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Culture to Commodity: Exploring the Intersection of Tourism,
Consumerism of Culture and Media in the Sajek Valley

Md. Rahmat Ullah! and Maliha Tasnim?2

Abstract:

This study investigates the transformation of a culture into a commodity
through tourism, focusing on the commodification process within the
indigenous culture of Ruiluipara, situated in the Sajek union of Baghaichhari
upazila in the Rangamati district of Bangladesh. The research explores the
contributions of various entities, including tourists and the local community,
involved in the tourism industry to this process, specifically emphasizing the
role of media and modern technology. Employing a qualitative approach, the
study aims to achieve its objectives, by gathering data from both primary and
secondary sources. In the intricate process of transforming culture into a
commodity, multiple stakeholders, each playing a distinct role, contribute to
the evolving dynamics in the Sajek Valley. Tourists, positioned as consumers,
actively partake in this cultural exchange, immersing themselves in the market
created by the indigenous people. In this marketplace, the local indigenous
communities assume the role of sellers, presenting their culture as a
marketable product. This transformative journey, catalyzed by tourism,
unfolds against the backdrop of dynamic contributions from various entities,
especially social media. Media, a powerful influencer in contemporary
society, assumes a pivotal role in sparking interest and catalyzing the
exchange between buyers (tourists) and sellers (indigenous people). Through
various channels, media serves as a bridge, bringing these two distinct entities
onto a common platform—the cultural marketplace. This confluence of media
and tourism lays the foundation for the commodification of culture, creating a
dynamic marketplace where the indigenous culture transforms into a valuable
commodity.

1. Introduction
As we journey further into the modern age in the 21st century, activities once
considered pastimes have now fallen prey to capitalism and metamorphosed
into industries, and tourism is a noteworthy mention among them. But at its
core, tourism remains the practice of traveling for pleasure or leisure to explore
new destinations, cultures, and experiences. According to the Tourism
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Association of England, "tourism is a type of short-term movement of a
temporary person to a particular place, which is his own residence, or activity
outside of the activity” (Beaver, 2002:313). Pearce (1982) defines tourism as
"an industry whose origin or emergence is due to the increase in the movement
of people and location in other addresses outside the home."

According to the World Tourism Organization, the number of international
tourists worldwide exceeded 100 million in December 2012. In 2019, this
number reached 1.5 billion (“UNWTO World Tourism Barometer and
Statistical Annex, January 2020,” 2020). The tourism sector is thus gaining
prominence in Bangladesh and growing rapidly, contributing to 3.02% of the
total GDP as of 2019 (Hasan, 2021).

There are many tourist attractions in Bangladesh that national and international
tourists can visit and experience. But in the age of mass tourism, the world has
become a playground for avid explorers seeking unique cultural encounters.
Chittagong Hill Tracts is one of the most desired destinations for tourists, and a
prime reason for that, apart from its unique terrain, fauna, and flora, is the
presence of the indigenous population residing there and therefore presenting
the unique opportunity to get a taste of that distinctive culture. As tourism has
flourished in this region, new variables have been introduced to the once-
traditional way of life of these indigenous people and have brought about
changes to their culture. The very act of exploring and appreciating diverse
cultures can inadvertently contribute to their transformation into consumable
products. In this article, we will explore the commodification of indigenous
culture through tourism and take an in-depth look into the contribution of
media to this narrative.

2. Tourism in Chittagong Hill Tracts: Historic Overview

Ever since mankind began to have surpluses of property, they were introduced
to the world of leisure. The human race then began to wander around the world
to discover the unknown. The wealthy often travel to distant destinations,
where they get the opportunity to taste new cuisines, see infrastructural and
architectural marvels, experience grand artworks, learn new languages, and
immerse themselves momentarily in new cultures (Howlader, 2017). However,
the concept of tourism came about much later.

Tourism emerged as an industry when people started seeing it as a source of
income rather than mere leisurely entertainment. Eventually, new professions

and classes emerged centered around tourism; some were buyers, some were
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sellers, and some were just consumers; a new economy was built surrounding
this sector. This became much broader and formalized after the formation of
the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO).

The term 'tourist' was first used in 1772 and the term tourism in 1811. The
United Nations used the term 'tourism' in 1939. After the unanimous agreement
of the international community, due to the initiative of the United Nations, the
World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) was formed in 1975. Today, tourism is
one of the top five important products of about 83% of the countries in the
world and the main foreign exchange earning product of 38% of the countries
(Howlader, 2017).

Tourism occupies an important place in Bangladesh as well. According to the
Report of the World Travel and Tourism Council, in 2013, the travel and
tourism sector of Bangladesh directly created employment opportunities for a
total of 1.282 million people. But that number stands at 2.175 million if we
consider the employment created by the various affiliations involving the
sector (Akhtaruzzaman, 2015).

Chittagong Hill Tracts house some of the most well-known and popular tourist
spots in Bangladesh (TBS Report, 2020). The story begins during the British
colonial period and with the invention of photography. Back then, there was no
formal arrangement for tourism in the Chittagong Hill Tracts. But during that
time in history, photography was invented. Europeans and members of the
ruling class residing in India mostly pursued photography at the time. Through
their photography, they attempted to showcase the lifestyle of the people living
in the Hill Tracts. Therefore, in order to do so, the ruling class or the social
elite had to travel to the hills on their own accord (Schendel, 2002).

It was during the erstwhile Pakistani rule that the official journey of tourism in
the Chittagong Hill Tracts began. Schendel et al. (2001) stated that when the
Pakistani rulers took up development projects in the Chittagong Hill Tracts,
one of their key agendas was tourism. As a result, they shifted their focus to the
natural beauty, people, and unchanged culture of the region. In 1960, with this
aim in mind, they released a leaflet where they portrayed the hill people as
'peace-loving', 'friendly', 'helpful’, and 'cheerful' who warmly invite the visitors
to their ceremonies. All this contributed significantly to the development of
tourism there. Another crucial mention is Kaptai Lake, which was declared a
national asset in 1967. It was advertised through various means as a 'peaceful
leisure-entertainment center.’ And through these various campaigns, the
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journey of tourism started in the Chittagong Hill Tracts during the Pakistani
period. But mainly after 1997, the journey of tourism in the Chittagong Hill
Tracts started on a larger scale through government and private initiatives
(Lenin, 1998).

Post-1997, many spots emerged as tourist destinations and Sajek Valley is one
of them. Sajek Valley is located in the Sajek Union of Baghaichhari Upazila of
Rangamati. But it did not come into prominence until 2013—14. Since 2013,
Sajek has become the most popular destination for city-centric and young
tourists. In 2014, two luxury resorts were built at Ruiluipara in Sajek under the
supervision of the Bangladesh Army. The army compares Sajek to Switzerland
in Bangladesh. The media presents Sajek as "more beautiful than Darjeeling in
India" (Ahmed, 2017). After the construction of paved roads from
Khagrachhari’s Baghaihat to Sajek, transportation has become much easier.
Sajek has currently been transformed into one of the most beautiful tourist
attractions in Bangladesh.

3. Tourism, Culture, Community and Commodification

Karl Marx's concept of commodity fetishism, introduced in Capital (1959),
explains how market economies obscure the social relationships behind the
production of goods. Instead of recognizing the labor involved, people focus
solely on the commodity's price, giving it an almost mystical value. This
results in a materialistic outlook where objects become more important than
the human labor and relations that create them. Building on this, consumer
fetishism, a concept introduced by Arjun Appadurai (1990), shows how media
and advertising transform individuals into consumers. Media plays a pivotal
role in shaping consumer identities, distorting the true nature of products, and
creating an illusion of value. Through this process, commodities flow into
everyday life, driving consumption while hiding the deeper reality of how
these goods are produced.

Expanding on the theme of commodification, Theodor Adorno and Max
Horkheimer (1972), in their critique of the culture industry, argue that
entertainment and media industries manufacture cultural products solely for
profit. Instead of fostering creativity or critical thought, art is commercialized
to meet market demands. In this system, artistic expression is reduced to
commercial products, stripping them of their original meaning. The culture
industry, they argue, perpetuates capitalism by manufacturing passive
consumers, limiting independent thinking and creativity. As a result, art and
culture are commodified, reinforcing the dominant economic system.
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J. Linnekin (1997) examines state-supported tourism's impact on cultural
identity in Pacific societies, highlighting how culture and ethnicity are
commodified in the tourism market. He argues that local culture becomes a
commodity sold to tourists, and this process influences how cultural identity is
constructed. Hawaiian culture, for example, is romanticized by tourists and
marketed by travel companies. K. O'Gorman and K. Thompson (2007) analyze
the experiences of Mongolian and foreign tourists at the Nadam festival,
pointing out the challenges in balancing traditional cultural practices with
modern tourism. While they explore cultural and behavioral differences, they
do not address the commercial implications of tourism or its effect on local
livelihoods. Harold Goodwin (2007) defines indigenous tourism as the direct
involvement of indigenous peoples, with a focus on pro-poor tourism,
highlighting how tourism alleviates poverty in small communities.

Shifting our lens onto Bangladesh's journey into tourism focusing on CHT, W.
V. Schendel, W. Mey, and A. K. Dewan (2001) describe in their book, "The
Chittagong Hill Tracts: Living in a Borderland," the introduction of tourism in
the CHT by Pakistani rulers under the guise of development. S.C. Roy and M.
Roy (2015) discuss Bangladesh's potential as a future top travel destination.
They address the concept and benefits of tourism but do not examine the
impacts on indigenous cultures or how tourism affects local livelihoods. H.S.
Ahmed (2017) explores how the government of Bangladesh uses military-
controlled tourism to dominate the indigenous Jumma people in the Chittagong
Hill Tracts (CHT), highlighting parallels between colonialism and present
military rule. Ahmed shows how tourism has been used as a tool for
legitimizing military control, where both the military and Bengali elites
participate in exploiting the region. While tracing the history of colonization
and its legacy, she highlights the continued marginalization and exploitation of
indigenous peoples through tourism.

