participating. (Uddin)

The formation of associations is also motivated by the aim to maintain the
bonds of language and religion (Cohen 2008). For instance, the philosophy
behind the establishment of the Bangladesh Islamic Cultural Centre, the
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community’s own religious organization, is related to the desire to maintain
close contact with the religion and mother tongue of the homeland. As
their language is Bangla, Bangladeshis feel the need to organize Bangla
courses for children (who only speak the mother language with parents
and do not know the written form) given by members of the associations
and to set up their own religious centre at which religious lectures and
other meetings are communicated in Bangla. Shekh, President of the Bangla-
desh Islamic Cultural Centre, explained:

We established this Centre because, in Padova, we used to pray at the Arabic
mosque where all of the religious lectures are given in Arabic. Most Banglade-
shis, especially our children, do not understand Arabic, so we felt the need for
a separate mosque for our community. (Shekh)

We visited this Centre several times and saw that the imam delivered his
lecture in Bengali. Because of the differences in religious practice and
language with other Muslim communities in Padova, the religious identity
of Bangladeshi migrants serves as an ideological-cultural base, which links
them with their homeland (Akcapar 2009). It should also be stressed that, in
the context of “mosque conflicts” taking place in Italy and the rest of
Europe (Cesari 2005; Saint-Blanc and Schmidt di Friedberg 2005), the presence
of the centre prompted many criticisms from among local political groups,
which exploit the issue of migration to attract votes, and residents of the
neighbourhood. However, the Bangladeshi community and its associations
in Padova and Cadoneghe have not adopted any particular public or
private strategies to deal with the growing Islamophobia.

Economic activities: transnational “ways of being” with home

Another key objective of the associations is the forging of economic connec-
tions with their country of origin. However, unlike other migrant associations
(Guarnizo 2003; Cheran 2004), Bangladeshi national associations in Padova are
not largely involved in the development of their home communities through
the collective transfer of resources or philanthropic activities, although they
have occasionally been involved with these types of activities. In particular,
under the leadership of Bangladesh Samity, all of the national and regional
associations have collectively raised funds and transferred money to their
home country for relief purposes when any natural disaster has occurred in
Bangladesh. They also collect monetary donations to repatriate their commu-
nity members after death. Local organizations also undertake this type of
initiative. The former Vice President of Bangladesh Samity stated:

We try to assist Bangladesh when disaster strikes; we sent 3000 euros during
Cyclone Sidr. These money were collected from people in our community as
well as from different social organizations, such as Caritas Italy. We manage
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the necessary steps to repatriate community members after death. We have
spent about 3,500 euros in the past two years to repatriate five people. (Bhuiyan)

Nevertheless, regional associations sometimes become individually
involved in making direct contributions to their local villages or towns of
origin. In cases such as these, they collect and raise funds from among their
own regional people in Padova to contribute towards relief activities during
natural disasters. In common with Bangladeshi associations in the UK (Eade,
Fremeaux, and Garbin 2002), they carry out fundraising activities for local
schools, Madrasas, infrastructure development, building local mosques and
providing scholarships to underprivileged students. However, these activities
are not as frequent as those undertaken in the UK.

It could be argued that Bangladeshi migrants in Padova maintain strong
“ways of belonging” to their homeland. They work to retain their cultural
roots, which is reflected in their observation of festivals, national days, and
other practices and rituals. In so doing, they are playing an important role
in the (re)construction of the identities of Bangladeshi migrants in the trans-
national dimension. Even though their economic activities are not that signifi-
cant, as the community in Padova is relatively new, these activities express a
diffused “way of being” with their country of origin.

Building a community: the main spirit is Shahid Minar and the
Bangladesh Islamic cultural centre

In the first seven years after I arrived in Italy [in 1998], I noticed that Italians
thought that we were from India: they called us Indian. But, now, this has
changed. Most Padovans know that we are from Bangladesh; now they call us
Bangladeshi. I think this is a great achievement. We achieved this through cul-
tural activities carried out by our associations. (Shahab)

