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One-Way Gifts and Social Relations Among Rural Muslims in Bangladesh:
A Case Study from a Village in the Tangail District

Mugiko NISHIKAWA

This paper treats the subject of gift giving for merit without the ex-
pectation of any return from the receiver, a practice common among
Muslims in rural Bangladesh. The three main examples are almsgiving,
the provision of religious feasts and the sacrifice of animals. This paper
is based on findings from a field survey which was conducted in a village
in the Tangail District which I will refer to as M village. It consists of
two settlements: a Muslim one and a Hindu one. Most Muslims in M
village live in the Muslim settlement.

Many scholars have been studying the economic and political
aspects of village life in Bangladesh by analyzing the social and economic
relationships among the villagers. While the practice of one-way giving
is essentially religious in nature, I will analyze its significance in village
life by discussing the characteristics of the relationships which stem from
one-way gift giving.

1 will describe three matters. First I will discuss two kinds of
religious feast, one held according to the Hijra calendar and the other as
the need arises to pray to God for worldly benefits such as relief.from
disease, or for a good harvest or a healthy baby. Muslim male beggars
called fakir and male villagers are invited to such feasts. Next I will
describe the practice of the animal sacrifice in Eid-al-adha and the
distribution of the meat. Finally I will treat three cases of the funeral
rites and feasts. The families of the deceased vary greatly in terms of
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economic and social standing in M village, and I will illustrate how these
factors influence not only the scale of the feasts but the attitudes to them
of the villagers.

I wish to analyze the one-way gift giving among Muslims in M
village from three points of view. The first is that of the receiver of the
gift. The gifts for religious merit are often said to be given to “the
poor.” However, there is neither a strict religious definition nor are
there clear categories or castes of “the poor” in the Muslim society in
Bangladesh. The second point of view is how villagers view the relation-
ship between the giver and the receiver. From a religious point of view
the gifts are given to God. However, they have great potential in the
world to make the power relationships among villagers. The third point
of view is in regard to the valuation of the gift by a third person and the
prestige of the individuals and the social groups. All the gift giving
treated in this paper is open to the gaze of a third person and to the infor-
mation network.

The one-way gift giving for merit is an important religious practice
for Muslims. However, most villagers, even if they are in poverty, don’t
like to become the receiver of the gift for fear of being defined as “the
poor” and placed in a lower social status. They tend to avoid making in-
dividual relationships through the receipt of a gift.

The main receivers of alms are Muslim beggars called fakir and fakir-
ni (female), who are in other respects normal villagers. The fakir oc-
cupation is assigned a religious role. The relationship between fakir and
the giver of alms or the host of the feasts is more ritual than personal.

In regard to religious feasts there is no rule concerning guests with
the exception of fakirs. For the host it is more important to gather an
adequate number of people for the scale of the feast than to invite any
particular persons. The host calls on neighborhoods or on the people
who come to the Mosque in the Muslim settlement to pray on Friday
afternoon. At the feast, as soon as the guests have finished eating they
leave without enjoying conversation with the host and guests. The
guests do not feel an obligation to return something to the host.

The one-way gift giving among Muslims in M village is neither
regulated by village law, nor is it an obligation of particular posts within
the village. The giving depends on individual intention. Among the
villagers who are in the same economic conditions, some villagers give
alms regularly and others rarely; some people serve dinner to hundreds
of people for a feast and the others invite only a few fakirs. The
villagers are conscious of the valuation by a third person which affects
the dignity of an individual and his/her household. The accumulation
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of such valuations in daily life determines the social standing of the
villagers.

In the rural areas of Bangladesh it is difficult to find a clear social
unit as a corporate group. In M village there is no special Muslim
organization responsible for religious ceremonies. However, the
villagers recognize their social boundary and themselves as Muslims of M
village as distinct from “the others.” During ceremonies they are
sometimes united together. In Eid festival in M village, regardless of
who sacrifices the animals a third of the meat is divided equally among
all Muslim households of M village. In a large-scale feast in which most
of the guests are the inhabitants in other villages, if the M villagers think
it will affect the honor of their own village, they will work in a body for
the success of the feast. I believe the awareness of the consciousness of
“the ohters” is an important element for the people within a social boun-
dary to help them rally together to protect the honor of their group.
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