Recent works like those of S. Ahmed et al. (2023) and Roy and Sharmin
(2021) focus on the socio-economic benefits of tourism in Sajek Valley,
particularly the modernization and diversification of livelihoods for ethnic
communities. However, they do not fully address how tourism affects
indigenous culture and lifestyle, nor do they explore the negative impacts such
as cultural commodification. Their research does not delve into the processes
of commodification or cultural transformation. Al Sajib and Sohad (2021)
discuss the commodification of indigenous culture in the CHT for financial
gain, arguing that state policies for tourism development often prioritize
economic growth at the expense of cultural integrity. While they acknowledge
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the tourism industry's failure to address qualitative challenges, they do not
explore the deeper cultural changes or the impact on ethnic livelihoods.

4. Objective of the study

The development of Sajek as an established and highly popular tourist spot is
fairly recent; a new tourism-centric economy has developed in which the local
community, tourists, and people of different occupations in the area are a part.
All this makes Sajek a suitable candidate for research. This research, therefore,
aims to examine how tourism transformed a culture into a commodity,
specifically the process of commodification of the indigenous culture of the
region called Ruiluipara, located in the Sajek union of Baghaichhari upazila of
Rangamati district of the Chittagong Hill Tracts of Bangladesh and how the
various parties (including tourists and the local community) involved in the
tourism industry contribute to this process, specifically via the role of media
alongside modern technology.

5. Methodology

To conduct this study, a qualitative research approach has been used for
collecting data, information, and analysis. Ethnographic interviews, FGD, and
case study methods have been used. Random sampling has been used to select
the informants. Sajek Valley, a famous tourist attraction of Sajek Union of
Baghaichhari Upazila of Rangamati district was chosen for the research. Sajek
Valley is mainly composed of Ruiluipara and Kanglak Para. The research work
has been confined to Ruiluipara.

There are quite a few reasons for choosing the Sajek Valley as the research
area of the study. First of all, Sajek Valley's journey as a tourist destination
dates back to 2013-2014. It was not previously known as a tourist destination.
This shows that a new tourism-based economy has developed there; as the
local populace participate in it, it creates a hub for tourists and people of
different professions.

Secondly, in the last few years, the Sajek area has become quite well known
which has inspired the researcher to work there because this factor has played
an important role in seeing the commodification process of indigenous culture
of this large-scale tourism on the previously unnoticed culture of the local
population living in the Sajek Valley. This is mainly why the Sajek Valley
presented itself as a suitable candidate for the research work to be carried out.

Respondents were selected randomly for sampling; when the researcher went
to the field site, he observed and interviewed the informants randomly,
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including indigenous people, tourists, and businessmen related to tourism from
Sajek Valley. A total of 33 informants were chosen.

This study collected data from two sources: 1. primary source, 2. secondary
sources. The primary data was collected through fieldwork. The informants
were Indigenous people, tourists, and various parties related to tourism from
whom information and data have been collected directly. Secondary data has
been collected from various books, periodicals, articles, essays, the internet,
etc. related to tourism, indigenous people, and culture.

Some tools and techniques have to be used for conducting research as well as
collecting information and data for the research with the ultimate goal of
extraction and discovery of fruitful information. The techniques followed for
collecting data for this research included:

— Ethnographic Interview

— Focus Group Discussion (FGD)

— Case study

— Photography and audio-visual recording
— Note-taking and diary writing

Ethical Consideration: The researcher took permission from all of the
informants to record their words and also maintain the privacy of all of the
informants for using the data. Alternative names have been used in the cases to
hide their identity.

6. Major findings and discussion
Commodification refers to turning something into a product; that something
could be an object, a thought, or a culture. Anything becomes a product when it
becomes exchangeable for money (Dragstedt, 1976). The culture of the
indigenous people of Sajek no longer solely belongs to the local community;
rather, it has been subjected to consumerism. Tourism is the driver behind this
transformation, making the tourists who come to visit Sajek the consumers.

Media, the plural form of the word- medium, in a broad sense, refers to the
various means of communication that disseminate information, entertainment,
or messages to a large audience. In the context of the question about the role of
media in the commodification of indigenous culture through tourism, media
plays a crucial role by shaping public perceptions, attitudes, and narratives. A
tourist attraction only becomes an ‘attraction’ when it gains popularity through
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various media by becoming known to people who are also potential tourists.
Eventually, this leads to a flow of tourists to that area. Sajek is also one such
place that has risen to fame thanks to the media.

The findings shed light on the intricate interplay of the various stakeholders
involved in tourism, emphasizing how the portrayal and promotion of
indigenous cultures via media contribute to commodification. As we delve into
the subsequent discussion, an in-depth examination awaits to unravel the
multifaceted dynamics at play, providing a nuanced understanding of the
symbiotic relationship between tourism and the commodification of indigenous
cultural heritage.

6.1 Tourism in the Eyes of the Media

Media refers to various channels of communication, but it can be broadly
divided into three types, which we will use to further discuss the relationship
between Sajek and media: print, broadcast, and social media.

Sajek in Print Media

A large part of the print media consists of daily newspapers. A close inspection
of the various news reports about Sajek gives an idea about the portrayal of
Sajek in the media. After collecting data from various popular news dailies,
e.g: Prothom Alo®, Daily Star®, bdnews24.com®, etc., the portrayal of Sajek as a
kingdom of clouds, a country of clouds, the Darjeeling of Bangladesh, can be
seen. These reports go so far as to promote the fascinating idea that not visiting
an epitome of natural beauty like Sajek is equivalent to living one’s life in vain.

Sajek in Broadcast Media

Broadcast media such as TV and radio are important and popular
advertisement outlets. Various reports related to Sajek are often broadcast on
different TV channels in Bangladesh. One of the most noteworthy and popular
reports on Sajek is the episode of the show ‘7up FNF Journey’, presented by
Farzana Rikta and Al Mamun Zaman and aired on GTV®. On the show, they
provided information on what sights a tourist might want to see on their visit to
Sajek, where they might get lodging, and what kind of food the indigenous

° AP, W91 (2058). FNCHSF: (K ARG AT | AT AN, ST 30 |

4 Azreen, M. (2016). Sajek Valley-Where hill touch the sky. The Daily Star, Novembar 17.
¢ Tfers, ARG (050). (CIF @ ATES | bdnews24.com, TN 09 |

® https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xk7WdbzET7k
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people intake. Of course, the natural beauty is highlighted. All in all, it
encourages the viewer to consider taking an informed trip to Sajek.

Other examples of influential broadcasts include reports by Somoy TV', aired
on January 27, 2017, titled “Sajek Valley adorned with a unique charm at the
end of winter," where once again the scenic value of Sajek was underscored
and another by Boishakhi TV®, titled “Mesmerizing Ruilui and Konglak Hills,”
which mentioned how tourism in Sajek has brought about benefits for
businessmen and created jobs for the locals. We can see that the presentation of
Sajek via broadcast media creates an eye-catching and alluring image of Sajek,
which creates a force of attraction for people to want to tour Sajek.

Sajek in Social Media

In the current day and age, social media occupies a pivotal position in the
media. Most people are connected to social media in one way or another.
Therefore, social media plays an important role in promoting tourism in the
Sajek Valley. Promotion of Sajek Valley via three of the most influential social
media platforms will be discussed, which are: Facebook, YouTube, and
Instagram.

Facebook is one of the most popular social media platforms in Bangladesh.
Therefore, when someone visits a place and shares those pictures on Facebook,
everyone on that person’s friend list gets to know about it and if the post gets
further reach by being shared, it has the potential to go viral and gain a massive
audience and the place gets to be known by hundreds and thousands. Facebook
provides avenues for not only that but also to find travel companions,
experiential knowledge about the tourist spot, and packages for touring through
various tour-based groups. It is now being used as a platform for tourism-based
businesses. Events are created on the platform for tours to Sajek by various
travel groups, which can be availed of in exchange for a specific sum of
money.

Instagram is among the popular social media sites in Bangladesh, which people
use to upload pictures and communicate and this also helps with the creation
and dissemination of the enticing image of a tourist spot. As a result, it can be
seen that a considerable number of the respondents were also users of
Instagram. YouTube is the largest video networking site currently, which plays

’ http://www.somoynews.tv/pages/details/70825
® https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6rnhWyivSek
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an arguably decisive role in tourism in Sajek. It provides an immersive
experience for the viewer and the audience gets firsthand information on what
it’s like to travel to Sajek as they watch various videos uploaded by travel
YouTubers.

From the discussion above, it can be concluded that Sajek has gained the most
exposure through social media. This medium is also contributing to the
creation of a F-commerce industry surrounding tourism by simplifying the
process of going on tours, creating ease and comfort by helping find suitable
travel mates, and providing transparency through documentation of the journey
to and from Sajek.

Role of Media in Tourism to Sajek Valley

The link between Sajek Valley and media for tourists is primarily through
social media, as all the respondents are users of some form of it and they aren’t
even much aware of other media. Among the 12 tourist respondents, all used
YouTube and Facebook and 7 used Instagram. The information provided
connects the respondents to Sajek in two ways: 1) how they have contributed
to the promotion of Sajek by uploading photos to their personal accounts or
groups and/or posting reviews; and 2) how they have been influenced by social
media to travel to Sajek.

When asked about reasons for uploading pictures and reviews to social media
regarding Sajek, the respondents mentioned that: it is a beautiful place; inform
others of its existence; encourage others to visit as well; inform others on how
to travel to Sajek; create envy amongst friends; document a memory; likes to
post on social media generally; for higher engagement in social media through
likes and comments; to highlight the difference between them and the
indigenous people.

