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Introduction
To many, Dhaka is a name glimpsed in headlines—often synonymous with teeming
crowds, swirling traffic, and images of resilience in the face of adversity. Yet beneath
these surface impressions lies a city with immeasurable depth, a place layered with
centuries of history, unyielding ambition, and the restless energy of over twenty
million inhabitants. “Dhaka Unveiled: The Past, Present, and Future of Bangladesh’s
Booming Capital” invites you to wander its narrow lanes, stand amid its soaring new
towers, and meet the people whose lives pulse through every corner of this
remarkable metropolis.

Dhaka is not just the capital of Bangladesh; it is its beating heart. From humble
beginnings as a riverside trading outpost, Dhaka’s fate was shaped by empires and
waves of migration—its alleys echoing with stories sung in many tongues. Here,
Mughal gardens and colonial facades vie with concrete and neon, even as the
Buriganga River weaves together past and present. The city has been scarred by
conflict, rekindled by hope, and rendered ever more complex by the ambitions of
millions who seek here both refuge and opportunity. To understand Dhaka is to
glimpse South Asia’s dynamism and contradictions in distilled, sometimes dizzying,
form.

This book is a multidimensional journey through Dhaka’s shifting landscape. Each
chapter aims to reveal not just facts or statistics, but the lived experiences—stories
told by rickshaw pullers, the vision of business leaders, the creativity of artists, the grit
of garment workers, and the dreams of students and migrants navigating new worlds.
Through rich narrative, in-depth research, and interviews across the city’s social
spectrum, “Dhaka Unveiled” constructs a portrait that is both panoramic and intimate.
You will encounter a city both beautiful and bewildering, a place where every square
kilometer contains worlds of possibility, paradox, and change.

Dhaka is a city at the tipping point of the 21st century’s greatest challenges. Its
vertiginous growth strains infrastructure and resources, while each monsoon brings
reminders that nature can never be entirely tamed. The specters of pollution,
congestion, climate change, and inequality are met with invention and resilience.
Solutions are born in the cacophony of the bazaar, the calm of the mosque, and the
code of a new start-up. The chapters ahead will chronicle these struggles and
triumphs—honoring both the vulnerabilities and the tenacity that define life here.

Yet, in Dhaka, despair and hope are often neighbors. Each day, new arrivals step off
battered ferries, ready to write another page in the city’s unfinished story. They bring
with them not only burdens, but also the energy that pushes Dhaka forward—toward
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new art, new recipes, new technologies, and, above all, new dreams. What can the
future hold for a city that has survived the rise and fall of empires, the upheavals of
independence, and waves of transformation? As Dhaka looks to 2050 and beyond, the
answers will shape not just the fate of Bangladesh, but offer lessons for fast-growing
cities worldwide.

“Dhaka Unveiled” is for the traveler, the scholar, and the city-dweller seeking to see
this urban giant with new eyes. It is for anyone who believes cities are living
organisms—restless, roaring, and full of humanity. Come, then, to the banks of the
Buriganga, to the chaos and color of Dhaka, and discover the many stories this
extraordinary capital has to tell.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins: Dhaka Before the Mughals
Long before concrete towers scraped the sky and rickshaws became the city's
unofficial bloodstream, Dhaka was a land shaped by water, green with a fertile delta,
and home to communities whose lives were intertwined with the Buriganga River. Its
story, like many ancient settlements, begins not with grand declarations, but with the
subtle rhythms of trade, spiritual devotion, and strategic necessity. The very presence
of urban settlements in the Dhaka area dates back to the first millennium CE,
suggesting a quiet, persistent human presence for centuries before it burst onto the
imperial stage.

The precise origins of Dhaka's name are shrouded in a pleasant mist of theories, each
offering a glimpse into its potential early character. Some suggest it comes from the 
dhak tree, a species once abundant in the area. Another popular theory links it to
Dhakeshwari, meaning "The Hidden Goddess," whose ancient temple in the western
part of the city stands as a testament to early Hindu influence. The temple itself,
constructed by Raja Ballal Sena in the 12th century, might even have given the region
its name. Yet another idea proposes that "Dhakka" referred to a "watchtower,"
possibly serving as a defensive outpost for nearby strongholds like Bikrampur and
Sonargaon. These various etymologies paint a picture of a place that was both natural
and strategic, a small yet significant point on the vast Bengal delta.

