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ROBERT G. WIRSING

Introduction: Religion, Radicalism, and Security
in South Asia

n the immediate aftermath of its publication, Harvard
University Professor Samuel P. Huntington’s 1993 Foreign Affairs arti-
cle entitled “The Clash of Civilizations?” generated a firestorm of
debate.! Critics called it an overstatement, simplistic, even mischie-
vous. A decade later, his central thesis—that conflicts between reli-
gion-based civilizations would dominate world politics in the coming
century—seemed to be holding its ground. Indeed, more than a few
seasoned observers of world politics were expressing the view that
Huntington’s argument had been substantially vindicated by events—
that, by almost any imaginable measure, religion had emerged in the
first years of the twenty-first century not only as a central issue of
international public discourse but also as a central ingredient in vio-
lent global conflict.2

1. Samuel P. Huntington, “The Clash of Civilizations?” Foreign Affairs 72, no. 3
(Summer 1993).

2. Hoover Institution’s Stanley Kurtz began an essay reconsidering Huntington’s
thesis, published about ten months after the catastrophic events of September 11,
2001, with the comment: “This is Samuel P. Huntington’s moment. The world of cul-
tural and religious strife anticipated by Huntington in his much-discussed (and widely
excoriated) book, The Clash of Civilizations, has unquestionably arrived.” See “The
Futute of ‘History,” Policy Review, no. 113 (June/July 2002), online edition.
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It is unlikely that Huntington himself could have foreseen either the
rapidity or extent of religion’s rise to prominence in world affairs. He
had warned, of course, that Islam had especially bloody borders; but
that the rough outlines of a global fault line war pitting the West
against the Islamic world, or at least against its most refractory com-
ponents, would be in place less than a decade hence was cleatly
beyond anyone’s powers of prophecy.

Islamic militancy was already a burning issue in much of the world
by the end of the twentieth century. In late 2001, it quite unexpect-
edly hurtled to the top of the world threat list, driven there by the ter-
rorist attacks on New York and Washington and the subsequent
launching of the global war on terrorism. The humiliating defeat of
Baathist-ruled Iraq by American-led coalition forces in April 2003
seemed bound to keep it there. Notwithstanding strenuous efforts in
this period by numerous national leaders and a host of intellectuals to
draw a clear distinction between Islam as a major and humane world
religion and Islam as a cloak for politically motivated terrorist vio-
lence, the temptation to dilute the distinction has faced increasingly
less resistance. Indeed, there was some danger that a “clash of civi-
lizations” of some sort was no longer mere abstraction.

Religion’s rise in salience was especially visible in world public opin-
ion, where stunning changes in perceived threat seemed to confirm
Huntington’s postulated refashioning of the world order. For
instance, a massive Pew Global Attitudes opinion survey of more
than thirty-eight thousand people in forty-four nations, conducted
roughly a year after 9/11, turned up disturbing evidence of profound
differences in how people from different regions of the globe viewed
the United States and the U.S.-led global war on terrorism.> Majorities
rated the United States favorably in thirty-five of the forty-two coun-
tries in which the question was asked. The most negative opinions of
both the United States and the global war on terrorism were recorded
in predominantly Muslim countries of the Middle East and South
Asia—I.ebanon, Turkey, Jordan, Pakistan, Egypt, and Bangladesh.*

3. What the World Thinks in 2002: The Pew Global Attitudes Project (Washington, D.C.:
The Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, December 2002).

4. Of Muslim countries in what the survey designated the Middle East/Conflict
Area, only Uzbekistan, where an extremely high 85 percent of those polled gave the
United States a favorable rating, departed from the norm. Majorities in all Muslim
countries in the survey, again excluding Uzbekistan but including Indonesia and
Senegal, opposed the war on terrorism.
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Of these, Pakistan—in spite of its membership of the global coali-
tion against terrorism and key role in the coalition’s war in
Afghanistan—stood out for its people’s apparent disdain for America
and lack of sympathy for the global war on terrorism. According to
the survey, only 10 percent of Pakistanis (the second-lowest percent-
age among all nations surveyed) had a favorable opinion of the
United States; only 2 percent (the lowest figure among all the nations
surveyed) had a positive impression of the spread of American ideas
and customs; only 9 percent (again, the lowest figure among all
nations surveyed) preferred American ideas about democracy; and
while 45 percent opposed the U.S.-led war on terrorism, only 20 pet-
cent favored it. Bangladesh respondents were only mildly more favor-
ably inclined: 45 percent had a favorable view of the United States
(against 47 percent unfavorable); 31 percent preferred American ideas
about democracy (against 31 percent who did not); only 14 percent
had a positive impression of the spread of American ideas and cus-
toms; and only 28 percent favored the U.S.-led war on terrorism.