The work of Linnekin (1997) shows that those who are tourists from the
mainland of Hawaii romanticize the Hawaiian culture. The same can be
observed here; the tourists are creating a romanticized fantasy of Sajek via
social media. While examining how the respondents were influenced by social
media to travel to Sajek, the following account of respondent ‘A’ paints a clear
picture of the situation:

My entire plan to come to Sajek was based on information from Facebook and
YouTube. There are two groups on Facebook called Travelers of Bangladesh (TOB)
and TOB Helpline, which have numerous posts on Sajek giving me a clear idea of
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how to travel here. I watched YouTube for further reference. After the formation of
the group to travel here, we posted in TOB helpline to get more groupmates; as a
result, the car rent also decreased.

In the above discussion, Media, specifically social media, creates a unique
blend of demand for tourism and, at the same time, a supply of tourists; it helps
create the perfect ecosystem for tourism to thrive in a spot by filling in the
necessary blanks a tourist might need, like lodging, etc. Facebook’s role in this
is monumental because, in conversation with cottage and restaurant owners,
they mentioned that the reviews on their pages help potential tourists pick
those places and even call-in advance to book and avoid hassle later on.

The print and broadcast media also play a role in promoting tourism in Sajek.
This section illustrates how these media outlets promote Sajek tourism and
encourage tourists to visit the valley. Print media often depict Sajek as a
"kingdom of clouds," "land of clouds," or the "Darjeeling of Bangladesh."
Similarly, broadcast media showcase Sajek's stunning scenery, portraying it as
a visually captivating destination. Respondents mentioned that they were
influenced by these portrayals, which motivated them to visit Sajek. This
demonstrates the media's role in promoting tourism to Sajek Valley.

6. 2. Commodification of Indigenous Culture through Tourism

In the previous discussion, the relationship and role of media with tourism
showed how media does not only contribute to promoting and advertising a
tourist spot; it also has an economic impact. And where there is money
involved, capitalism will inevitably creep in with its fangs of commodification
and change the scene as we once knew it. The same can be said for the cases of
tourism and indigenous culture, which will be discussed below.

Process of Commodification of Indigenous Culture

The process of commodifying indigenous culture refers to the process by
which the culture is converted into a product. The community residing in the
Sajek Valley has a culture of their own, which they practice and live by. But
this culture itself is changing due to tourism, which includes their lifestyles and
choice of profession as well. Tourists come to Sajek to visit and the local
populace has shifted their line of work to meet the demands created by this
phenomenon. This change in profession has brought about progress from an
economic point of view. There are many stakeholders involved in the tourism
sector in Sajek. The media is playing an important role in terms of publicity.
Thus, people from different cultures residing in different places are visiting
Sajek and getting acquainted with a new culture.
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Goodwin (2007) shows in his work how tourism alleviates poverty in small
indigenous populations. And in it, he showed that tourism provided a solution
to the unemployment problem through the direct sale of the supply of goods
and services pertaining to tourism by the economically challenged and
catalyses the establishment of various small business establishments, etc. Sajek
has gone through a similar journey. Instead of their previous occupation of
jhum farming, they have taken to businesses such as shops and restaurants;
Indigenous women have opened coffee shops and sold their traditional items as
products.

In this process of transformation, different parties play a role in turning culture
into a commodity. Notable among them are tourists, local indigenous
communities, media, modern technology, development, etc. The role of each
one is discussed separately below.

Role of Tourists

Tourists play a major role in the commodification of indigenous culture
because, in the tourism market of Sajek, the tourist is the consumer and buyer
for whom traditional items are sold as products, catering to their tastes in
exchange for currency. Various travel packages can also be availed of for
money. Some of the sectors in which a tourist spends money on a trip to Sajek
include car rental, resort rent, purchase of hobby items, etc. And one spends
this money for one’s own satisfaction. Taking a look at the activities tourists
engage in in Sajek, some common activities can be seen.

Tourists take plenty of pictures and videos of the scenery, indigenous people,
and their cultures and circulate them on social media. They also tend to have a
fascination for the local food and definitely eat it as part of the tourist
experience. The cuisine of the Sajek Valley people includes various dishes
cooked within the local indigenous people's own bamboo cooking tradition?,
such as bamboo chicken, bamboo biryani, bamboo tea, spinach boiled, egg
kebang, or vegetables made of bamboo curls. Tourists buy fruits such as locally
produced bananas, papayas, marfa (A types of Cucumber), etc. to take back
with them.

Exploring the local historic origins of a culture is another activity that tourists
pursue religiously. The case of ‘Lushai Vangkhua’ is interesting in this regard.
‘Lushai Vangkhua’ translates to ‘Lushai Heritage Village’ in English, referring
to the ancestral home of the Lushai tribe. However, Lushai Vangkhua is not
authentic per se; it has been manufactured to resemble what a Lushai village
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from the past would have looked like. It contains their kings' houses, princess
houses or training centers, and many other structures. Two cottages are present,
which are built to replicate Lushai housing. The daughter of the headman of
the Ruiluipara built this Lushai traditional village, as the present Lushai village
is no longer the same as before. The traditional items once used by the Lushai
have also been placed in the village. A tourist can explore the whole village
and take pictures if they rent the cottage. But if someone wants to just explore,
it can be done for 30 taka per person. Traditional dresses of the indigenous
people can be worn and pictures can be taken for 100 takas. One thing to note
here is that through this village, their cultural content is being given in
exchange for money. That is, they see it (culture) as a product.

Tourists visiting Sajek not only take in the breathtaking nature around them but
also get familiar with a different culture. Since the tourist is the consumer, they
receive this experience in exchange for capital, which has been further echoed
by Bobin Tripura (32) as follows: "Many times, tourists come and offer to see
our traditional songs or dances. They offer money in return. Then we perform
the songs and dances. And while dancing, the girls wear our tribal clothes. And
of course, they pay for it.”

As seen from the discussion, most variables involve a relationship with money.
The tourists get their services, pleasure, and benefits by spending money; they
buy various elements of indigenous culture in exchange for capital. From this
point of view, indigenous culture is considered a commodity, and tourists are
the main target group.

Role of the Local Community

Just as tourists play an important role in the commodification of indigenous
culture into a commodity, the population living in the area also has a major role
in this process. Goodwin (2007) shows that tourism becomes a key factor in
changing the conditions of the poor local population. They make a living
through it and it brings change to their way of life.

Tourism in Sajek has led to a change among the local people and they no
longer suffer as they used to; their way of life has become easier. The influx of
tourists has led to a shift in profession and financial solvency, which is why
they willingly commodify their culture as a means of selling. The following
discussion sheds light on how they do so.
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The owners of the various resorts and restaurants are people from the local
community. They have opened these establishments to facilitate the arrival of
tourists to Sajek, as this would bring in money. The demands of the visitors are
looked upon with utmost importance from a business point of view. As a result,
it can be seen in restaurants that alongside their traditional dishes, they also
cook the dishes readily available in the city. Among their traditional foods,
which tourists like most, are bamboo chicken, bamboo biryani, bamboo curls,
different types of bharta (Mashed Item), vegetable boils, etc. The indigenous
people used to cook everything inside the bamboo as a part of their cultural
heritage.

Again, the indigenous restaurants are often built in their traditional way, which
attracts tourists. Chimbal Restaurant is one such example. The entire
infrastructure of this restaurant is decorated with bamboo. The walls have
engravings of traditional Lushai works. The water containers are earthenware.
Books have been kept as well to alleviate any possible boredom among
tourists.

Another observation is that tourists buy local clothes from various shops in
Sajek. ‘Sajek Fashion’ is one such store. The clothes of the local indigenous
people are sold there. Clothing style is an integral component of any culture
and tourists are able to buy it easily.

According to Linnekin (1997), tourism creates an economic situation in which
culture automatically becomes a market product. The local people participate
in this market due to economic reasons or political pressure. In the case of
tourism in Sajek, it is seen that the local indigenous population participates in
this tourism market to survive. They put their culture in the hands of the
market for its economic benefits. However, the primary data does not indicate
that the locals participate in tourism due to political pressure.

Role of Development and Modern Technology

Sajek Valley was developed as a tourist destination as part of a development
project. As a result, one can travel to Sajek from Dhaka by road, whereas just a
few years ago, one had to travel there by foot. The roads are even paved now.
It was such a remote area that it took two days for the locals to go to the
market, but now it takes two-three hours. Cars can be used to travel there as
well. Four local cars go back and forth every day. Tourist escorts go twice a
day.
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Due to improvements in transport and communication, a lot more tourists
travel to Sajek now. Respondents have corroborated this information as well.
Tourists say that if there were no roads or transportation facilities, they would
not have come here because it is a remote area. The start of car travel also
helped solve the water problem in Sajek. Previously, water had to be collected
from the bottom of hills on foot; now it is lifted using pumps and transported
using cars. Almost every cottage and restaurant have solar systems and
generators as well, along with an electricity line from the grid. And all these
development initiatives encourage more tourists to go to Sajek.

Role of Other Parties

It's not just tourists, indigenous people, or the media who are involved in the
process of transforming culture into a commodity. Apart from this, other
parties participate in this process. The first stakeholders in this discussion are
the owners and managers of the Bengali hotels at Sajek. They are neither
indigenous nor local, but have started to live in Sajek for business purposes.
They want more tourists to come in, as it will bring in more business. They are
providing services to tourists via cottages and restaurants. They sell the various
traditional products of the indigenous people and cook to sell the traditional
food of the indigenous people. They are directly participating in this
commodification process.

