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Abstract

Historiography of Islam in Bengal has long been dominated by an invasion-centric paradigm that dates the origins of
Islam to Bakhtiyar Khalji's campaigns (1202-1206 CE). This study challenges that narrative by reassessing the
evidence for early Islamic contact before the twelfth century, distinguishing commercial and religious introduction
from political conquest. Drawing on Arabic geographical literature, numismatic evidence, and epigraphic analysis,
the study traces a three-stage trajectory: coastal entry through the port of Samandar (modern Chittagong), celebrated
by ninth- and tenth-century Arab geographers; inland circulation documented by Abbasid coinage of Hartin al-Rashid
(788 CE) from Paharpur and gold dinars from the Chandpur—Brahmanbaria zone; and the ruined mosque of Jame* As-
Sahaba at Lalmonirhat, whose 69 AH (688/689 CE) tradition is shown to be paleographically and stylistically
unsustainable. The paper argues that coinage attests primarily to economic connectivity and merchant mobility rather
than settled Muslim communities, and that Lalmonirhat, pending scientific excavation, retains potential rather than
proof. Islam, the paper concludes, had been part of Bengal's commercial world for over four centuries before the first
Muslim Sultanate was established.

Keywords: Historiography of Islam, Samandar Port,Indian Ocean Trade Abbasid Coinage, Jame* As-Sahaba
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1. Introduction
The historiography of the rise and institutionalization of Islam in the Bengal delta has long been

dominated by an invasion-centric paradigm. The standard narrative, pieced together from medieval
Persian chronicles such as Minhaj-i-Siraj Juzjani's Tabagat-i-Nasiri, places the beginning of Islam
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in the region with the military campaigns of Ikhtiyar al-Din Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalji between
1202 and 1206 CE. Recent revisionist scholarship, however, increasingly argues that this
chronology documents the birth of Muslim political dominance and state formation rather than the
initial phase of socio-religious contact (Fuad, 2025). Long before the cavalry of the Delhi Sultanate
crossed the frontiers of Nadia, the Bengal delta was already integrated into a vast, cosmopolitan
Indian Ocean world-system that facilitated the peaceful diffusion of Islamic faith, culture and
merchant communities (Bano, 1992; Wink, 1997;Ghosh, 2019).This historical disjuncture is partly
a function of methodological dependence on textual court chronicles, which were oriented toward
imperial conquest rather than decentralized maritime and riverine commercial interactions.
Archaeological evidence, coins and inscriptions found around the Bay of Bengal, however,
indicate that Arab and Persian merchants were already travelling these routes, and the accounts of
ninth- and tenth-century Arab travellers and geographers such as Sulayman the Merchant and Ibn
Khordadbeh record the products found in abundance in this part of the subcontinent (Hoque, 2022).
By the ninth and tenth centuries the Indian Ocean sustained an extensive web of long-distance
maritime trade connecting the Persian Gulf with South and Southeast Asia (Stargardt, 2014), in
which merchant communities from the Arab-Persian Gulf moved goods and ideas along routes
more systemic than has generally been assumed (George, 2015). The predictable monsoon winds
enabled regular voyages linking the Bengal coast with Southeast Asia and beyond (Roy, 2025),
and merchants travelled along the great rivers of the delta to trade valuable commodities rice,
grains, fine textiles and aloe wood that made Bengal attractive to foreign traders (Hoque, 2022;
Roy, 2025). Archaeological evidence, coins and inscriptions found around the Bay of Bengal,
however, point to the fact that Arab and Persian merchants were already travelling these routes.
They migrated along the coast of South Asia in the first century of the Islamic calendar by the
seasonal monsoon winds (Hourani, 1975; McPherson, 1998).Material evidence corroborates these
textual accounts. A silver coin dated 788 CE of the Abbasid caliph Hartin al-Rashid (r. 786-809)
has been reported from the Buddhist monastery at Paharpur (Revire, 2016), while eight
unpublished Abbasid gold dinars preserved in the Bangladesh National Museum, recovered from
the Chandpur and Brahmanbaria districts, attest to Arab-Bengal exchange from the eighth to the
tenth centuries (Muhit & Rabbi, 2025). The present study reads such coinage with restraint as
evidence of transregional connectivity, exchange and merchant mobility, not of settled Muslim
communities (Kholis et al., 2022; Muhit & Rabbi, 2025). Comparable discoveries in maritime
Southeast Asia, where Abbasid dirhams of the same period co-occur with carbon-dated occupation
layers, demonstrate that coinage of this kind accompanied Muslim commercial engagement along
the eastern Indian Ocean littoral (Soedewo & Ahmad, 2022).A third body of evidence is the ruined
mosque of Jame® As-Sahaba at Lalmonirhat, which local tradition claims was founded in 69 AH
(688/689 CE). As this paper argues, the paleographic and stylistic features of its inscribed panel
cannot sustain a seventh-century date, and the site has never been subjected to stratigraphic
excavation or scientific dating; it is therefore treated here as a site of potential rather than proof,
awaiting further scholarly investigation.