An especially startling finding surfaced in a Pew follow-up survey
question that queried respondents’ view of suicide bombing in
defense of Islam. Atleast a quarter of Muslims in eleven of the four-
teen countries surveyed believed that suicide bombings could be jus-
tified in order to defend Islam from its enemies. Support for suicide
bombing had surprisingly sizeable majorities in Lebanon (73 percent)
and Ivory Coast (56 percent); and relatively high minorities supported
it in the two Muslim-majority South Asian countries in the survey—
Bangladesh (44 percent) and Pakistan (33 percent).

Not surprisingly, the generally negative opinions Muslims around
the wortld seemed to harbor about the United States and the global
war on terrorism were strongly reciprocated by residents of the
United States. In a summer 2002 poll of 3,262 Americans sponsored
jointly by The Chicago Council on Foreign Relations and the German
Marshall Fund, terrorism topped the list of perceived threats to U.S.
vital interests. Muslim countries had remarkably low ratings on the
poll’s “favorability on thermometer scale”: Saudi Arabia (33 degrees),
Pakistan (31 degrees), Iran (28 degrees), and Afghanistan (29 degrees)
had all fallen in favor or remained stationary since 1998 in marked
contrast with countries like Russia (55 degrees), Britain (76 degrees),

5. What the World Thinks, 5.
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or Germany (61 degrees)—all of whom had risen in favor substan-
tially. There were also clear signs of marked increases in wariness
among Americans toward Islam: the proportion of Americans who
considered Islamic fundamentalism a critical threat to vital American
interests had jumped twenty-three points—from 38 percent to 61
percent—since 1998; four out of ten Americans declared the terrot-
ist attacks of 9/11 to represent the “true teachings” of Islam—to a
great degree (21 percent) or to some degree (18 percent); and there
was strong support (76 percent) for tightened restrictions on immi-
grants to the United States from Arab or Muslim lands.

Islam, whether combined rhetorically with militancy, fundamental-
ism, radicalism, or terrorism, without doubt currently occupies the
spotlight in the West’s efforts to beat back the current challenge to its
dominance of the global order. Admittedly, Islam may persist in this
role—or even fill it in yet more catastrophically violent ways—well
into the future.” It should not be imagined, however, that Islam is the
only religion on the planet able and willing to swell the ranks of reli-
gious radicalism or, for that matter, to inspire acts of terrorism.
Militant Hindu and Sikh movements, not infrequently tinged with vio-
lence and terrorism, have lengthy histories in India. Religious radical-
ism is not a rarity amongst Christians, either. On the contrary, there
are indications that the world’s rapidly expanding Christian population
may be acquiring “fundamentalist” traits hitherto attributed mainly to
Islam. Observing that “in the past half century the critical centers of
the Christian world have moved decisively to Africa, to Latin America,
and to Asia,” Pennsylvania State University historian Philip Jenkins
argues that revolutionary change in world Christianity is in progress,
that the motivation for change is conservative and fundamentalist at
its core, and that “in its variety and vitality, in its global reach, in its
association with the world’s fastest-growing societies, in its shifting
centers of gravity, in the way its values and practices vary from place

6. A World Transformed: Foreign Policy Attitudes of the U.S. Public after September 11
(Chicago: The Chicago Council on Foreign Relations, 2002).