The second set of stakeholders who play a role are the various event
organizers, who bring tourists to Sajek through their events. Their main focus
is usually giving tourists a taste of the traditional local culture of Sajek, which
is why tourists gravitate towards traveling with them. Linnekin (1997)
mentions that after travel companies took over the tourism industry in Hawaii,
the Hawaiian culture was viewed by tourists as systematized, clichéd, and
depreciated, and the culture was thus further commoditized. The same can be
seen in the case of Sajek. Many travel companies have been formed based on
Sajek, which are playing a big role in the transformation of indigenous culture
into a commodity by taking tourists to Sajek at affordable costs.

As can be seen in the above discussion, there are contributions from different
stakeholders to turning culture into a commodity. Goods are those that are
transferable in exchange for money. After Sajek became a tourist center, the
culture of the indigenous people residing there has also been subjected to being
handed over in exchange for money through the transfer of various elements of
the culture. The sellers are the indigenous peoples; media, development, or
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event organizers play a role in making this process easier, smoother, and faster,
oftentimes initiating and/or facilitating it as well.

6.3 Commodification of Indigenous Culture and the Impact of Media

The theoretical concept of ‘commodity fetishism’ is provided by Marx in the
first section of his book titled- Capital: A Critique of Political Economy
(1959). According to him, this is the tendency to hide the social type or nature
of the product produced through the market economy. That is why products are
presented in the market with prices, where the price is the ultimate factor.
Commodity fetishism means materialism, where goods/products hold the most
importance in the market economy.

This phenomenon can also be seen in the case of tourism in Sajek.
Objects/products hold the most importance. Through tourism, the indigenous
culture is considered a product. This product is manufactured, and as a result,
the original meaning, activities, or culture are overshadowed and hidden. The
indigenous people become invested in how to please consumers/tourists and
thus offer resorts, cottages, and restaurants in exchange for money. Again,
other parties involved in tourism also cooperate in different ways to exchange
this culture. Tourists go to Sajek and pay more attention to the culture of the
indigenous people than they give importance to the indigenous people; for
example, they like local traditional food, clothing, etc. And this is how the
concept of commodity fetishism is associated with tourism in Sajek.

‘Consumer fetishism’ is a concept first discussed by Arjun Apadhurai. Whilst
describing mediascapes from his scape theory, Appadhurai says that consumer
fetishism is an idea as such that the individual (agency) turns into the consumer
through ‘commodity flow.” And this primarily happens through the influence of
the media. Advertising is also an important factor in the formation of this
consumer. As a result, a kind of fiction is created about reality. The essence of
consumer fetishism is to transform an individual into a consumer through
media and advertising by blurring the actual state of the product and creating a
kind of demand or a capital flow (Appadhurai, 1990).

The tourists have turned into consumers by buying and enjoying everything in
exchange for money. This is completely facilitated by the media, as we see in
the case of Sajek. As seen from the previous discussions, Sajek is portrayed as
the ‘kingdom of clouds’, ‘Darjeeling of Bangladesh,’ etc., and the indigenous
culture is also highlighted in the media. This creates a fiction in the minds of
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individuals about the reality and due to this fantasy, individuals become
curious and interested in going to Sajek. As a result, a capital flow can be seen
to be created amongst the local population, businessmen, event organizers, and
tourists. This happens due to the increasing demand pertaining to Sajek travel
initiated by the media.

Extending the discussion above on the fictification of reality and the creation
of consumers, one of the reasons why tourists visit Sajek is the social media
posts of reviews by others. This adds a new identity to the tourist as a
‘producer’ and therefore the tourist ceases only to be a consumer (cf. Smith,
2001). The culture of going to Sajek is mass-produced by the different forms of
media This is in line with Adorno and Horkheimer’s theory of ‘culture
industry’ and what it effects.

This portrayal further creates a sense of urgency and essentialism of having to
go visit Sajek, which brings into play another aspect of the culture industry that
the media sets the tone for what should or should not be, can or cannot be done
and places an invisible veil of control over people’s lives. The culture industry
also creates consumers who do not practice critical thinking while making
decisions, which is reflected in the immense influence social media holds over
potential tourists who go to Sajek.

In summary, the commodification of indigenous culture in the Sajek Valley,
fueled by the tourism industry and accentuated by media influences, reflects a
transformative process where cultural elements are converted into marketable
products. This evolution has not only altered the traditional lifestyle and
professions of the indigenous community but has also brought economic
progress to the region. With diverse stakeholders involved, including
indigenous sellers and the media, the exchange of cultural elements for
monetary gain has become a complex and multifaceted phenomenon. The
theoretical underpinnings of commodity fetishism and consumer fetishism, as
presented by Marx and Appadurai, respectively, illuminate the intricacies of
this cultural transformation. As tourists transition into consumers influenced by
media narratives, a capital flow is generated, creating a demand for Sajek
travel experiences. The culture industry, as theorized by Adorno and
Horkheimer, reinforces this commodification by shaping perceptions and
fostering a sense of urgency, ultimately exerting a subtle but pervasive control
over individuals' decisions. The influence of social media, reviews, and the
mass production of the culture of visiting Sajek further underscores the impact
of media on constructing consumer identities. This intricate interplay demands
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a critical understanding of the profound implications of commodifying
indigenous culture in the contemporary tourism landscape.

7. Conclusion

This study began by posing several questions. These include: What is the role
of the tourism industry in the commodification of indigenous culture, and how
is this process organized? What roles do different parties in the tourism
industry play, and what changes occur as a result of transforming culture into a
commodity? Through this research, we found that local indigenous people,
tourists, media, and various tourism-related businesses all play a part in
commodifying indigenous culture through tourism. Tourists act as consumers
in this process, receiving services and experiences in exchange for money, and
all other activities are conducted to satisfy their needs. The indigenous people
become vendors, selling their own culture in the tourism marketplace, which
has been created and sustained by the tourism industry.

The media plays a crucial role in this process by connecting consumers
(tourists) with sellers (indigenous people). Through media channels, tourists
are made aware of destinations like Sajek Valley, and the marketing process is
organized. Another significant factor is infrastructure development. Since
Sajek is a remote area, tourist arrivals and the creation of this tourism market
would not have been possible without the development of transportation and
other facilities.

As tourism has expanded in Sajek, there have been noticeable changes in the
culture of the indigenous people. Their food, clothing, and language have all
been influenced. For example, while they once spoke primarily in their native
tongue, they now often speak Bengali. In preparing and selling traditional food
for tourists, they are also becoming accustomed to Bengali cuisine.
Additionally, changes in their way of life are evident. They no longer live as
they once did, as many are now involved in tourism-related professions, which
has made their lives easier. However, this does not apply to everyone—those
who do not benefit from the tourism industry still face hardships, particularly
as the cost of living has increased due to the rise in commodity prices linked to
tourism. Further research can be conducted by delving deeper into the
exchange of cultures and its impact on the native culture due to tourism during
the process of cultural transformation through commodification.
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Sense of Belonging amongst the Khasis in Bangladesh: Some
Theoretical Considerations on Mobility

Eshita Dastider'and Akbar Hussain’

Abstract

This article highlights some theoretical argument on mobility and how it
pertains to the sense of belonging of the Khasis in Bangladesh. The
indigenous Khasis live in northeastern highlands of Bangladesh. . This
research shows that internal and external mobility has long been a common
livelihood practice among the Khasis. They engage in different forms of
mobility, including both internal movements and cross-border interactions.
Diverse mobility patterns reveal varied narratives and experiences,
highlighting the constraints and actions that significantly influence both
immobility and their sense of belonging. Through their experiences of
mobility along with immobility, the Khasis negotiate their existence and
preserve their indigenous identity, relying on traditional social systems in the
uncertainties existing in Bangladesh. Within the broader theoretical
framework of mobility studies, we argue that mobility encompasses elements
of immobility, shaped by diverse social construction and intangible factors
that intertwine with the ideas of migration and physical movement between
places, including return journeys. The complex networks and practices of
mobility, existing realities, and connections have fostered a compound sense
of belonging, linked with Khasi immobility. This linkage extends to the hills,
Punji settlements, betel leaf production, the Khasi social system, and the
evolving global landscape.

1. Introduction

This article is based on the theoretical understanding of the mobility of the
Khasis in Bangladesh and how mobility contributes to the formation of their
sense of belonging. It includes insights into their movement, matrilineal social
system, cultural identity, distinct subsistence economy, and attempts to
establish a coherent understanding of how mobility and immobility interplay
within the narratives that signify their struggles and survival as an indigenous
group in Bangladesh. The Khasis of Northeast Bangladesh continue to be
mobile for multifaceted reasons. Due to scarcity of research on the mobility
patterns of the Khasis, this research endeavors to compile appropriate
reflections that highlight their patterns of mobility, experiences, and narratives,
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all contributing to their sense of belonging. Mobility and its connection to the
belongingness of the Khasis involve various underlying mechanisms that
exhibit the relationships among different segments of the Khasis. It scrutinizes
the interactions between established Khasi residents in Punji (Khasi
settlements in the Sylhet division are commonly known as Punji) and those
who migrated, the dynamics between affluent Khasi households and
underprivileged individuals, tensions between adherents of traditional Khasi
beliefs and Christian followers, as well as the rapport between the Khasi
community and neighboring Bengali settlements along with the local Bengalis.
Furthermore, it observes the distant relationship networks, both spatially and
psychologically, with Khasis residing across the border. In this regard, it is
important to understand how the existing practices and networks of mobility
contribute to the belongingness of the Khasis. However, this involves
attachments to the hills, Punji life, betel leaf production, and the Khasi social
system, juxtaposed with the altered reality of the contemporary world. This
research primarily aims to study systematically and reasonably how the
experiences of mobility of the Khasis are influenced by the constraints and
activities in everyday life. Mobility manifests through diverse movements of
people, objects, ideas, and concepts driven by various motives, signifying a
perceived transformation within Khasi society and their sense of
belongingness.

