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Introduction

Bangladesh, often called the “Land of Rivers,” is a nation that weaves together a
tapestry of profound history, vibrant cultural traditions, and remarkable resilience.
Situated on the fertile delta formed by the Padma, Jamuna, and Meghna rivers,
Bangladesh’s story spans millennia—from waves of ancient kingdoms and empires to
the tumultuous path toward statehood. This book, “Bangladesh: Portrait of a Country,”
invites readers to discover the fascinating evolution of a South Asian country with one
of the world’s most dynamic societies.

Emerging as an independent nation in 1971, Bangladesh’s birth was shaped by
centuries of outside influence: from ancient Buddhist and Hindu dynasties, through
Islamic sultanates, colonial encounters with the British, and subsequent political
entanglements in South Asia. The struggle for linguistic and cultural
recognition—epitomized by the Bengali Language Movement—and the nine months of
war culminating in independence left deep imprints on national consciousness. These
bring into focus the perseverance and collective spirit of the Bangladeshi people, who
survived one of the 20th century’s most harrowing birth stories to begin anew.

Yet, the nation is far more than its past. Today’'s Bangladesh is a study in contrasts
and progress. Densely populated and powered by a youthful demographic, it is a
country where ancient rural traditions meet the bustle of rapid urbanization, and
where the textile industry has sewn the nation into the fabric of the global economy.
Bangladesh has made significant strides in development: hunger and poverty rates
have plummeted in recent decades, literacy and educational attainment have risen,
and ambitious infrastructure projects are reshaping its physical and economic
landscape.

However, the country’s story is also one of ongoing challenges and vibrant adaptation.
Bangladesh finds itself on the very front lines of climate change, vulnerable to
cyclones, floods, and sea level rise. Governance, democratic maturity, and social
issues remain imperative concerns, as do goals for continued economic growth and
equitable opportunity for all its citizens. The complex interplay between politics,
society, religion, and identity continues to shape the journey of this young nation.

At its core, Bangladesh is defined by its people: resourceful, hospitable, and bound by
strong traditions of family and community. Festivals, music, and artistic expression
infuse daily life with joy and resilience, with the Bengali language and heritage as
unifying forces. From the bustling markets of Dhaka and Chittagong to the tranquil
beauty of the Sundarbans, from centuries-old mosques and temples to modern bridges
and skylines, Bangladesh is a land of deep continuity and transformation.
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In the chapters that follow, readers will explore every facet of this remarkable
country—from nature and history, to contemporary society and visions for the future.
Whether you are a traveler, a student of history, or a curious observer of world affairs,
“Bangladesh: Portrait of a Country” provides a panoramic journey into the heart of a
nation that, despite hardship and complexity, continues to hope, adapt, and move
forward.
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CHAPTER ONE: Land of Rivers: Geography and
Natural Environment

Bangladesh is a land intimately shaped by water. More than any other geographical
feature, the intricate network of rivers, their deltas, and the annual monsoon rains
define its landscape, its agriculture, and indeed, the very lives of its people. Often
referred to as the “Land of Rivers,” this small South Asian nation lies nestled in the
delta formed by three of Asia’s major rivers: the Padma (the Bangladeshi name for the
Ganges), the Jamuna (the Brahmaputra), and the Meghna. This fluvial embrace creates
an immensely fertile, yet perpetually precarious, environment.

The sheer scale of the delta is staggering. These mighty rivers, originating in the
Himalayas, carry enormous volumes of water and sediment, depositing rich alluvial
soil across vast plains. This continuous replenishment of the land has historically made
Bangladesh an agricultural powerhouse, capable of sustaining a large population.
However, it also means that much of the country lies barely above sea level, making it
exceptionally vulnerable to the caprices of nature. Approximately 12 meters (39 feet)
above sea level defines the elevation of most of the country, a fact that highlights its
low-lying vulnerability.

The river systems are not static; they are dynamic, constantly shifting, eroding banks
in one place and building new land in another. This relentless hydrological activity has
profoundly influenced human settlement patterns and agricultural practices for
millennia. Life in Bangladesh is, in many ways, a constant negotiation with the
rivers—harnessing their bounty while simultaneously adapting to their destructive
potential. The flat, expansive plains stretch as far as the eye can see, punctuated by
winding waterways and verdant fields.

While the deltaic plains dominate the geography, Bangladesh is not entirely flat.
Around 12% of the country is covered by hill systems, primarily in the southeastern
Chittagong Hill Tracts. These hills offer a stark contrast to the low-lying delta,
providing a different topography and supporting distinct ecosystems and indigenous
communities. The highest point in Bangladesh, often cited as Mowdok Mual (also
known as Saka Haphong), is located in this region. These elevated areas are less
susceptible to flooding and offer panoramic views of the surrounding landscapes.

The country’s position straddling the Tropic of Cancer means it experiences a tropical
monsoon climate, characterized by distinct seasons. The year typically begins with a

mild winter from October to March, offering pleasant temperatures and relatively dry
conditions. This period is often a favorite for visitors, as the air is crisp and the
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landscape verdant after the monsoon.