7. This is the unsettling message of a recent commentary by a leading American
academic. According to him, “a dialectical and symbiotic connection, perhaps an
escalating and vicious cycle, exists between the [growth of the American Empire and
the growth of Islamic terrorism|, and the world is about to witness a titanic and
explosive struggle between them.” James Kurth, “Confronting the Unipolar Moment:
The American Empire and Islamic Terrorism,” Current History (December 2002): 404.
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to place—in these and other ways it is Christianity [not Islam] that will
leave the deepest mark on the twenty-first century.”8

South Asian Regional Perspective

THE GLOBAL WAR ON TERRORISM launched in October 2001 has had a
visibly profound impact on the states of South Asia—on Pakistan
most directly and physically, of course, but in one way or another on
the others as well. However, its impact on these states has been in cer-
tain key respects less traumatic—Iless politically and socially destabiliz-
ing, in other words—than in the case of countries in some other
regions. This is in part because South Asia, so far at least, has not been
a primary target in the war: It housed none of the so-called “rogue”
states, none of the notorious “axis of evil.”

In larger part, however, the states of South Asia have taken the war
on terrorism more or less in stride because religious radicalism and its
terrorist offshoots were already staples of the political agendas of
these states long before they reared their heads in New York and
Washington. These phenomena have none of the novelty in South
Asia, to put it simply, that they undoubtedly possess in South Bronx.
Indeed, few if any of the world’s other geographic regions can boast
of more deeply entrenched and widely felt patterns of religious radi-
calism than have been evident for decades in South Asia. This applies
especially to the two largest and most populous countries in the
region, India and Pakistan, but it also applies, albeit to a lesser extent,
to Bangladesh. Though these states differ greatly amongst themselves
when it comes to the roots, nature, and scale of religion-related radi-
calism, in all three states these phenomena are now major public
issues. They crop up constantly both in their domestic politics and in
their relations with one another.

INDIA

On India’s domestic front, religious radicalism has found its politi-
cally most powerful expression in the so-called sangh parivar—the fam-
ily of militant Hindu groups (including, most notably, the Rashtriya

8. Philip Jenkins, “The Next Christianity,” .Atlantic Monthly (October 2002): 54-55.
Jenkins’ ideas are elaborated in his book, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global
Christianity New York: Oxford University Press, 2002).
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Swayamsevak Sangh, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad, the Shiv Sena, and
the Bajrang Dal) that form the organizational backbone of contem-
porary Hindu nationalism. The Hindutva ideology of these groups,
having the goal of a united Hindu Rashtra (Hindu Nation)—and
asserting existence of a blanket “Hindu” national identity for all of
India’s inhabitants, be they formally Hindu or not—occupies one side
in a heated and momentous debate nowadays over India’s national
destiny. How one feels this destiny is best served—in regard to such
issues as the disposal of Kashmir, for instance, or the content of
school history textbooks, or the treatment of India’s religious minori-
ties, or the restoration of the Ram temple at Ayodhya, or even the
protection of India’s innumerable “holy cows”*—inevitably turns in
no small measure on one’s understanding of religion and of its rela-
tionship to Indian nationalism. Presently well positioned to advance
its Hindutva-oriented understanding of these is the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP), the political embodiment of Hindu nationalism and cur-
rent leader of the country’s ruling coalition government. For all of
India’s political parties, however, no matter how liberal and secular
they claim to be, the matter of religious identity is never very far from
the top of the political agenda.

The radical religious strain in Indian domestic politics surfaced
quite plainly in the legislative assembly elections held in Gujarat State
in December 2002. In these fiercely fought and immensely crucial
elections (the first of ten state elections scheduled in the run-up to the
national elections in 2004), Narendra Modi, the controversial incum-
bent chief minister, led the BJP’s state unit to a smashing political vic-
tory—securing 126 seats (more than two-thirds of the total) against
its Congress rival’s paltry 51. Almost all political analysts have con-
ceded that the Muslim massacre of Hindu pilgrims that occurred at
Godhra eatlier in the year in the states’ south, together with the wide-
spread anti-Muslim violence that followed it, bore heavily on the elec-
tion results. As India’s liberal intellectual class tended to see it, the
election’s outcome was yet another unwelcome sign that India’s secu-
lar statehood stood in considerable peril. Yogendra Yadav, one of

9. The University of Delhi historian who first sought to publish a book arguing that
the cow did not achieve sacred standing in Hinduism until the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries reportedly received death threats for his heresy. D. N. Jha, The Myth
of the Holy Cow (New York: Verso, 2002).
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India’s most seasoned election analysts, observed in Frontline, for
example, that “the BJP managed to recover its eroding social base
with carefully crafted and subtly executed politics of hatred. It did
succeed in keeping the damage within limits and offset these against
gains made in new regions and among new social groups. Anti-
Muslim violence played a crucial role in this process of recovery, dam-
age control and acquisition.”10