To understand the early history of Islam in Bengal, then, it is necessary to distinguish between
commercial and religious introduction on the one hand and military conquest on the other. This
study establishes the early trading phase using three bodies of evidence: first, the ancient sea-trade
routes around the port of Samandar (modern Chittagong), considered important for international
trade by early Arab geographers (Ghosh, 2019; Hoque, 2022); second, the physical evidence of
Abbasid coinage found at Paharpur, Mainamati and the Chandpur—Brahmanbaria zone (Muhit &
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Rabbi, 2025; Revire, 2016); and third, the Lalmonirhat mosque and its 69 AH tradition. The paper
argues that Islam was not suddenly imposed upon Bengal by external armies. Rather, it had been
a functioning part of the region's commercial life for more than four centuries before the first
Muslim Sultanate was established, and what occurred after 1204-1206 was the political
consolidation of Muslim rule over a society already connected to the Islamic world.

2. Methodology

This study combines historical geography, textual analysis, numismatic and epigraphic analysis,
and a critical assessment of archaeological provenance. The methodology proceeds in three phases,
each corresponding to one stage of the proposed trajectory of early Islamic contact: coastal
maritime entry, inland riverine circulation, and interior settlement.

2.1 Phase one: coastal contact through textual geography.

The first phase aims to define the original mechanism of coastal maritime contact. The study
critically examines the early Arabic classical travelogues and geographical itineraries, especially
the ninth- and tenth-century accounts of Ibn Khordadbeh and al-Mas‘udi, to chart the operational
dynamics of Samandar, an important deltaic port historically correlated with the modern
Chittagong coastline (Hoque, 2022). This textual evidence is cross-referenced with reconstructions
of the monsoon wind systems and the nautical networks of the Bay of Bengal, which show how
predictable seasonal winds enabled merchants from the Persian Gulf hubs of Siraf and Basra to
integrate the Bengal littoral into the larger Indian Ocean world-system (Roy, 2025; Stargardt,
2014). By the ninth and tenth centuries this maritime corridor carried not only goods but also ideas
along routes more systemic than has generally been assumed (George, 2015). Samandar's very
existence as a stable commercial gateway provides the necessary socio-economic prelude for
Islamic contact well before the overland military expansions from the west, and is best understood
within the connected history of ports across the Bay of Bengal (Ghosh, 2019).

2.2 Phase two: numismatic and archaeological verification inland.

Once coastal entry is established, the second phase moves inland, employing a strict numismatic
framework to investigate hard archaeological data documenting the movement of foreign trading
networks into the deltaic interior, along the riverine and coastal waterways that connected Bengal's
littoral with its hinterland (Roy, 2025). This tier is built on the empirical record of Abbasid coinage
recovered from Bengal: a silver coin of Caliph Hartin al-Rashid (r. 786-809), dated 788 CE,
reported from the Somapura Mahavihara at Paharpur (Revire, 2016), and the gold dinars preserved
in the Bangladesh National Museum (Muhit & Rabbi, 2025). Following the methodological
caution current in studies of early Islamic coinage in maritime Asia, the study treats coin finds not
as self-evident proof of Muslim settlement, but as evidence of circulation, exchange and merchant
mobility coinage can pass through non-Muslim intermediaries, be hoarded, and be redeposited
centuries after minting (Kholis et al., 2022). Depositional context is therefore reported wherever it
is ascertainable, and the absence of published find-spots is stated explicitly rather than assumed
away. The standard applied is that of comparable finds elsewhere in the eastern Indian Ocean
littoral, where Abbasid dirhams gain evidential force only through co-occurrence with carbon-
dated, stratigraphically controlled deposits (Soedewo & Ahmad, 2022).
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2.3 Phase three: the Lalmonirhat site as potential, not proof.