Khasis are actively engaging in fostering an independent economy and
nurturing their self-esteem to redefine their position, employing new survival
techniques, and accepting mobility for livelihood. This study also explores
how Khasis establishes a sense of belonging while navigating the complexities
of mobility. Exploring the power dynamics between Bengali majority and
minority indigenous groups involves examining the formation of minority
identities and the actions taken by these marginalized communities,
particularly the Khasis, who have experienced social and national devaluation
due to their indigenous identity. Various factors contribute to their mobility and
immobility, including their traditional subsistence system, environmental
changes, employment opportunities, property management, settlement issues,
pursuit of higher education, and adherence to marital laws. Moreover, there are
also mobile traders and seasonal laborers among the Khasis, often motivated
by educational pursuits influenced by their Christian religious beliefs.
Additionally, alongside internal mobility, they are engaged in cross-border
movements, directly influencing their immobility and an intangible sense of
belongingness. While some individuals engage in cross-border mobility from
the selected study areas, many respondents have never attempted such travel
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across the border. The study extensively examines the correlation between
mobility and immobility, highlighting how various mobility patterns intersect
with the immobility experienced by a significant number of Khasis. Mobility
takes on diverse forms linked to the prevalent immobility among the Khasis,
establishing a profound interconnection between them.

2. Theoretical Perspectives

Theoretical discourse within migration studies begins with neoclassical
economic theories, which present macro perspectives grounded in the
individual’s role within the global labor supply and demand processes. Despite
acknowledging historical ties, familial and community dynamics, and the role
of nation state in labor recruitment via permits, migration policies
encompassing refugees and asylum seekers, and the shaping of citizenship
rights have been neglected in neoclassical economic theories (O’Reilly
2015:25). This framework critically and intricately analyzes migration through
push/pull factors; new economic theory is further ‘critical and sophisticated
version’ of neoclassical migration theory (Arango 2004:23). Following this, the
world system theory broadens the focus to perceive the world as a singular
capitalist system. Less privileged nations are viewed as peripheral providers of
inexpensive labor to sustain the core-the wealthier and influential nations
globally (Wallerstein 1974). Rooted in Marxist political economy, the world
system theory highlights the global, attributing poverty to historical power
dynamics, dependency, and indebtedness. Migration, within this theory, has
been regarded as an element of dominance, operating with structural factors
and economic control to perpetuate the system (Portes and Walton 1981).
However, similar to other theories, it encounters criticism for economic bias
and disregards political and cultural processes (Massey et al. 1993: 446). In
migration system and network theory, S. Castle and M. J. Miller (2009)
propose that migration studies ought to cultivate comprehensive systems or
networks vital for comprehending sophisticated relationships between
structures and agencies. Particularly, these theories emphasize social structure
and individual actions, examining intermediary agents and the decision-making
processes influencing the output of migration.

The study of mobility and belongingness within the migration process has
increasingly become a focal point within a specific field of academic inquiry.
Another significant aspect explored in mobility studies involves
conceptualizing mobility as an influencer for social differentiation,
contributing to the establishment of power dynamics and marginalized
communities. T. Cresswell (2010:21) termed this new mobility paradigm as the
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‘politics of mobility’. Within this framework, mobility can evolve into a type
of capital, akin to economic, social, and cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986:21). R.
King and R. Skeldon (2010:1640) further elaborate that mobility creates an
integrated system that operates across various scales: from the micro-level of
families and households to the meso-level of communities, extending further to
the macro-level of nations and the interconnected network of countries
influenced by migration flows. Noel B. Salazar (2019:13) distinguishes
between migration and mobility, highlighting their intersection while
emphasizing that they are not synonymous. Migration studies offer an
opportunity to explore every aspect of the migratory process, encompassing
and defining mobility. It is important to note that not all movements hold equal
significance or shape life experiences for all individuals, particularly those who
are immobile. Mobility studies prompt new inquiries into traditional migration
studies rather than introducing entirely new subjects for academic exploration
or forming a new discipline.

Mobility gains significance within the context of social, cultural, political, and
historical frameworks, each of which possesses its level of mobility. A
“mobility turn” in migration research marks a shift in social science studies,
addressing various forms of movement (Faist 2013). This new paradigm in
mobility suggests a fresh approach to analyzing the movement of people,
objects, ideas, and concepts, viewing them through the lens of mobility itself.
It critically reflects on the fundamental political assumptions concerning the
link between spatial and social mobility, addressing the proximity between
labor migrations and mobility. This paradigm shift also raises questions about
the legitimization of social inequalities evident in movements across borders.
The new paradigm confronts several assumptions within social science,
including static and enclosed concepts of culture and society used in analysis.
For instance, established concepts like center-periphery or rural-urban
dynamics in human society linked with economic deprivation and a sense of
freedom, alongside immobility associated with oppression, have been re-
examined through the lens of mobility in social science (Salazar and Smart
2011).

Mobility studies emphasize the ethical aspects of mobility and their correlation
with immobility. Nina Glick Sheller and Salazar (2013) highlighted the
significance of the embodied nature of movement practices and their
corresponding representations, ideologies, and the significance attributed to
mobility and immobility equally. Mobility research examines territories,
borders, and scales, engaging cultural discourses, representations, and
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frameworks to establish a coherent understanding that links social issues such
as inequality, power dynamics, and hierarchies. The study of mobility
scrutinizes the processes, structures, and consequences of the movement of
people, resources, goods, and ideas. Mobility research does not exclusively
focus on the physical or material aspects of movement; it encompasses
potential and obstructed movement, immobility, habitation, and place-making
as well (Bucher and Urry 2009). This field of study involves analyzing the
intertwined movements of people and their tangled relational dynamics.

Schiller and Salazar (2013) provided a critical discussion on migration,
mobility, immobility, transnationalism, methodological nationalism, and
ethnography. Previous studies on mobility were conflicting, as the concept of
‘methodological nationalism’ created a division between mobility and
immobility, constructing an oversimplified narrative that glorifies mobility
while relegating immobility to a status of normalcy. This approach generated
an idealized portrayal of mobility as glamorous and a transgression while
portraying immobility as ordinary and unremarkable. In the exploration of the
‘regimes of mobility,” they proposed an examination of the complex
relationships between the experiences and imaginaries of migration, as well as
the interaction between mobility and immobility. Mobility studies shed light on
how the cultural practices of inhabitants transcend fixed boundaries,
integrating into diverse spatial networks and temporal connections. The term
mobility itself embodies concepts of governance and dominance, highlighting
ongoing efforts to understand, question, embody, celebrate, and alter categories
related to similarities, differences, belongingness, and strangeness. The
approach to the regime of mobility needs to evolve beyond a fixed
understanding of mobility and autonomously explore it as a feature of new
constraints and methods of exploitation. This approach also enables
researchers to identify the types of social interactions that foster both shared
commonalities across different spaces and differences, as well as collective
place-based identities.

Schiller and her colleagues aimed to present a fresh theoretical model for
interpreting existing migration, focusing on two key aspects: historical and
theoretical. From a historical perspective, they argued that immigrants
nowadays differ qualitatively from those in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. The earlier immigrants, they observed, severed social and cultural
ties with their places of origin, situating themselves exclusively within the
socio-cultural, economic, and political framework of the receiving society.
Their ‘regimes of mobility’ approach enables researchers to identify forms of
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sociability that foster commonalities across space and differences, as well as
collective place-based identities (Schiller and Salazar 2013). This framework
outlines six points to comprehend mobility: 1) Highlighting the
interconnectedness between mobility and immobility, which defines mutually
each other. ii) Understanding the evolving definitions of mobility and
immobility within contexts of unequal power dynamics. iii) Recognizing how
socio-political, cultural, and economic capital production shapes these unequal
relationships within particular local contexts. iv) Interrogating situations where
certain types of mobility or mobile individuals attract admiration, disapproval,
desire, suppression, or anxiety. v) Challenging the understanding of class by
considering the capability and authorized right to mobility as criteria defining
and maintaining class privilege. vi) Perception of time and space (history) is
shaped and reflected by the discourse on mobility and immobility.

Although recent studies displayed a rejection of the notion of a strict
dichotomy between mobility and immobility, recognizing these as intertwined
and asymmetrical forces (Siraj and Bal 2017). Traditional migration studies
often fail to acknowledge the historical backdrop of present-day migration and
how it affects those who remain immobile. Acknowledging the constraints
within conventional migration research, this study adopts mobility studies to
amplify the perspectives and encounters of those who are immobile yet linked
to mobility and shared experiences. The existence and preservation of
indigenous identity through their experiences of mobility and immobility is
focusing on the transformation of traditional social systems of Khasis amidst
the uncertainties existing in Bangladesh. Mobility studies, an emerging
interdisciplinary field, serve as the foundation for this research, aiming to
unravel the mobility dynamics of the Khasis and their sense of belonging
within the context of Northeast Bangladesh.

a. Mobility, Ethnicity, and the Perspectives of Khasis in Bangladesh
For many years, anthropologists have directed their focus toward the
indigenous people residing in forests, highlands, deserts, and riversides within
various European colonies. The psychological and material reality of these
communities remains inseparable from their surroundings space, earth,
ecological terrain, or governing entities. The extensive colonial history of
South Asia has witnessed multiple layers of transformation. British rule in this
region effected a lasting division between indigenous peoples and national
communities, primarily established by land settlements that formed the
foundation of state building. This approach led to the establishment of a private
property system for agricultural land (van Schendel 1992, 2001). The historical
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context of constitutional representation and colonialism underscores the
enduring disparity between the primitive or savage indigenous peoples and the
civilized and sophisticated Bengalis, a concept articulated as ‘tribalist
discourse’ (van Schendel and Bal 2002). Ethnic groups are generally
characterized by their relationship with other groups, often delineated by
various types of boundaries: racial, cultural, linguistic, economic, religious,
and political, among others. T. H. Eriksen (2005) defines a minority as a group
that holds numerical inferiority within a society that lacks political dominance,
and is perpetuated as an ethnic category. He further notes that a minority only
exists concerning a majority, with their dynamic defined by the relevant system
boundaries. Presently, these boundaries often align with state borders, and
shifts in these boundaries lead to alterations in majority-minority relationships
within societies. Eriksen (2005) suggests that ethnic identities are formed from
both internal and external sources, as products of self-definition and external
definitions. The relationship between these dimensions is dynamic and
flexible.