As Shahab’s quote illustrates, our participants mentioned in their inter-
views that their association activities have played an important role in build-
ing their own Bangladeshi community in these cities. In particular, their
activities to promote cultural belonging with their country of origin dis-
tinguish them as an “ethnic/cultural” community consisting of a secular
nationalist Bengali heritage (Eade and Garbin 2006; Kibria 2011; Alexander
2013). In the collective imagination of the native Italian population, India
holds a more recognizable, and often stereotypical, image. For this reason,
Shahab proudly affirms that the Bangladeshi community is finally recognized
as being distinct from that resulting from Indian immigration by the native
people. This is due to the quantitative increase in Bangladeshi migrants in
Padova and, consequently, to the intensification of their relations with the
local society, the active participation of Bangladeshi members of the “Munici-
pal Council of Foreign Citizens” within the Municipal Council;4 the strong acti-
vism of the Bangladesh associations, especially during the Italian carnivals in
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Cadoneghe, the activities of the Bangladesh Islamic Cultural Centre, which has
helped in depicting Bangladeshi migrants as a Muslim community, thus limit-
ing the extent to which they are stereotypically identified with Indian Hindus.

The events arranged by their associations provide Bangladeshi migrants
with ample opportunity to meet people from different regions of Bangladesh,
thus helping them to feel at home:

We are not always able to meet with our families who remain in Bangladesh, but
when we meet with our fellow Bangladeshis at these events, we at least get the
feeling that we are perhaps meeting with our relatives back home. (Shahab)

In turn, such activities act as focal point for social networking and enhan-
cing social relationships between fellow migrants, which is vital in the for-
mation of a community. Moreover, Bangladeshi associations fulfil a vital
judicial function in the building of these communities. They often work to
resolve problems and disputes involving their members, thereby helping to
maintain peaceful relations within the community. For instance, Shabuz
Bangla works to resolve all kinds of personal, marital and family-related dis-
putes in order to enable Bangladeshis to minimize disputes and avoid
going to the Italian police and/or courts. In agreement with the findings of
Owusu (2000), Bangladeshi associations use their traditional customs and
social practices, as well as the legal and social norms of their new host
society, to minimize disputes.

However, the Shahid Minarmonument and the Bangladesh Islamic Cultural
Centre are two visible symbols marking a place for Bangladeshis in Padova.
First, collective memory and rituals of memorialization are pivotal to the for-
mation of a transnational community. These Bangladeshi monuments, i.e. the
Shahid Minar Monument of Martyrs in Padova and the rituals surrounding it,
are playing an active and significant role in the formation and transformation
of the Bangladeshi community in this host society (Alexander 2013). This is the
third permanent Shahid Minar in Europe, which was built in 2013 at Breda
Park, where the land was allocated to the community by the city council for
ninety-nine years.5 Even though it was an initiative of the Shabuz Bangla
association, Bangladeshi migrants in this Italian province financed this monu-
ment in its entirety (20,000 euros), regardless of their regional origin or politi-
cal background. This monument is a replica of the original Shahid Minar,
which was built outside Dhaka Medical College to commemorate the
Bengali students and political activists who were killed by the Pakistani
police when protesting against the process of Urduization in East Pakistan
on 21 February 1952. The Language Movement of 1952 is considered as
the starting point of Bengali nationalism. Therefore, the visibility of this monu-
ment in this Italian Province is a crucial marker of a collective identity. It also
represents the Bangladeshi community in the Italian public sphere as a secular
Bengali nation (Eade and Garbin 2006).
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Apart from the monument, the Bangladesh Islamic Cultural Centre has
helped to represent Bangladeshi migrants as a Muslim community. The build-
ing that houses this centre was purchased by Bangladeshi migrants in Padova
in 2012, who paid the sum of 350,000 euros. In addition to its daily religious
activities, all types of community meetings take place at the centre, in particu-
lar, meetings of all regional associations have taken place there. It is worth
mentioning that, during the Jummah and Eid prayers, the Bangladeshis
have a big get-together. During Ramadan, the regional associations help
the Cultural Centre to raise the funds for a free Iftar. The respondents men-
tioned that this gathering provides them with the feeling of being at home.
The President of Bangladesh Islamic Cultural Centre commented:

During Jummah time, approximately 500 Muslims perform their prayers. If it is
holiday, this number is usually bigger. During the time of Eid Namaz [prayer],
approximately 1,200 people were present […]. The overall environment was
festive and we felt as though we were performing Eid with our family
members in our country. (Shekh)