The final phase combines these coastal and interior trajectories to assess the ruined mosque of
Jame*® As-Sahaba at Lalmonirhat, which local tradition claims was founded in 69 AH (688/689
CE). The study employs primary epigraphic analysis of the site's terracotta panel, comparing its
script, numerals and ornament against established chronologies of Arabic calligraphy (Alashari et
al., 2019; Ismail et al., 2018; Laszlo et al., 2020; Loiseau et al., 2021) and of numeral usage
(Kawatoko, 1992), and against the terracotta decorative vocabulary of medieval Bengal (Emam &
Giosa, 2024; Guha, 2017). Because the 1986 clearance of the site was not conducted as a
stratigraphic excavation, and no radiocarbon or thermoluminescence dating and no published site
report exist, the oral tradition attached to the site is treated not as evidence but as a hypothesis to
be tested by future investigation (Fuad, 2025).

The study accordingly refuses a singular, hyper-localized reading of the site, and instead employs
a three-stage geographic and chronological plausibility model that systematically traces early
Islamic contact through an established commercial pipeline, from coastal maritime entry to inland
riverine circulation to deep North Bengal structural settlement. Within this model, the Lalmonirhat
site is assigned only provisional significance, pending controlled excavation with stratigraphic
recording and absolute dating.

3. Early Islamic Contacts in Bengal

3.1 Coastal Entry : Samandar Port as a Trans-Oceanic Network

The strategic location of Chittagong near the south-eastern coast of Bengal, and its position on the
routes connecting the Bay of Bengal with the Indian Ocean and the waters of Southeast Asia, lent
historical importance to the city (Ghosh, 2019). Early medieval Arabic and Persian writers referred
to south-eastern Bengal, including the Chittagong region, as a known maritime destination by the
ninth and tenth centuries (Hoque, 2022), and the port of Samandar featured prominently in their
accounts as a major node in this maritime zone (Ghosh, 2019). Samandar had a strong hinterland
and an extensive foreland, linking it both to inland Bengal and to overseas trading zones; this dual
connection rendered it more than a local harbour, functioning as an entrepdt where goods from the
interior were collected and exchanged with foreign merchants (Ghosh, 2019). Port towns of this
kind formed points of convergence for merchants of different origins and were open to rich
exchanges, both mercantile and cultural (Ghosh, 2019).The decline of the older Bengal port of
Tamralipta contributed to the increased importance of Samandar as the main maritime outlet of
eastern Bengal after the eighth century. Arabian traders were drawn to Samandar because Bengal
was integrated into the growing Indian Ocean commercial world: by the ninth and tenth centuries
the Indian Ocean sustained a vast web of long-distance maritime trade connecting the Persian Gulf
with South and East Asia (Stargardt, 2014), in which merchant communities from the Arab-Persian
Gulf operated as far east as the ports of China (George, 2015). The predictable monsoon winds
enabled regular voyages linking Bengal with Southeast Asia and beyond (Roy, 2025). Arab authors
recorded the products found in abundance in this part of the subcontinent rice, grains, textiles,
forest products and aloe wood as the commaodities that made Bengal attractive to foreign merchants
(Hoque, 2022).In the mid-twelfth century, the Moroccan traveller al-1drisi wrote in his Nuzhat al-
Mushtaq ("The delight of those who seek to wander through the regions of the world"):
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"Samandar is a large town, commercial and rich, and where there are good profits to be made... it

stands upon a river which comes from the country of Kashmir. You may find rice and other grains
here, particularly good wheat. A river with delicious waters carries aloe wood from the country of
Karmut, which is 15 days away. There is a sizable island that is well populated and frequented by
traders from all over the world just a day's sail from this metropolis (Elliott & Dowson,1960)."