Fredrick Barth (1969) pioneered a shift in the approach to ethnicity, moving
from static viewpoints to interactive ones. Challenging anthropologists who
compare ethnic groups with distinct cultural entities, Barth formulated a model
for analyzing ethnic relations. His model shifts the spotlight away from
‘culture,” emphasizing instead the importance of ‘boundaries that delineate
groups, downplaying the significance of ‘cultural elements.” According to
Barth, fixating on the unique cultural aspects of ethnic groups incorrectly
assumes their isolation. He contends that shared culture might emerge from
long-term social processes rather than being an innate group characteristic.
Culture within an ethnic group can evolve, and established boundaries can
dissolve with the formation of new ones. Barth (1969) specified that ethnic
identities are not rigid but adaptable and fluid, shaped by individual behavior
and decision-making processes. Ellen Bal (2007) investigates into the
evolution of the Garo identity, revealing its cultural distinctiveness within the
multifaceted historical context of South Asia and the wider global landscape.
Employing a situational approach to culture and identity, she advocates for a
conceptual transition from tribes to ethnic groups and from culture-centricity to
the concept of boundaries. This shift from tribal to ethnic categorization
signifies a move away from a static viewpoint to a more dynamic
understanding of social groups and their demarcations. She meticulously
considers the historical processes involved in defining boundaries,
encompassing broader socio-economic and political contexts, rather than solely
emphasizing superficial cultural aspects.
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In general, ethnicity refers to a group identity based on shared culture. The
concept of ethnicity gained prominence in anthropology during the 1960s,
particularly with the classic debate initiated by Clifford Geertz (1963) and
Fredrick Barth (1969) regarding primordial and situational theories of
ethnicity, both within and outside the field of anthropology. Barth proposed
that the primary task of anthropological studies on ethnicity should be to
understand the maintenance and consequences of ethnic boundaries. According
to anthropological literature, an ethnic group is typically defined as a
population that is biologically self-perpetuating, shares fundamental cultural
values manifested in cultural forms and communication, has a membership that
self-identifies and is identified by others as a distinguishable category, separate
from others of the same order. Cultural variations do not create boundaries
themselves. However, if the dichotomization between two ethnic groups
persists, and if state borders between their countries become permanent,
various aspects of their cultures and languages gradually become more distinct.
In modern state formations, multiple ethnic groups with distinct religious
practices, language groups (e.g., Bengali-speaking people with diverse
religious beliefs and rituals, yet maintaining common Bengali cultural
practices), and diverse traditional practices and identities coexist within the
boundaries.

According to M. Nash (1996), blood or kinship, communal dining, and the
substance of religious beliefs and practices primarily characterize ethnicity.
However, these elements are not easily understood in terms of interactions
among different ethnic groups. Nash identifies other key features of ethnicity
as traits such as clothing patterns, language, and cultural practices like
circumcision, scarification, or tattooing. Additionally, he mentions other
distinguishing features such as house architecture, interior arrangements, ritual
calendars, specific taboos, medical practices and beliefs, economic structure
and practices. These distinctive traditional practices and belief systems confer
a sense of authority, legitimacy, and rightness upon ethnic communities (Nash
1996:24-25), enabling them to maintain their differences and identity from
other groups based on specific socio-cultural characteristics. Identities are
contested, negotiated, and constructed through the interactions between ethnic
groups. Communities differentiate themselves based on various defining
factors; for instance, the Khasi people or Punji inhabitants still perceive
themselves as part of the broader Khasi community inhabiting the Khasi and
Garo Hills of Meghalaya, India. In line with the concept of imagined
community (Anderson 1983), this research observes that the Khasis of
Bangladesh consider themselves part of a larger community of Khasis, despite
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the division between the Khasi and Garo Hills following the partition of India
and Pakistan in 1947. Ethnic identity transcends geographical boundaries;
transnational social spaces and socio-political institutions acquire new
significance and roles through cross-border communication. It is imperative to
examine the implications of changing institutions in local, national, and
international spheres within transnational spaces. The historical settlement of
the Khasis in this region and the illustrious history of the Khasi kingdom of
Jaintia state contribute to their self-perception as Khasis and their identification
as an imagined community. Given the sensitivity and controversies
surrounding indigeneity in Bangladesh, indigeneity could have been
understood in terms of both indigeneity and marginalization. This research
demonstrates how Khasis negotiate their indigenous identity within the
framework of constitutional representation and mainstream ideology. The
Khasis in Bangladesh are grappling for sustenance and livelihood amidst
various disparities. The complex political landscape in Bangladesh, marked by
structural inequalities, ethnic exclusion, and human rights violations,
significantly affects the minority ethnic population.

The Khasis originally settled in the Khasi Hills and the Jainta Hills of present-
day Meghalaya, India, tracing their origins back to the prehistoric era (Hussain
1991:80). Approximately five hundred years ago, they migrated from
Meghalaya to the greater Sylhet region of Bangladesh. Archaeological,
historical, and linguistic evidence collectively suggests that a group of Austric-
speaking people established their control in present-day Myanmar around the
11th century, upholding a matrilineal family system and likely serving as the
ancestors of the modern Khasis (Bareh 1967:15-19). Following the decline of
this kingdom, their settlement shifted to Assam. P. R. T. Gurdon (1914:10-11)
additionally documented the settlement of a Mon-Khmer group in the Khasi-
Jainta Hills of Meghalaya from ancient times. Historical and linguistic
evidence further supports the idea that the Khasis are descendants of the Mon-
Khmer People (Brightbill ef al. 2007). Moreover, in the 16th century, Khasis
relocated from Assam to the Jaintapur area, Sylhet district of Bangladesh
marking another phase of their migration.

Geographically and historically, the Khasi-Jainta Hills in Meghalaya have been
linked to the northeastern region of Bangladesh. S. K. Chatterjee (1928:126)
noted that the Khasis once occupied extensive settlements across the plains of
Sylhet and Kamrup before being confined to the Khasi and Jaintia Hills. The
Khasis traditionally depend on forest resources, hilly cultivation, and tree-
based farming, cultivating various shrubs, herbs, and vegetable species for
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sustenance. Some vegetation may resemble ordinary bushes in the nearby
forest, yet it significantly influences the growth of plants and crops by
enriching topsoil nutrients (Patam 2005:177-180). In Bangladesh, Khasi
settlements are known as Punji, forming clusters of houses within their cultural
boundaries. There are one hundred and six Punji in the Sylhet division. A total
of fourteen Punji are situated in the Sylhet district, eighty eight Punji in the
Moulavibazaar district, and two of each in the Sunamganj and Habiganj district
(Patam 2005:188-189, Chowdhury 2016:56-59). In the quest for better
livelihoods, they frequently migrate between Punji for new farming land and
household settlements. In the past, Khasis in Bangladesh resided near the
Northeast hilly border of Sunamganj and Sylhet district, while in Meghalaya
state, India they settled in the foothills and inter-mountain valleys of the Jainta
and Khasi Hills.

The Khasi community predominantly resides in forests, with much of their
land leased from the Government of Bangladesh. Typically, these leases allow
the use of forested land for 99 years, particularly in the uphill areas conducive
to betel leaf farming. Successful farming here relies on sufficient daylight,
rainfall, shade, and suitable environmental conditions. Their land-use strategy
involves cultivating trees within homesteads and uphill fields. The Khasi
lifestyle revolves around a tree-crop agricultural economy, avoiding practices
like jum or slash-and-burn agriculture. Due to the challenging terrain of their
habitat, plow cultivation is impractical, leading them to rely on shifting
cultivation. Betel leaf stands as their primary crop, shaping the cluster of their
houses known as panpunji. Unlike the paner boroj of the plains, Khasis apply
natural shade from plentiful green trees instead of artificial support for their
betel creepers. This balanced agricultural system stems from core Khasi
indigenous knowledge (Jhuma and Hussain 2022). However, climate change
has brought prolonged heat, reduced rainfall, and increased dense fog,
adversely affecting the environment necessary for betel leaf cultivation.
Similar to other ethnic communities, the Khasi people face threats to their
livelihood, culture, and existence due to the encroachment of the majority
Bengali community (Singha 2014:9-10). The Northeastern region of
Bangladesh heavily relies on the Khasi inhabitants, who both cultivate and
protect the hills. Despite their legal rights to government land, they encounter
challenges from the forest department and local troublemakers (Patam
2005:184-85).

James C. Scott (1998) identified the ongoing tensions between mobile, slash-
and-burn hill peoples and wet-rice valley kingdoms, questioning the
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established regional geography. He noted that nomads, pastoralists, hunter-
gatherers, Gypsies, vagrants, homeless individuals, itinerants, runaways,
slaves, and serfs have consistently posed challenges to states. The
sedentarization of these mobile groups appeared to be a perennial state project
that rarely succeeded. Scott examined these efforts as attempts to create a
legible society, simplifying classic state functions such as traditional taxation
and enlistment procedures to prevent insurgencies. These issues have been
identified as a central problem in statecraft, pointing out that the premodern
state had a limited understanding of wealth, landholdings, yields, location, and,
crucially, the identity of its subjects. The Khasis, like other indigenous groups
in Bangladesh, have encountered significant challenges in safeguarding their
ancestral lands. Land grabbing remains a widespread issue in Bangladesh. For
the Khasis, the land holds deep spiritual and religious significance, forming the
foundation of their existence despite minimal legal protection. Although the
Khasis have utilized these lands for generations, the absence of updated legal
documentation leaves them vulnerable to exploitation by mainstream
institutions and individuals who resort to filing false allegations or causing
damage to the betel leaf farms to acquire the land forcibly. Despite the
haunting memory of the Magurchara tragedy in Kamalganj Upazila,
Maulvibazar district, the states imposition of projects like eco-parks and other
infrastructure has intruded upon Khasi lands. The crucial legal safeguards for
protection, guaranteed in the CHT (Chittagong Hill Tracts), have been revoked,
and official compliance in the plains remains lacking.