On India’s foreign front, New Delhi has traded very heavily in
recent years in accusations of religious extremism against its major
regional rival, Pakistan. The allegation that Pakistan was a “state spon-
sor of terrorism”—in particular, of Iskamic terrorism—in Muslim-
majority Kashmir was already a mainstay of Indian appeals for inter-
national (especially American) support by the middle of the 1990s;
and it grew steadily more prominent thereafter. In a letter to President
Bill Clinton on 12 May 1998, for example, in which he explained the
rationale underlying India’s initial series of nuclear tests, Prime
Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee complained of India’s “deteriorating
security environment” and, without actually naming Pakistan, of
India’s having been “for the last ten years ... the victim of unremitting
terrorism and militancy sponsored by it in several parts of [the| coun-
try, specially Punjab and Jammu and Kashmir.”!1 Vajpayee’s External
Affairs Minister Jaswant Singh, echoing these sentiments and capital-
izing on the growing international unpopularity of Islamabad’s
patronage of Taliban-ruled Afghanistan, declared in a public speech a
year later in the wake of the Kargil crisis that Pakistan’s action at
Kargil was “an overspill of the ‘Afghanistan disorder syndrome’ ... a
manifestation of this medieval malevolence spilling over from
Afghanistan.”’12

Application of the terrorist label to Pakistan gained much greater
credibility in late 2001, of course, when the West’s hugely expanded
apprehensions over the tactics of religious radicals suddenly seemed
to overlap—and thus to validate—India’s pre-existing fear that
Kashmir had been “hijacked” by jihad-motivated and Pakistan-based

10. Yogendra Yadav, “The Patterns and Lessons,” Frontline 19, no. 26 (21 December
2002 — 3 January 2003), online edition.

11. “India’s Letter to Clinton on the Nuclear Testing,” New York Times, 12 May
1998, online edition.

12. Jaswant Singh, “Kargil and Beyond” (speech given at the India International
Centre, New Delhi, 20 July 1999), text reproduced by the Embassy of India web service.
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foreign militants. Having survived for years on Western political
agendas primarily as an instance of human rights deprivation, the
Kashmir dispute now seemed in real danger of slipping into the cat-
egory of just another front in the global war on terrorism.

PAKISTAN

Pakistan’s national reputation has been subjected to a relentless bat-
tering in recent years—and not only from its Indian adversary.
Routinely described in the Western media as a politically maimed and
potentially “failed” or “failing’ state, Pakistan was said by responsible
observers even before 9/11 to be “drifting toward religious extrem-
ism.”’13 Prominent American academics and professional analysts
claimed that many Pakistani Army officers “share the religious zeal of
the fundamentalists”1# and that the country’s thousands of madrassas
(traditional religious schools, seminaries or academies) were serving as
massive institutional incubators of religious fanaticism as well as
recruiting centers for the Islamic jihad.!®> Prestigious American think
tanks occasionally weighed in with highly damaging country profiles
of their own. For instance, the comprehensive report (Transition 2007)
presented to the Bush administration in its first weeks in office by a
blue ribbon panel assembled by the Rand Corporation contained the
stark warning that

Pakistan is in serious crisis and is pursuing policies countet to
important U.S. interests. The United States should increase
pressure on Islamabad to stop support for the Taliban, to
cooperate in the fight against terrorism, to show restraint in
Kashmir, and to focus on solving its own internal prob-
lems.... Pakistan continues to be beset by unhealthy political,
economic, and strategic trends.... The most disturbing of
these trends has been the growth of Islamic extremism.
Extremist groups thrive because of Pakistans continuing
state failures and because they are intentionally supported by

13. Barry Bearak, “Death to Blasphemers: Islam’s Grip on Pakistan,” New York
Times, 12 May 2001, online edition.

14. Sumit Ganguly, “Pakistan’s Never-Ending Story,” Foreign Affairs 79, no. 2
(March/April 2000): 6.

15. See, for instance, Rahul Bedi, “Kashmir Peace Talks Collapse,” Jane’s Intelligence
Review 12, no. 10 (1 October 2000), online edition for Asia.
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the Pakistan military and secret services in the pursuit of the
lattet’s goals in Kashmir and Afghanistan.!6