Following the mild winter, a hot and humid summer grips the country from March to
June. Temperatures begin to rise, and the humidity builds, signaling the imminent
arrival of the monsoon. This pre-monsoon period can be challenging, with heat and
occasional thunderstorms. The intensity of the sun can be quite remarkable during
these months.

The most defining season, however, is the warm, humid monsoon season, which
typically lasts from June to October. This is when Bangladesh receives the vast
majority of its annual rainfall. The monsoon rains, while essential for agriculture, also
bring widespread flooding, particularly in the low-lying delta regions. Annual rainfall
generally exceeds 1,500 mm (60 inches), with some areas, especially in the northeast
and southeastern hilly regions, receiving up to 4,780 mm (188.2 inches). The sheer
volume of water transforms the landscape, turning vast areas into temporary inland
seas.

The impact of the monsoon is multifaceted. On one hand, it nourishes the fertile soil,
allowing for multiple crop cycles, especially rice, the staple food. On the other hand,
the heavy rainfall and swelling rivers lead to devastating floods that can displace
millions, destroy crops, and disrupt infrastructure. Adaptation to the monsoon has
shaped Bangladeshi architecture, transportation, and daily life, leading to resilient
communities accustomed to living with water.

Beyond the seasonal rhythms of the monsoon, Bangladesh faces a more existential
geographical challenge: climate change. Despite contributing minimally to global
greenhouse gas emissions, Bangladesh is ranked as one of the countries most
vulnerable to its effects. The low-lying delta, already prone to flooding, is acutely
susceptible to rising sea levels. Scientists project that a mere 1-meter rise in sea level
could inundate approximately 10% of the country’s land, displacing an estimated 30
million people.

The impacts of climate change extend beyond sea-level rise. Bangladesh faces
increased risks from more intense tropical cyclones, which regularly batter its coastal
areas. The warming Bay of Bengal provides more energy for these storms, leading to
stronger winds and higher storm surges that can cause immense destruction.
Moreover, changes in rainfall patterns are expected to bring both increased flooding in
some areas and prolonged droughts in others, further jeopardizing agricultural
productivity and water security.

The economic burden of climate change is significant, potentially costing about 2% of
Bangladesh's annual GDP growth. This highlights the urgent need for adaptation
strategies and international support to help the country mitigate the inevitable
consequences of a changing global climate. Bangladeshi scientists and policymakers
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are actively engaged in developing resilient infrastructure and early warning systems
to cope with these growing threats.

The Sundarbans, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, is a prime example of Bangladesh’s
unique natural environment and its vulnerability. Located in the southwest, this vast
mangrove forest straddles the border with India and is the largest single block of tidal
halophytic mangrove forest in the world. It is a critical ecosystem, acting as a natural
barrier against cyclones and tidal surges for the densely populated inland areas. The
Sundarbans is also home to a rich biodiversity, including the endangered Bengal tiger,
various species of deer, crocodiles, and an incredible array of birdlife.

The intricate waterways within the Sundarbans are a testament to the dynamic
interplay of land and water in Bangladesh. Here, the freshwater from the rivers mixes
with the saline water of the Bay of Bengal, creating a unique brackish environment
that supports the specialized mangrove vegetation. The tides regularly flood the forest
floor, and the trees have adapted to these challenging conditions with specialized root
systems.

Beyond the Sundarbans and the Chittagong Hill Tracts, Bangladesh offers other
natural attractions. The extensive coastline along the Bay of Bengal features Cox’s
Bazar, often cited as one of the world’s longest natural sandy beaches. While primarily
a domestic tourist destination, its vast expanse of sand and gentle waves offer a
contrasting coastal landscape to the riverine delta.

The country’s geography has also influenced its agricultural practices. The fertile
alluvial soil, deposited by the rivers, makes the land incredibly productive. Rice
cultivation dominates, with farmers often able to harvest multiple crops per year.
Other crops include jute, tea, and various vegetables. The traditional methods of
farming are often intertwined with the rhythms of the monsoon, with planting and
harvesting cycles dictated by rainfall and river levels.

Despite the challenges posed by its geography and climate, the Bangladeshi people
have developed remarkable resilience and ingenuity in adapting to their environment.
Traditional homes are often built on stilts or raised plinths to mitigate floodwaters.
Boats remain a crucial mode of transport, especially in rural areas, connecting
communities across the vast network of rivers and canals. This deep connection to
water is woven into the cultural fabric of the nation.

The beauty of Bangladesh's natural environment lies in its vibrant greenery and the
perpetual motion of its waterways. From the majestic sweep of its major rivers to the
countless smaller streams and canals that crisscross the landscape, water is the
lifeblood of the nation. It provides sustenance, transportation, and a profound sense of
identity. While the challenges posed by its low-lying geography and a changing
climate are undeniable, the spirit of adaptation and the enduring connection to its
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watery landscape continue to define Bangladesh.
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