Al-1drist drew heavily on Ibn Khordadbeh's Kitab al-Masalik wa-1-Mamalik, compiled in the late
ninth century, within the tradition of ninth and tenth-century Arab geographers who described
Bengal's commerce (Elliott & Dowson, 1960;Hoque, 2022).The identification of Samandar with
Chittagong is not beyond dispute: scholars have been divided over whether the port should be
located at Chittagong, at Sandwip, or at some other coastal site around the Meghna estuary. The
most detailed recent study of the eastern Indian Ocean port system, however, explicitly equates
Samandar with Chittagong and identifies it among the principal ports of the eastern seaboard,
distinguished by its strong hinterland and extensive foreland (Ghosh, 2019). The Arab
geographers' description of a large, riverine commercial town with rich trade in rice, grains and
aloe wood is consistent with the Chittagong littoral, where the Karnaphuli and neighbouring rivers
meet the Bay, and the reported riverine connection between Kamariipa and Samandar fits the
historic waterborne corridor linking Assam to the Chittagong region through the Meghna system
(Ghosh, 2019; Hoque, 2022). While the textual record alone may not resolve the debate, the
balance of geographical and scholarly argument supports the Chittagong identification, and the
present study proceeds on that basis.Economic contacts generated opportunities for cultural
contact, because merchants carried not only goods but also language, belief, ritual habits, dress,
food customs and social norms (George, 2015). Historical studies of the early interactions of
Muslim Arabs and Turks with the Bengal region show that Arab traders expanded their
commercial activities with Bengal's ports and in doing so contributed to the spread of Islam along
the coast before the Turkish conquest (Fuad, 2025). The argument that Chittagong hosted the first
Muslim community in Bengal should be treated as a matter of historical probability rather than
archaeological proof; the available evidence supports the view that early Muslim mercantile
communities probably developed in coastal Bengal before formal Muslim rule, although the exact
size, organisation and institutional structure of these communities remain difficult to establish
(Fuad, 2025).
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Fig 01: The trans-oceanic matrix of the Bay of Bengal with regard to maritime nodes (Ghosh,
2019).

3.2 Inland Trade Expansion and Early Transregional Exchange

The Bengal Basin was involved in the larger maritime systems of the Indian Ocean not only
through coastal ports such as Samandar but also through the deep hinterland riverine areas of early
medieval Bengal (Roy, 2025; Jahan, 2006). The deltaic geography of Bengal, formed by the major
river systems of the Ganges-Padma, Brahmaputra and Meghna, provided inland waterways that
served as vital arteries for the movement of goods between the interior production zones and the
coast (Jahan, 2006;Roy, 2025).The main Buddhist monastic institutions of early medieval Bengal
particularly Somapura Mahavihara at Paharpur and the Mainamati monastic complex were
religious centres and also important nodes of regional exchange, landholding, education and
cultural circulation. Somapura Mahavihara, whose foundation is attributed to the Pala ruler
Dharmapala, numbers among the most important pre-Islamic monuments of Bengal. The discovery
of Abbasid coins in Bengal provides significant material evidence of the region's interaction with
the Islamic world before the Turkish conquest of the early thirteenth century (Muhit & Rabbi,
2025). A silver coin dated 788 CE of the Abbasid caliph Hariin al-Rashid (r. 786-809) has been
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reported from Paharpur (Revire, 2016), and Arab-Islamic coins have been associated with
Mainamati in Comilla. Eight unpublished Abbasid gold coins preserved in the Bangladesh
National Museum, discovered in 1996 and 2002 in the Chandpur and Brahmanbaria districts
adjacent to the historical Samatata zone, carry inscriptions affirming Islamic monotheism and
venerating the Prophet Muhammad, and illustrate the extent of Arab—Bengal trade relations from
the eighth to the tenth centuries (Muhit & Rabbi, 2025). The depositional contexts of these finds
whether hoard, floor deposit, or surface find have not been published for every specimen; where
such context is lacking, the coins demonstrate monetary circulation and commercial connectivity
rather than the permanent settlement of Muslim communities (Muhit & Rabbi, 2025). Read in
these terms, the numismatic evidence indicates that by the eighth and ninth centuries, Muslim
merchants, trade intermediaries, or the commercial networks in which they participated had
penetrated not only the coastal areas but also the interior of Bengal (Muhit & Rabbi, 2025; Revire,
2016).The significance of these coin finds lies in their distribution; Paharpur lay in Varendra in
north Bengal and Mainamati in Samatata in south-eastern Bengal, suggesting that currency of the
Islamic period moved through more than one regional corridor (Muhit & Rabbi, 2025; Revire,
2016). Two cautions must nevertheless be observed. First, coinage circulates through a variety of
intermediaries, not all of them Muslim, and individual specimens may be carried, hoarded, or
redeposited long after minting; the coins therefore establish economic connectivity and provide
supporting but not conclusive evidence for the presence of Muslim merchants in the interior
(Kholis et al., 2022; Muhit & Rabbi, 2025). Second, without archaeological context, single finds
cannot be dated by the moment of deposition. Accordingly, the present argument treats the
Abbasid coins as markers of long-distance exchange, merchant mobility and monetary circulation
between Bengal and the Islamic world, and not as direct evidence of conversion, mosque building
or settled Muslim communities (Muhit & Rabbi, 2025).