The Bengalis establish the vast majority in Bangladesh, coexisting with various
non-Bengali indigenous communities. Presently, ethnic minorities make up
around one percent (1%) of the country’s 165 million people (BBS 2022).
Despite this, constitution of Bangladesh does not officially recognize these
ethnic minorities as indigenous people. Instead, it classifies them as ‘minor
races’, ‘ethnic sects’, ‘tribes’, and ‘communities’ (See The Constitution of the
People’s Republic of Bangladesh: Article 23/A, and van Schendel and Bal
2002:124). This inconsistent labeling of ethnic minorities-referenced as Tribes,
Upojati, Adivasi, Khudronrigoshthi, and Indigenous people has not inherently
changed their academic, socio-economic, or political standing or altered their
daily interactions with the majority population. Within Bangladesh, the Khasis
encounter significant challenges, including human-made environmental
hardships, uncertainty of land ownership, and overall insecurity. Consequently,
the Khasis find themselves marginalized from every aspect of social,
economic, and cultural activities of the state. In response, many among them
are relocating internally or abroad; both religious minorities and ethnic
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communities are constantly migrating to nearby urban centers or even across
national borders.

In the past, the Khasi and Jaintia Hills and surrounding hilly territory remained
undivided, and native Khasis moved around these hilly landscapes for betel
leaf cultivation. Over the years long-term cultivation caused a reduction in soil
fertility, consequently, betel leaf farmers relocated their settlements. However,
mobility faced barriers due to partition or institutional constraints, and internal
and external movement persisted within the national territory and between the
Khasi-Garo Hills of Meghalaya and Bangladesh, surpassing geo-political
boundaries. Bangladeshi Khasi boys and girls receive education through
kinship relations in Meghalaya, India. Cross-border movements are integral to
their daily lives, showing how the Khasis across borders interact and navigate
through their shared ethnic identity. This cross-border movement embodies a
crucial aspect of transnationality (Faist 2013), signifying the segments of
migrant lives occurring across state borders. S. Vertovec (1999, 2007) observed
these practices as deeply entrenched, contributing to the formation of a
transnational field that links places across multiple nation-states and connects
both mobile and immobile individuals within these locations. Recent studies
(Sur 2021) have shown how indigeneity, gender, and religious identity intersect
to facilitate border crossings for Garo Christian women between Bangladesh
and India. It reminds us that while this border is becoming increasingly fatal, it
remains fundamentally a space of mobility. This highlights the dual
imperatives of containment through border infrastructures and mobility driven
by poverty, desperation, and kinship, which continually shape the uncertain
and shifting landscapes of borders (Sur 2021). In the age of technological
advancement, Khasis in Bangladesh now have the opportunity connecting with
their relations in Meghalaya, India. This connectivity has significantly
influenced the lives and evolution of the Khasi community across borders,
facilitated by various social networking sites. The processes of defining
borders, cross-border mobility, and their impacts on nations and societies are
especially significant, particularly for indigenous minority groups and
borderlands, representing a fertile ground for contemporary research.

b. Ethnicity and the Sense of Belonging
The concept of belongingness summarizes both an emotional connection and
recognition within a specific social group. Understanding the dynamics of
inclusion and exclusion involves dealing with various complexities and hurdles
inherent in the notion of belonging. Nira Yuval-Davis (2006:199) outlines
belongingness into three core facets: 1) social locations, ii) identification and
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emotional bonds, and iii) ethical and political principles. Social location,
including race, class, and gender, assumes diverse significance across various
geographical and historical contexts due to the fluctuating nature of power
dynamics across different times and spaces. Sense of belonging involves
narratives that depict emotional connections and affiliations of an individual
with where they feel they fit or do not. The concept of social location
highlights attitudes toward belonging intertwined with ethical and political
values. Whether recognized by others or self-identified, belonging
fundamentally denotes being a part of something larger.

Those mechanisms and processes that are active behind and construct
belonging have created politics of belonging. This highlights that belonging is
not solely determined by an individual’s desire; instead, it is influenced by
decisions made about where and with whom one fits in or is excluded. The
way inclusion and exclusion work, along with the expectations and conditions
set, are all results of the politics of belonging.

The feeling of belonging is more rooted in emotions and perceptions rather
than being an explicitly defined, individual matter. Therefore, comprehending
human being’s sense of belonging is complex as it is interconnected,
influencing, and have been influenced by various factors. In the context of this
study, the concept of belonging has been employed to explore how the sense of
belonging of the Khasis has shaped their connection to their indigenous
identity amidst different patterns of movement and migration. Both internal
dynamics and external influences are contributing to the changes in the
survival strategy of the Khasis in Bangladesh. It shows how the Khasis
navigate their interactions among various groups, such as the Punji inhabitants,
migrant settlers, affluent betel farm owners, and marginalized betel farmers, as
well as their relationships with neighboring Bengalis in the course of mobility
practices. Additionally, it aims to shed light on the traditional roles of women
within the community, which are deeply intertwined with their traditional
beliefs and adage. Despite this, the manifestations of the matrilineal system
and roles of women states diverse patterns. The expectations and experiences
of belongingness associated with the complex and coexisting practice of the
Khasi social formation so as being an indigenous group of Bangladesh.

3. Conclusion

This article has discussed the theoretical argument based on the mobility and
sense of belonging of the Khasis of the northeastern part of Bangladesh, who
have intricately intertwined with their traditional ways of livelihood pattern,
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characterized by mobility and immobility between their homesteads, known as
Punji, and other surrounding locations. This mobility experiences gives rise to
diverse narratives and encounters, revealing the challenges and interactions
faced by the Khasi community. Varied patterns of movement stem from
traditional subsistence practices and established networks of mobility,
contributing to the uncertainties faced by indigenous ethnic groups in
Bangladesh. These dynamics shape both the mobility and immobility
experienced by the Khasis, influencing contemporary migration aspirations and
reflecting underlying religious reforms. Through their traditional practices, the
Khasis redefine immobility, highlighting the complex interplay between
mobility patterns and the rootedness they feel in their indigenous heritage
juxtaposed with their national identity. The mobility of the Khasis unveils
power dynamics between the majority and minority groups, illustrating the
deliberate marginalization and the persistent struggle of minorities against
structural inequalities through their narrative of belongingness. Furthermore,
the theoretical understandings of mobility studies engender new gender
perspectives among the Khasis, fostering a profound sense of belonging amidst
evolving socio-economic circumstances.
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reliant on private industry partnerships to sustain research activities. Therefore,
researchers may face the imperative to align their research with industry
priorities and commercialize their work to secure private funding. The
relationship between research funding sources and neoliberal ideologies is
particularly pronounced in public universities in Bangladesh. The shift towards
increased reliance on external funding sources, both from industry and
international agencies, may exert a significant influence on research culture.
Commercialization of research outputs becomes a strategy for financial
sustainability and survival, leading to a transformation of researchers’
identities and aspirations within the academic landscape. Neoliberal ideologies
reinforce and legitimize the market-driven approach to knowledge production
and dissemination. Funding opportunities that prioritize market value and
commercialization align with the entrepreneurial subjectivities promoted by
neoliberalism. This alignment influences research priorities, the type of
knowledge produced, and the overall direction of research in social sciences at
SUST.

Drivers of Research: Internal Dynamics and External Forces

Neoliberal Ideologies and the Policies

According to David Harvey's conceptualization, neoliberalism is an economic
and political ideology that emphasizes individual self-interest, free-market
capitalism, and less government regulation. It promotes deregulation, and
privatization, in order to create a competitive atmosphere that places an
emphasis on maximizing profits and stimulating the economy (Harvey, 2005).
Neoliberal philosophies have become powerful forces influencing many facets
of higher education around the world. We conducted interviews with
researchers in SUST's Social Science faculty, concentrating on the sub-theme
‘Neoliberal Ideologies and Policies." Additionally, we systematically examined
key educational policies in Bangladesh, such as the National Education Policy
(NEP) 2011, Higher Education Quality Enhancement Project (HEQEP),
National Skills Development Policy (NSDP) 2011, and Higher Education
Acceleration and Transformation (HEAT). Additionally, we scrutinized the
guiding principles of SUST's Institute for Quality Assurance Cell (IQAC) and
University Research Center (URC). Concurrently, an exploration of the
funding conditions and principles articulated by the University Grants
Commission (UGC), influenced by the philosophy of the World Bank,
revealed a clear connection with neoliberal ideologies and their associated
policies. The impact of these ideologies on the educational and research
agenda is evident both globally and locally. Our empirical analysis highlights a
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noticeable influence on social science researchers at SUST, stemming from
internal factors such as URC, IQAC, and departmental philosophies, as well as
external factors including UGC, HEQEP, HEAT, and the overarching
influence of the World Bank. While participants acknowledge the presence of
neoliberal ideologies and their mechanisms in the social science research
environment at SUST, they observe that the extent is not as extensive as in
Western countries with robust university-industry collaborations and industry-
funded project-based research. Nevertheless, there is a gradual and continual
influx of neoliberal influences, evident in the evolving research culture,
increasing university-industry collaborations, and the infiltration of outcome-
based educational and research philosophies aligned with the national
development agenda.