Not the least damaging assessment, however, had come on 25
March 2000, not long before the release of the Rand report, directly
and unequivocally from an American president. In his televised
address to the people of Pakistan during a brief five-hour visit to the
country at the end of an India-centered trip to the region, Bill Clinton
came within a hair’s breadth of branding Pakistan a sponsor of terror-
ism. Specifically, he admonished his listeners to recognize “that no
grievance, no cause, no system of belief can ever justify deliberate
killing of innocents. Those who bomb bus stations, target embassies
and kill those who uphold the law are not heroes.” He noted Pakistan’s
“tragic squandering of effort, energy and wealth on policies that make
[it] poorer but not safer”” On Kashmir, he urged restraint and respect
for the Line of Control. He called attention to what he designated “a
stark truth,” specifically that “there is no military solution to
Kashmir,” then added the biting moral admonition that “it is wrong
to support attacks against civilians across the Line of Control.”1”

The advent of the global war on terrorism brought only modest
relief for Pakistan’s beleaguered public image. Indeed, though
Pakistan found itself suitably positioned once again in the frontline of
the West’s fight against a common enemy, Pakistan’s reputation con-
tinued to take a beating. The radical Islamist cu terrorist brand clung
to it like a tar baby—even more tightly, it seemed, when linked with
allegations of nuclear recklessness. Witness, for example, the com-
ments of Jim Hoagland, a two-time Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist,
in an article appearing in the Washington Post on 24 October 2002,
soon after charges were made that Pakistan had supplied to North
Korea equipment for enriching uranium. Provocatively headlined
“Nuclear Enabler: Pakistan Today Is the Most Dangerous Place on
Earth,” the article declared that

[President] Pervez Musharraf’s Pakistan is a base from which
nuclear technology, fundamentalist terrorism and life-

16. Transition 2001 (Washington, D.C.: The Rand Corporation, January 2001), xiii, 45.
17. “Complete Text of President Clinton’s Address to the People of Pakistan,”
Dawn, 25 March 2000, online edition.
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destroying heroin are spread around the globe. American and
French citizens and Christians of any nationality, including
Pakistani, are indiscriminately slaughtered by fanatics as occa-
sion arises. This nuclear-armed country is in part
ungoverned, in part ungovernable.!8

For those already convinced that the repugnant reputation was
wholly deserved, the results of the October 2002 elections of
Pakistan’s national and provincial assemblies seemed to offer confir-
mation. The elections catapulted into the political limelight the
Muttahida Majlis-i-Amal (MMA), a fiercely anti-U.S. bloc of six ultra-
conservative Islamist parties. The alliance won an unprecedented 52
of 272 seats (19 percent) in the National Assembly election, lifting the
religious parties into a potentially power-brokering role in the central
government for the first time in Pakistan’ history; and in the provin-
cial elections, the MMA won outright control of the North West
Frontier Province (NWFP) and a major share in power in a coalition
government in Baluchistan—Iike the NWIEP geographically situated
next to the strategically sensitive Afghanistan border. There were a
number of reasons for the MMA’s electoral triumph; and some of
them had very little to do with Islam. Moreover, the fact that the
MMA secured only 11 percent of the popular vote nationwide (and
much less than that in the country’s most populous provinces—the
Punjab and Sindh) argued fairly persuasively against the idea that reli-
gious fanaticism was sweeping the nation. Nevertheless, the belief
that Pakistan was not wholeheartedly committed to the West’s side in
the global war on terrorism could not easily be dismissed.

