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ABSTRACT

This study examines the religious, social, and political structures
of Bengal prior to the advent of Islam, aiming to provide a
contextual foundation for understanding the region’s subsequent
Islamic transformation. By adopting a historical-analytical
approach, the research explores the dominant religious
traditions, social stratification patterns, and political formations
that shaped pre-Islamic Bengal. Geographically corresponding
to present-day Bangladesh and parts of West Bengal, Bengal
historically functioned as a cultural crossroads within the Indian

subcontinent. The study highlights the prevalence of Hinduism
and Buddhism, alongside local religious practices, and analyzes
their influence on societal organization and political legitimacy.
Particular attention is given to the role of major ruling dynasties,
notably the Pala Empire and the Sena dynasty, in shaping the
intellectual and institutional landscape of the region. The
research further investigates the caste-based social hierarchy and
the interrelation between religious authority and political power.
It argues that understanding these pre-Islamic structures is
essential for interpreting the patterns of religious transformation
and the relatively wide acceptance of Islam in Bengal in later
centuries. By situating the Islamic expansion within its broader
historical context, this study contributes to a more nuanced
understanding of Bengal’s civilizational development and the
dynamics of religious change in South Asia.

Keywords: Bengal, Pre-Islamic Period,
Religious Structure, Social Stratification,
Political Authority, Islamization.
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*!'" Hinduism is considered the world’s oldest religion by many scholars, with roots and traditions
dating back over 4,000 years. Today, with more than 1 billion followers, Hinduism is the third-
largest religion in the world after Christianity and Islam, and roughly 94% of the world’s Hindus
live in India. Cf. "Hinduism," World History Encyclopedia.
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' Buddhism is an Indian religion and philosophical tradition based on the teachings attributed to the
Buddha, a wandering teacher who lived in the 6™ or 5" century BCE. It is the world’s fourth-largest
religion, with over 520 million followers, known as Buddhists, comprising about seven percent of the
global population. Cf. Mark Siderits, "Buddha," The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Metaphysics
Research Lab, Stanford University, 2019); "Buddhism," Encyclopedia Britannica, Retrieved 26
November 2009.
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It is also known as Jain Dharma is an Indian religion. Jainism traces its Jainism conveys its spiritual ideas
and history through the succession of twenty-four Tirthankaras (supreme preachers of Dharma), with the
first in the current time cycle being Rishabhadeva, who lived millions of years ago. Cf. "BBC — Religions:

Jainism: Dharma," www.bbc.co.uk Retrieved 19 July 2024.
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