For centuries, the region where Dhaka now stands was a part of various kingdoms and
empires, each leaving its faint imprint. Before the 10th century CE, the area saw the
rule of the Gupta Empire, the Gauda Kingdom, the Pala Empire, and the Chandra
dynasty. These were the layers of ancient Bengal, a landscape often contested and
reshaped by changing powers. It was under the Hindu Sena dynasty, which held sway
over Bengal in the 11th and 12th centuries, that Dhaka began to gain some clearer
definition. The Sena rulers, tracing their origins to southern India, were patrons of
Hinduism and left their architectural mark, including the renowned Dhakeshwari
Temple. Under the Senas, the region of Bikrampur, where Dhaka was situated,
became an important center.

Following the Sena dynasty, the Hindu Deva dynasty of Bikrampur briefly held control.
However, the political landscape of Bengal was in constant flux, and the region soon
came under Islamic rule. Turkic and Afghan governors, under the broader umbrella of
the Delhi Sultanate, successively governed the area, followed by the independent
Bengal Sultanate. During this Sultanate period, Dhaka began to evolve from a mere
outpost into a town of some importance. Literary evidence and the presence of pre-
Mughal mosques dating back to 1456 AD suggest a growing urban presence.
Portuguese merchants, venturing into the Bay of Bengal in the mid-1530s, even
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established trading stations in the broader region, and by the late 16th century, had
mercantile colonies in and around Dhaka. The city's strategic location along river
routes meant it was already a focal point for local trade, facilitating the exchange of
goods and ideas even before the arrival of the Mughals.

Indeed, by the time the Mughals turned their attention to Bengal, Dhaka was known
enough to appear on a map drawn by Portuguese historian João de Barros in 1550,
marked simply as "Daca." This was a testament to its burgeoning significance as a
trading post, a place where goods flowed and cultures mingled. Even the mighty
Mughal Emperor Akbar's chronicles, the Akbarnama, referred to Dhaka as a thana, or
military outpost, indicating its strategic value in controlling the vast deltaic region.

The groundwork for Dhaka’s later grandeur was thus laid incrementally, not in a
sudden boom, but through centuries of organic growth. It was a trading post, a
spiritual site, and a military station, quietly gathering the elements that would soon
transform it into a vibrant imperial capital. The Buriganga River, which today still
serves as a vital artery, was then, as now, the lifeblood of the settlement, connecting
it to the broader network of rivers that crisscrossed Bengal. This watery landscape, so
central to Dhaka’s existence, facilitated the early commerce that would eventually
define its future.

The communities that thrived in this pre-Mughal era were diverse, consisting of local
traders, artisans, and farmers, alongside the occasional long-distance merchant. They
navigated the rivers in small boats, built homes from local materials, and worshipped
at shrines that reflected the syncretic traditions of Bengal. Life was governed by the
monsoon rains and the river’s ebb and flow, dictating agricultural cycles and trade
routes. While detailed records from this period are scarce, the enduring presence of
ancient structures like the Dhakeshwari Temple and the remnants of early mosques
offer tangible links to these foundational centuries.

The pre-Mughal Dhaka, though a far cry from the bustling megacity it is today, was
already a testament to human resilience and ingenuity. It was a place where people
lived, traded, and created a society on the delta, adapting to its unique challenges and
harnessing its abundant resources. This earlier Dhaka, perhaps quieter and less
imposing, formed the essential bedrock upon which future empires would build,
unwittingly laying the foundations for one of the world's most dynamic urban centers.
The next chapter will delve into the period that truly saw Dhaka's rise to
prominence—the era of the Mughal emperors, when a small trading post would be
transformed into a dazzling imperial capital.
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