Table 1. Abbasid Caliphate coinage evidence found in Bengal (8th—10th centuries)

Issuing

Site Geographical zone Coin type authority Chronology
Abbasid
Somapura Caliphate, 788 CE (172 AH)

Varendra, north Bengal Silver dirham

Mahavihara Hariin al- (Revire, 2016)
Rashid

Arab-Islamic coins, Eighth-tenth

Mainamati Samatata, south-eastern inclugling silver and Abk?asid centuries QE and
Bengal gold issues reported Caliphate later (Muhit &

in later collections Rabbi, 2025)
Bangladesh Coins recovered from Eighth—tenth
National Chandpur and Gold dinars Abbasid centuries CE
Museum Brahmanbaria, near the Caliphate (Muhit & Rabbi,
collection historical Samatata zone 2025)

The geographical spread of these coins indicates the importance of Bengal's inland waterway
system in linking coastal trade with inland settlements (Roy, 2025). The Arab geographical records
refer to coastal ports such as Samandar; as discussed above, scholars remain divided over whether
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Samandar is Chittagong, Sandwip or another coastal site around the Meghna estuary, yet even
amid this debate the weight of the evidence indicates that Arab and Muslim merchants had
commercial connections with the coastal areas of Bengal as early as the eighth and ninth centuries
CE (Fuad, 2025; Hoque, 2022). The coin evidence should therefore be read as part of a larger
commercial network linking the Persian Gulf, the ports of Bengal and the inland monastic-urban
centres of Bengal (Muhit & Rabbi, 2025; Stargardt, 2014).0ne of the earliest Persian geographical
works is the Hudiid al- ‘Alam, completed in 982 CE, which contains information on the regions,
peoples, products and trade routes known to the Islamic world; together with the accounts of ninth-
and tenth-century Arab travellers and geographers such as Sulayman the Merchant and Ibn
Khordadbeh, it provides valuable information on Bengal and its commercial connections (Hoque,
2022; Minorsky & Bosworth, 1970). Al-Mas‘td1's writings likewise treated the Indian Ocean as a
single commercial space connecting the Middle East, South Asia and Southeast Asia (Hoque,
2022; Stargardt, 2014).In early transregional trade, Bengal was valued for its fine textiles,
especially cotton fabrics, and its forest and aromatic products such as aloe wood, which were
traded through riverine and maritime routes (Hoque, 2022). The movement of these commodities
explains the penetration of Abbasid gold and silver coins into Bengal through commercial
exchange rather than military conquest (Muhit & Rabbi, 2025). The existence of gold dinars and
silver dirhams suggests high-value international trade alongside local systems of exchange in
which smaller-value media such as cowries were used extensively in everyday transactions (Kholis
et al., 2022). The multiple levels of monetary culture indicate that early medieval Bengal was not
economically isolated but was linked to the wider Indian Ocean and Islamic commercial world
before the conquest of Bakhtiyar Khalji in 1204 CE (Muhit & Rabbi, 2025; Stargardt, 2014). These
contact zones did not necessarily constitute formal political Islam, but they provided the
commercial and social basis for the later proliferation of Muslim communities in Bengal.