However, scholars globally provide insights into this relationship, showing
how these policies and documents shape academia and researchers'
experiences. Michael Apple emphasizes that neoliberal education policies
prioritize market-driven values and competition, affecting funding priorities
and research agendas (Apple, 2001). Simon Marginson notes that international
agreements and funding guidelines can influence research priorities and
collaborations, encouraging alignment with global trends and funding
opportunities (Marginson, 2016). Additionally, education scholars highlight
how neoliberal audit cultures push for performance-based evaluations and
accountability, promoting research metrics and quantifiable indicators to assess
academic productivity. Discussing the research landscape, another interviewee
mentioned:

Neoliberal ideas influence our national development philosophy itself. The shift
towards— outcome-based education and research is a testament to that. While it adds
practicality, — there's a need to balance it with the core principles of academic
exploration and knowledge creation.

The above statements of participants and overall discussion describe a complex
and nuanced relationship between neoliberal ideologies and the social science
research environment at SUST.

Research Metric

Steven Shapin, a historian and sociologist of science, highlights how research
metrics, such as citation counts and journal impact factors, have become
central in evaluating academic productivity and success. In the context of
neoliberalism, universities are increasingly adopting performance-based
evaluation systems, where researchers are incentivized to focus on producing
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outputs that garner high citation counts or are published in prestigious journals.
This emphasis on quantitative metrics is influencing researchers’ subjectivities
and aspirations, as they strive to meet the metrics-driven criteria for academic
success (Shapin, 2008). One researcher commented:

| see the metrics-driven approach positively. In the real world, impact matters, and
these metrics are indicators of the impact our research is making. It aligns with the
pragmatic side of academia, where tangible outcomes are valued.

An insightful observation, however, from a participant was, there's a danger in
the overemphasis on metrics. It creates a culture where researchers may
prioritize the 'popular’ topics over the truly meaningful ones. We need to
question whether the pursuit of high impact factors aligns with the broader
goals of academia.  Furthermore, Michael Power, a sociologist and
organizational theorist, delves into the concept of audit cultures and the
increasing emphasis on accountability in higher education. Neoliberal policies
are also promoting the audit of research outputs, where universities and
researchers are subject to evaluations based on quantifiable metrics. This audit
culture can shape researchers’ subjectivities, as they may internalize the
pressure to produce outputs that align with the metrics-driven criteria of
success and accountability (Power, 1999). Data analysis from historical records
and insights derived from recent interviews with participants of Social Science
School exposes a predominant focus on research metrics as fundamental
yardsticks for academic achievement. Universally recognized among
participants is the importance of publishing in esteemed journals, attaining
substantial citation counts, and securing high impact factors, all of which are
deemed pivotal in shaping their academic trajectories.

Nevertheless, this culture centered on metrics elicits diverse responses, as
some researchers perceive it as a pragmatic approach aligning with the
demands of academia, while others criticize its potential impact on the
fundamental values inherent in research. While acknowledged for driving
academic success, there is an underlying concern that this emphasis may divert
attention from the core purpose of research: generating valuable knowledge for
the betterment of society. This dual perspective underscores the complex
interplay between academic metrics and the broader societal impact of research
within the school. As one professor stated in our interviews:

| value impact, but let's not forget why we're in academia. The main focus should be
on creating knowledge, contributing to our fields, and making a difference. Citation
counts and prestigious journals are just byproducts of meaningful research, not the
ultimate goals.

| b |



1 AfGP! (Nrvijnana Patrika), ISSN: 1680-0621, FRT
© X038 e frer, erRET=E e

Ambition and Identity: Crafting a Career in Research
Personal Motivations and Career Trajectories

Our research findings shed light on the significant influence of personal
motivations and career trajectories on the culture of research and knowledge
production among social science researchers at SUST. Participants articulated
that a notable proportion of researchers are primarily driven by the pursuit of
academic promotion, a phenomenon aptly termed as “promotion-based
research”. One interviewee noted:

There's a clear trend of promotion-based research here. Many are solely motivated by
the need to enhance their academic profile for career progression. Many are just
meeting the number of publications only for their promotion.Their primary focus is
on enhancing their academic profiles by generating a high volume of papers, guided
by career-centric and personal motivations.

Some researchers actively prioritize the accumulation of citation counts. An
important point raised by a professor was:

The academic culture here is increasingly focused on quantity rather than quality.
Researchers are driven by the need to accumulate publications for promotion. It's not
inherently wrong, but when it becomes the primary motive, it raises questions about
the integrity of our academic pursuits.

While this pursuit aligns with the pragmatism of Academic Capitalism, where
metrics play a crucial role, it raises concerns, especially within the context of a
publicly funded university. When academic promotion becomes the
predominant objective, it introduces problematic implications from various
perspectives. This approach challenges a foundational principle of academia,
asserting that research should transcend individual aspirations and instead aim
for the betterment of society. Genuine scholarly endeavors are expected to
contribute meaningfully to specific knowledge domains and foster value within
the academic community, society, and culture at large. Neoliberal discourses
expect employees to meet ever-increasing demands, perpetuating a cycle of
striving for an unattainable ideal (Davies and Peterson, 2005a; Costea et al.,
2012). Academics, driven by career ambitions, often become complicit in their
own subjection, shaping their potential and crafting preferred versions of
themselves (Foucault, 1979; Gergen, 1992). A researcher stated:

In an era of academic capitalism, it's natural to pursue promotion-driven research.
However, we need to be cautious not to sacrifice the true essence of research—its
impact on society and its role in advancing knowledge—for the sake of personal
career trajectories.
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“Vulnerable Academic Self” encapsulates the intricate web of challenges and
barriers that collectively impede scholars from fulfilling their academic roles
and research aspirations in a satisfactory manner. The research culture within
social sciences at SUST reflects a “Vulnerable Academic Self”. Influenced by
Neoliberal principles, scholars grapple with reduced public funds, time
constraints, and a lack of institutional incentives. The multifaceted
responsibilities of teaching and administrative duties impede dedicated
research time, diminishing enthusiasm. Internal and external pressures for
publication, coupled with economic concerns, hinder scholars' academic
engagements. Socio-economic challenges, including gender-related barriers,
further impede academic progression. This confluence creates a dichotomy,
hindering scholars from effectively balancing classroom duties and substantive
research activities. The “Vulnerable Academic Self” encapsulates these
challenges, highlighting the obstacles that impede scholars from fulfilling
academic roles and research aspirations satisfactorily.

A Case: Sudipta's Struggle for Balance

Sudipta (Pseudonym), a dedicated social science professor at Shahjalal
University of Science and Technology (SUST), found herself caught in a
relentless tug-of-war. Her passion for in-depth, fundamental research (“basic
research™) clashed with the ever-increasing demands of her teaching load and
the pressure to conduct "market-oriented research”. SUST's new emphasis on
research often felt at odds with the realities of Sudipta's workday. Each
semester, she tirelessly strived to deliver a comprehensive curriculum to her
students. However, this commitment to quality teaching came at a cost. By the
time she finished grading papers and preparing lectures, there was precious
little energy or time left for her research endeavors.

The lack of dedicated time wasn't Sudipta's only obstacle. The University
Research Center (URC) primarily offered grants for "market-oriented
research” projects with immediate, practical applications. These projects often
felt superficial compared to the theoretical and long-term inquiries that truly
ignited Sudipta's intellectual fire. Sudipta yearned to delve deeper, to explore
complex social phenomena without the constraints of immediate results.
However, the lack of structural support and funding for "basic research™ at
SUST left her feeling disheartened. She struggled to reconcile her academic
identity with the pressures to prioritize "marketable™ research outcomes. This
constant battle took a toll on Sudipta. The feeling of never being able to fully
dedicate herself to either teaching or research left her in a state of "unexpected
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complex academic situation.” The joy of discovery, the very essence of
academic life, began to fade.

Despite the challenges, Sudipta wasn't ready to surrender her passion. She
continued to search for ways to bridge the gap between her love for
fundamental research and the demands of the evolving system. Perhaps there
were opportunities to incorporate elements of "basic research™ within her
teaching, or maybe collaborations with colleagues in applied fields could offer
a bridge. Sudipta's story highlights the complex dilemma faced by many
professors at SUST. It underscores the need for a more balanced research
environment that recognizes the value of both fundamental and applied
inquiries. Whether Sudipta can find a way to reconcile her passions and
navigate the changing academic landscape remains to be seen. But her story
serves as a potent reminder of the resilience and dedication that academics
possess, even in the face of seemingly insurmountable challenges.

Conclusion

Research at Shahjalal University of Science and Technology (SUST) is heavily
shaped by neoliberal policies, which prioritize market-oriented and outcome-
based education. This environment favors applied research with immediate
societal impact over pure academic inquiries, a trend driven by funding
constraints from institutions like the University Research Center (URC) and
University Grants Commission (UGC). Insights from theorists like David
Harvey and Wendy Brown illustrate how neoliberalism commodifies
knowledge, influencing researchers to align their work with market-driven
projects. Researchers at SUST, facing limited institutional support and
significant teaching and administrative burdens, struggle to balance these
responsibilities with their research aspirations. The growing emphasis on
research metrics such as citation counts—rooted in neoliberal models of
performance evaluation, as critically examined by Michael Apple and Simon
Marginson—has further exacerbated the issue. While research can address
societal needs, the pressure for high publication volume for "promotion-based
research” can raise concerns about the integrity and depth of knowledge
creation. Consequently, the "Vulnerable Academic Self" emerges, reflecting
the pressures of reduced funding, economic concerns, and socio-economic
barriers. This state underscores the need for a supportive structure that allows
scholars to effectively balance teaching and fundamental research. The
alignment of research with neoliberal values and market demands at SUST is
reflective of broader global academic trends, emphasizing the need for a
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reconsideration of research priorities and support mechanisms within the
institution.
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