Therefore, this centre has made a great contribution to the formation of the
Bangladeshi community in Padova. Nevertheless, there has been a great deal
of conflict in the case of UK Bangladeshis with people associated with the
activities related to London’s Shahid Minar monument and Islamic centres.
The cultural activities of Banglatown in the UK have been challenged and cri-
ticized by leaders of the East London Mosque and its affiliated organizations.
Besides, the East London Mosque maintains a clear distance from the cultural
activities that take place in Altab Ali Park and around the Shahid Minarmonu-
ment in London. They have often interpreted these activities as un-Islamic and
influenced by Western secular values and Hindu practices (Eade and Garbin
2006; Alexander 2013). Above all, the East London Mosque is supported econ-
omically by the Saudi monarchy and especially the Islamic Bangladeshi party,
Jamaat-Al-Islami (Eade and Garbin 2006; Della Puppa 2014), whose leaders do
not recognize such celebrations.

However, within the Bangladeshi community in Padova, there were no
ideological conflicts between Bangladeshis involved with the Bangladesh
Islamic Cultural Centre and the Shahid Minar monument:

You know, last year we donated 300 euros from the fund of the Islamic Cultural
Centre for a successful programme for Ekushey [21 February]. (Moin)

In fact, the Bangladeshi community leaders associated with the centre are
simultaneously involved with other national associations. It seems that they
also belong to Bangladeshi secular political parties, such as the Awami
League and the BNP. Unlike other Islamic organizations for Bangladeshi
migrants in Italy (Priori 2012; Della Puppa 2014), the Bangladesh Islamic Cul-
tural Centre of Padova does not seem to have any formal ties with national
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and transnational religious organizations, such as the Islamic Forum Europe, in
which the East London Mosque would be included. Such associative links with
other parts of Italy and the rest of Western Europe would seem to have not yet
developed by the relatively young Bangladeshi community of Padova, whose
organizations – both the “secular” ones as well as the religious one – would
mainly have contacts at the regional level. This is the case, for example, for
the contacts with the organizations of the nearby community of Venice,
which are based on the personal knowledge of individual members, rather
than the political dispositions and modalities of understanding religious
and associative practices.

Moreover, in terms of community formation, Bangladeshis in Padova also
work towards unity, based on their regional origin in Bangladesh. In this
regard, all of the associations that have been formed according to Banglade-
shi regional origin clearly organize activities for building up regional unity.
Such regional associations therefore seek to enhance relationships between
their own regional people living in Padova through a variety of social gather-
ings, such as picnics, Iftar parties and Eid reunions. They feel the need for
unity, which is essential to achieve effective leadership over the Bangladeshi
community in Padova. This sentiment manifests itself in their programme to
have their own people voted in during elections for the executive committees
of Bangladesh Samity and the Bangladesh Islamic Cultural Centre. During this
time, each local association sits with its members to select candidates and to
get them elected. This is considered as a means of enhancing the status and
influence of their own migrants within the Bangladeshi community. As high-
lighted by an executive member of Comilla Samity, who was also Vice Presi-
dent of Bangladesh Samity:

We formed Comilla Samity to maintain the unity of Comilla, to keep everybody
united. It was so that we could get elected as representatives at Bangladesh
Samity. We want to establish ourselves in leading positions. That is why we
need unity. (Monjurul)

Nonetheless, this regional unity within the Bangladeshi community has
also emerged from its members’ regionally distinct cultural practices, which
bring them much closer to their own regional people. The respondents also
mentioned that, even though Bangladeshis in Padova work together as a
community, their regionally distinct cultural practices mean that they have
greater affinity with people from their own region, which is why they
formed their own associations in the first:

Even though our roots are in Bangladesh, here in Padova, we came from
different places in Bangladesh. Everybody builds their own local “Samity” to
maintain a close relationship with their regional people. There are many
reasons behind this. Even though we all speak in Bengali, our local dialects
are different […]. Besides, the things we like are often different to those of
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people from other regions; for instance, although we are all used to Bangla food,
our cooking methods are different. These regional differences come from cul-
tural differences. (Bhuiyan)

Ambivalences and contradictions

Despite the respondents’ comments made in the interviews, the process of
“community formation” through associations also has certain contradictory
and ambivalent aspects. On the one hand, Bangladeshi migrant associations
play an undeniably constructive role within the Bangladeshi community, satis-
fying the different material, symbolic and identity needs of its members, while,
on the other, they are characterized by fractures and conflicts due to each
association’s struggle for “community hegemony”. Indeed, not only are Bangla-
desh Samity and the Bangladesh Islamic Cultural Centre competing with each
other on a “regional” basis in order to achieve leadership positions within their
community in Padova, they are also entering into conflict over which body
should be considered as the “official” association representing the Bangladeshi
community to Italian society and, above all, its institutions (Priori 2010).