4. The Jame* As-Sahaba Mosque and the 69 AH Question
4.1 The site, its discovery, and its evidentiary standing

The investigation into the early Islamic traces in the northern Bengal culminates in the examination
of the “Lost Mosque”, officially known as Jame’ As-Sahaba (25°51'36" N, 89°3021" E) located
in Panchagram union of Lalmonirhat District in the Rangpur Division of Bangladesh . The ruins
of the structure were first discovered in 1986 by local residents when they started clearing a dense,
long-abandoned tract of jungle traditionally known in the regional dialect as "Majder Ara" or
"Mosder Ara", where ara means a wild, overgrown thicket. The locals found an underground
mound containing ancient brick networks, structural foundations and piece of decorative
inscription. A second phase of clearance in 1987, undertaken by local enthusiasts and journalists
rather than trained archaeologists, exposed a compact foundation measuring approximately 6.4 x
3 m (21 x 9.8 ft), together with remains of foundation and bricks.Neither phase was conducted as
a stratigraphic excavation. There is no section drawing, no record of the vertical sequence of
deposits, no radiocarbon or thermoluminescence dating of the brick courses, and no excavation
report published by the Department of Archaeology. The material recovered from the mound must
therefore be treated for what it is: unprovenanced finds attached to a local oral tradition, not a
controlled archaeological dataset. The single artifact from the site that is now securely curated is
a terracotta inscription panel measuring 15.2 x 15.2 x 5.1 cm (6 x 6 % 2 in), preserved in the
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collections of the Tajhat Museum, Rangpur. The entire evidentiary value of the site consequently
rests on this one panel and on the community tradition associated with it.

4.2 The inscription: paleographic and stylistic analysis

The panel combines two fields: a square tile bearing a circular rosette (lotus) motif with petals
arranged in concentric layers around a raised core, rendered in deep relief; and an epigraphic
register containing liturgical formulas of the shahada, including the visible phrase "Rasulullah,”
beneath which the word Sanah (4v) is followed by the Arabic numerals 1% , the date of 69 AH
(688/689 CE) claimed by local tradition.Read against the epigraphic norms of the first Islamic
century, the plaque is anomalous on three independent grounds:

Fig 02 : Inscrption found in Jame As Sahaba Mosque

1. Script. The calligraphy is fluid, round and cursive, with the structural features of a well-
formed Naskh or Thuluth hand. Monumental Arabic epigraphy of the seventh century was,
by contrast, uniformly angular: plain Kufic, the oldest form of Arabic script, is
characterized by angular and rectilinear letterforms, and the epigraphic record shows the
transition toward cursive hands only around the mid-thirteenth century CE (Loiseau et al.,
2021). Square Kufic remained the script of building inscriptions until at least the tenth
century, while the round hands naskh and its decorative variant thuluth only became
prominent later, and thuluth became the script of the Quran only after ca. 1000 CE (Laszl6
et al., 2020). The stylistic genealogy of the round scripts likewise belongs to the ninth—
eleventh centuries and after, in the eastern Islamic lands (Alashari et al., 2019; Ismail et
al., 2018).

2. Numerals. The use of isolated Eastern Arabic numeral figures (1) for the year is equally
problematic for a seventh-century date. In the early Islamic period dates were written out
in words or in the old abjad letter system; the Arabic numeral system enters the surviving
documentary record only in the ninth century, the earliest known example being an
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Egyptian papyrus dated AH 260 (873/874 CE) (Kawatoko, 1992). A panel on which the
year is expressed as numeral figures therefore reflects a much later epigraphic habit.

3. Ornament. The deep-relief lotus rosette is a central element of the terracotta decorative
language of Bengal, which flourished precisely in the Sultanate period (ca. 940-1538 CE),
when terracotta tiles became the characteristic medium of mosque ornament in the region
(Emam & Giosa, 2024); the broader Bengal tradition of terracotta surface decoration
continued long afterward (Guha, 2017). This vocabulary sits uneasily with the geometric
and vegetal repertoire of early Umayyad art.

Each of the three features individually, and all three in combination, point to manufacture centuries
after 69 AH most plausibly within the Bengal Sultanate or a later medieval period.

4.3 Plausible historical hypotheses

Given the stylistic and paleographic realities outlined above, and the absence of absolute
stratigraphic control, several historical scenarios can be constructed to explain the site without
treating the surviving plaque as a seventh-century primary source.

Hypothesis A: Posthumous memorialization of an early maritime oral tradition.
The panel may have been manufactured during the Bengal Sultanate or early Mughal period to
institutionalize and physically inscribe a deeply rooted local oral tradition linking the site to early
emissaries traveling along the maritime Silk Road corridors. On this reading, a later Muslim
community built or renovated a mosque at a historically important resting place and inscribed the
plaque with its own contemporary cursive script and numerals, recording not the building's own
construction date but the community's ancestral memory of first arrival.

Hypothesis B: An early foundation repeatedly renovated, with a later replacement plaque.
It remains possible that a genuinely early structure associated with the eighth- to tenth-century
commercial contacts documented in Sections 1,2 stood on this spot and was repeatedly rebuilt on
its raised mound, with the surviving plaque being a later replacement inserted during Sultanate-
period renovation. This hypothesis is the one that keeps the site's potential for the pre-twelfth-
century thesis alive, but it is exactly the hypothesis that present evidence can neither confirm nor
refute: it can be tested only through controlled excavation with stratigraphic recording, TL dating
of the bricks and terracotta, and radiocarbon analysis of associated organic remains. It is a research
program, not a finding.

Hypothesis C:  Stratigraphical re-use of an ancient pre-Islamic mound.
The presence of ancient bricks measuring 15.2 x 15.2 x 5.1 cm in the site's foundations is
consistent with the widespread practice of architectural recycling across the Bengal delta, and with
the reoccupation of abandoned raised mounds (bhitis) for protection against the catastrophic
seasonal floods of the Teesta and Brahmaputra. North Bengal, especially the Varendra and
Kamartipa borderlands, is rich in Pala and post-Pala brick masonry that later groups routinely
incorporated into their own buildings. On this reading, the mosque is a later structure erected on a
much earlier mound, which would fully explain the coexistence of ancient brickwork with a
medieval plaque.
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4.4 Assessment: potential without proof

The conclusion to be drawn from this analysis is unambiguous. The inscription cannot be accepted
as evidence for the foundation of a mosque in 69 AH (688/689 CE): its script, its numerals and its
ornament all point to a later medieval date of manufacture, and the 1986-87 clearances, lacking
stratigraphic control, section drawings, scientific dating and a published excavation report, cannot
by themselves establish the building's chronology. In its present state, therefore, the Lalmonirhat
site supports nothing for the argument of this paper. It cannot be counted among the evidence for
pre-twelfth-century Islamic presence in northern Bengal, and the 69 AH tradition must be treated
as a local memory rather than a demonstrated historical fact. At the same time, the site should not
be dismissed. No archaeologist has yet subjected it to modern scientific investigation. A systematic
excavation with stratigraphic recording and section drawings, TL dating of the bricks and
terracotta panel, radiocarbon analysis of associated organic material, and geophysical survey could
distinguish between Hypotheses A, B and C and if Hypothesis B were vindicated, the site would
become significant evidence for inland Muslim presence centuries before the conquest. The site
therefore retains genuine archaeological potential; that potential is precisely what remains to be
realized through further investigation. Until that work is done, the paper's argument for pre-
twelfth-century Islamic contact rests on the maritime and numismatic evidence presented in
Sections 3.1-3.2, not on this site.