Furthermore, within the associations themselves, there is conflict over the
decision about whom should be the leader: it is emblematic that the Rang-
donu association evolved out of a split within Shabuz Bangla over issues of
internal leadership.

The fragmentation of Bangladeshi associations has been fuelled, more or
less consciously, by several Italian institutions, especially the Municipalities
of Padova and Cadoneghe, the main trade unions and some leftist political
movements. The municipalities have sought to identify a unique representa-
tive within the Bangladeshi community with whom to correspond, as though
a single representative could represent the views of every Bangladeshi resi-
dent and know how every single Bangladeshi wants to be represented by
the associations. This should not be linked to particular public problems
and issues that would have pushed public institutions to address them, but
rather to the aim of the Municipality to reassure the native population
about exercising social control over “foreigners”; in a sociopolitical context,
this refers to the population of North-east Italy, which is not particularly inclus-
ive towards migrants.

The above-mentioned political forces and trade unions, in order to find a
largermembership amongmigrant workers, have tried to establish themselves
as the political reference and trustees for each Bangladeshi association. This has
led to the legitimization of several Bangladeshi associations by Italian subjects,
who are recognized as “institutional” subjects, which, at the same time, has
seen the segmentation and clashes between the various associations.

A further contradiction is the adhesion of certain members and leaders of
the Bangladeshi associations to Italian secular and leftist political movements,
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while also being involved in political activities on behalf of conservative and
religious parties in Bangladesh. Acting on the local chessboard in close con-
nection with parties such as Rifondazione Comunista6 or the social centres7

of the city does not prevent some from maintaining links with sympathizers
of the Bangladeshi nationalist right. This contradiction stems directly from
the belief that the issues and political categories of Bangladeshis and those
of the natives are not mutually translatable. At the same time, this contradic-
tion is partially reconcilable in light of the previously stated fact that the Ban-
gladeshis in Italy, despite being salaried workers in their country of residence,
do not correspond in any way to those in the working class in Bangladesh.
Therefore, in their country of origin, they often support political parties that
defend social and material interests that are divergent from those encoura-
ging them to become politically involved in Italy.

It should be emphasized that the political institutions of Padova and Cado-
neghe also strictly espouse the belief about the alleged “untranslatability” of
the respective political categories. In fact, on several occasions, the adminis-
tration, which is minded that it uncritically considers the migrants as a “commu-
nity”, in terms of a homogeneous and cohesive entity, has identified as its
“natural” referent the Bangladeshi representative of the already mentioned
“Municipal Council of Foreign Citizen” – or, at most, the leader of Associazione
Bangladeshi di Padova. These decision by the municipality have helped to
trigger tensions within the Bangladeshi community, since these “representa-
tives”, once again, do not enjoy full public recognition as “community leaders”
from their fellow countrymen or have clearly displayed personalistic aims. That
is, local policies are shaping the political opportunity structure and, conse-
quently, influencing the migrant community organization (Pirkkalainen 2013).

In addition, the opaque and unintelligible representation of the self-organ-
ization of Bangladeshis has been fuelled and exploited by many association
leaders, e.g. the leader of the Associazione Bangladeshi di Padova, who, by
describing their “community” and associations as irretrievably fragmented
along regional lines, have attempted to present themselves, including to
the institutions of the City, as the only reliable “community leaders”.

Thus, “the ‘Bangladeshi community’ has proven to be much more complex
than expected, but Italian institutions have not been interested in pursuing
dialogue with those with different political tendencies or understanding the
logic that has created such internal contradictions” (Priori, 2010, 47).