5. Discussion

The evidence assembled in this study establishes that Bengal was integrated into the Indian Ocean
commercial world of the Islamic period well before the early thirteenth-century conquest of
Bakhtiyar Khalji. The port of Samandar following the most detailed recent analysis of the eastern
Indian Ocean port system, with Chittagong as a node of mercantile organization with a strong
hinterland and an extensive foreland (Ghosh, 2019), described by Arab and Persian geographers
as a large, rich riverine town (Hoque, 2022). The Abbasid coins recovered from Paharpur,
Mainamati and the Chandpur—Brahmanbaria zone corroborate these texts: a silver dirham of Hariin
al-Rashid dated 788 CE is reported from Paharpur (Revire, 2016), and gold dinars preserved in the
Bangladesh National Museum, acquired in 1996 and 2002 from districts adjacent to Samatata,
attest to Arab—Bengal exchange from the eighth to the tenth centuries (Muhit & Rabbi, 2025).The
numismatic evidence must, however, be read with restraint, and this paper does not claim more for
it than it can bear. Coinage circulates through a variety of intermediaries, not all of them Muslim;
individual specimens may be carried, hoarded or redeposited long after minting, and they
functioned first and foremost as means of exchange within a trading system (Kholis et al., 2022).
The depositional context of the Paharpur specimen is not reported in the scholarly literature we
consulted (Revire, 2016), and the museum dinars are known chiefly through acquisition records
(Muhit & Rabbi, 2025). The methodological standard against which such finds should be judged
is illustrated by the North Sumatran site of Bongal, where Abbasid dirhams of the eighth—ninth
centuries became evidence of occupation only because they co-occurred with carbon-dated organic
material from controlled excavation (Soedewo & Ahmad, 2022). In Bengal, where such
associations are lacking, the defensible claim is economic connectivity and merchant mobility ,not
settled Muslim communities (Muhit & Rabbi, 2025). It remains historically probable, within the
terms of the Arabic and Persian geographical tradition and the broader pattern of Arab mercantile
activity in the Bay of Bengal, that Muslim merchants were among the agents of this connectivity
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before the Turkish conquest (Fuan, 2025; Hoque, 2022); but the extent and organization of any
resident community cannot be established from the present evidence.The Lalmonirhat mosque
illustrates the limits of that evidence rather than its extension. As Section 4 has shown, the
paleographic and stylistic features of the inscription are inconsistent with the 69 AH (688/689 CE)
date claimed by local tradition, and the site lacks the stratigraphic control, scientific dating and
published excavation report that would allow its chronology to be established. The site is therefore
presented in this study as one of potential, not of proof: it neither confirms nor is required by the
argument for pre-twelfth-century contact, which stands on the coastal and numismatic evidence
alone.Finally, the distinction defended in this study between commercial contact and political
conquest - should not be mistaken for a claim about mass conversion.

Conclusion

This paper has argued that the beginnings of Islam in Bengal cannot be located in the campaigns
of Bakhtiyar Khalji. The evidence assembled here - the port of Samandar in the Arabic
geographical tradition, Abbasid coinage at Paharpur and in the Chandpur-Brahmanbaria zone, and
the contested plaque of Jame® As-Sahaba at Lalmonirhat points instead to a long history of
maritime and riverine connectivity that bound the Bengal delta to the Indian Ocean world centuries
before the conquest.The study's central distinction between commercial contact and political
conquest carries evidentiary consequences. Numismatic finds demonstrate that Bengal participated
in an exchange economy stretching from the Persian Gulf to Southeast Asia, but coins alone cannot
prove the presence of resident Muslim communities; the defensible claim is economic connectivity
and merchant mobility. The Lalmonirhat mosque exemplifies the limits of current knowledge. Its
inscription, with its cursive script, numeral figures and terracotta ornament, is stylistically
inconsistent with a seventh-century date, and without stratigraphic excavation or scientific dating
its chronology cannot be established. The site is therefore best understood as potential rather than
proof for research opportunity for South Asian archaeology.What emerges is a picture of gradual
integration rather than sudden imposition. Muslim merchants, sailors and travellers were among
the agents who linked Bengal to the wider Islamic world well before 1200 CE. The conquest of
1204-1206 consolidated political rule over a society already connected to that world through
commerce. Early Islamic Bengal, in short, was not created by armies but encountered through the
sea.
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