Conclusion

This article has attempted to provide insights into the transnational engage-
ment and community formation of Bangladeshi migrants through associ-
ations in Padova, Italy. Thus, in conclusion, the empirical findings related to
our first research question indicate the following conclusions.
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Firstly, concerning “transnational ways of belonging” (Levitt and Glick Schil-
ler 2004), we can conclude that Bangladeshi associations in Padova help Ban-
gladeshi migrants to preserve what they perceive and represent as “Bangla
identity” (Eade, Fremeaux, and Garbin 2002; Eade and Garbin 2006; Kibria
2011), which is related to the national history of their homeland (Vertovec
1997). In common with many other migrant organizations examined in
several previously mentioned studies, it can be argued that Bangladeshi
migrant associations have emerged from their ethnic awareness, while the
main goal of their association activities is to promote their identity. Moreover,
similar to Glick Schiller, Basch, and Szanton-Blanc (1995) findings on migrants
from St. Vincent, Grenada, the Philippines and Haiti to the USA, we clearly
observe that Bangladeshi migrant associations in Padova function as “cultural
brokers” in the host society. In this regard, as with many other organizations
(Owusu 2000; Marquez 2001; Kelly 2011), they represent their home country
by displaying their national cultural diversity through the organization of
different cultural and sporting events, the celebration of all Bangladeshi national
days and festivals, and the presentation of their heritage at Italian festivals.

Secondly, with regard to “transnational ways of being” (Levitt and Glick
Schiller 2004), our findings indicate that the case of Bangladeshis in Italy
may be an exceptional one, since, unlike other migrant organizations, its
associations focus very little on development activities in their home
country through the mobilization and transfer of financial capital, resources
and knowledge in various sectors, such as health, education and infrastructure
development (Rex, Danièle, and Czarina 1987; Guarnizo 2003; Cheran 2004;
Akcapar 2009; Orozco and Rouse 2013). Bangladeshi associations occasionally
involve themselves in these types of activities, but only when natural disasters
or emergency situations strike in their home country do they collect and raise
funds under the leadership of Bangladesh Samity to send relief and transfer
financial capital. These associations also perform fundraising activities for
community-building efforts in the host society. The Bangladeshi Shahid
Minar monument and the Bangladesh Islamic Cultural Centre are two
examples that have been entirely financed by Bangladeshi migrants
through the combined efforts of all the national and regional associations.

With reference to the second research question, our findings and obser-
vations have shown that the transnational activities of Bangladeshi migrant
organizations in Italy have created a sense of community among their
members (Sardinha 2005; Orozco and Rouse 2013), which distinguishes
them as a “community” consisting of a secular nationalist Bengali heritage
and a religious identity. In this regard, the Shahid Minar monument and the
Bangladesh Islamic Cultural Centre are also two visible symbols that create
a place for the Bangladeshi community in the Italian urban space. Further-
more, within the Bangladeshi community, Bangladeshi migrants associated
with the centre and other associations have not experienced ideological
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conflicts as has been common with Bangladeshi associations in the UK (Eade
and Garbin 2006; Alexander 2013). However, there is competition based on
the regional origin of migrants and the personal interests of different individuals
and groups. Moreover, the lack of knowledge of the intracommunity dynamics,
the Bangladeshi political landscape and an “orientalist” attitude have led local
institutions and political forces to exacerbate the fractures within the Banglade-
shi associations. A further important element in understanding the association
dynamics of Bangladesh migrants, but ignored by Italian local institutions and
political groups, is the gap between the class positioning of migrants in Italy
and that in their country of origin (Della Puppa 2014). This social distance
explains the apparent contradiction in which migrants may be simultaneously
involved, in different transnational contexts, in political activities and in move-
ments of opposing orientation (Priori 2010).

Although the limitations, ambivalences and contradictions, Bangladeshi
associations in the Province of Padova represent the path of a specific com-
ponent of first-generation Bangladeshi migrants in the north-east of Italy. If
and how this situation may be developed by newer generations born and
socialized in Italy is yet to be determined.

Notes

1. We are aware that what is perceived and represented as “religious identity”
within the migration experience is often reinvented or invented, tout court
(Eade, Fremeaux, and Garbin 2002; Eade and Garbin 2006; Kibria 2011).

2. We are aware of the social stratifications and political divisions running through
what we have called the “Bangladeshi community” in Padova and we do not
want to propose a homogeneous, compact and uniform representation.

3. Bangladesh is divided into 65 districts.
4. The Municipality of Padova established, within the Municipal Council, a council

of migrants with a purely advisory function.
5. In Europe, the first permanent Shahid Minarmonument was built in London, the

second was erected in Bari.
6. The former Italian Communist Party.
7. Self-managed Social Centres (centri sociali autogestiti) are empty buildings (former

factories, warehouses, shop floors etc.) occupied by activists and transformed into
“autonomous spaces”, where recreational and political activities are organized.
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