BANGLADESH

Bangladesh has long enjoyed a reputation as an especially moder-
ate Islamic country. Considered by many to be culturally more
Bengali than Muslim, it was a relative latecomer to the list of nations
said by some to be dangerously infected with the virus of religious
radicalism. A number of developments prompted its placement in
this category. One of them was the surprising capture of sixteen
seats in the National Assembly by the rightwing Jamaat-i-Islami (JI)

18. Jim Hoagland, “Nuclear Enabler: Pakistan Today Is the Most Dangerous Place
on Earth,” Washington Post, 24 October 2002, online edition.
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religious party in the October 2001 general elections. In fact, this fig-
ure represented only 5 percent of the total number of seats.
Moreover, the JI’s success was mainly the fortuitous product of its
inclusion in a four-party electoral alliance formed by Begum Khaleda
Zia’s Bangladesh National Party (BNP), which won a smashing vic-
tory over the Awami League and, besides, an outright parliamentary
majority in its own right. Bangladesh’ Islamists were not in a position,
in other words, to claim an electoral coup even remotely on the scale
of the one scored by Pakistan’s Islamist parties exactly a year later.

A perhaps equally potent reason for ringing of the religious extrem-
ist alarm bell over Bangladesh were sensational reports of spreading
Islamic militancy—including attacks on the country’s Hindu minority
(as much as 11 percent of the population)—that seemed to surface
with increasing frequency in world media in the wake of the October
2001 elections. To the great chagrin of the BNP’ leadership, widely
circulated articles warning of the mushrooming growth of militant-
run madrassas, of the existence of covert military training camps for
recruits to the Islamic jihad, and of a thickening web of organiza-
tional links between militant Bangladeshi groups with al-Qaeda
appeared under such arresting headlines as “Beware of Bangladesh—
Bangladesh: Cocoon of Terror,”1? and “Bangladesh: Breeding
Ground for Muslim Terror.”?0 An October 15, 2002 Tzme magazine
report bearing the title “Deadly Cargo” observed that “signs abound
that Bangladesh has become a safe haven for Islamic jihadis—includ-
ing Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters fresh off the boat from
Afghanistan.” This article told of a midnight rendezvous in
December 2001 off the coast of Bangladesh, where more than a hun-
dred heavily armed al-Qaeda fighters, fleeing American bombing in
Afghanistan, were allegedly off-loaded and sped to hiding places pre-
sumably in the Chittagong Hill Tracts.2! Faced with such reports, the
Bangladesh government fought back, insisting that it was the target of
an internationally orchestrated slander campaign.?? It appeared most
unlikely, however, that the issue of religious radicalism would soon be

19. Bertil Lintner, “Beware of Bangladesh—Bangladesh: Cocoon of Terror,” Far
Eastern Economic Review (4 April 2002).

20. Lintner, “Bangladesh: Breeding Ground for Muslim Terror,” Asia Times, 21
September 2002, online edition.

21. Alex Perry, “Deadly Cargo,” Time Asia, 15 October 2002, online edition.

22. Haroon Habib, “Bangladesh Alleges Slander Campaign,” The Hindn, 18 October
2002, online edition.
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removed from the domestic and foreign policy agendas of
Bangladesh.

Workshop on Religion and Security in South Asia

RELIGIOUS RADICALISM was a significant policy problem in most of
the South Asian countries even before the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001. From the brief discussion above, one can read-
ily see that it has grown into a yet more formidable problem since
then. This problem cleatly presents itself today as a challenge to
domestic policymakers in most of the seven countries of South Asia;
it presents itself also as a challenge at the levels of regional and inter-
national security policy. Without doubt, religious radicalism merits
classification, in particular, among the most serious challenges cur-
rently confronting U.S. security policy pertaining to the South Asian
region. This holds true even if the scale of religious radicalism’s
threat to the region (or any country in it) in the popular imagination
is grossly overstated.

Recognition of the need for serious examination of the problem
of religious radicalism in the South Asian region prompted the Asia-
Pacific Center for Security Studies in Honolulu, Hawaii, to hold a
workshop on “Religion and Security in South Asia” from 19-22
August 2002. The workshop focused on the three largest countries
of the region—India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. It brought together
senior policymakers, defense officials, journalists, intelligence ana-
lysts, nongovernmental organization (NGO) activists, and leading
academics concerned with South Asia to discuss issues relating to the
phenomenon of religious radicalism in the region. The specific
objective was to advance policymakers’ understanding of the rela-
tionship between religious radicalism and security in this region, and
thus to improve their capacity to fashion security policies appropri-
ate to the challenges of religious radicalism in the present period.
Thirty-eight individuals from six nations (Bangladesh, Denmark,
India, Pakistan, Thailand, United States) participated in the work-
shop.

The workshop was organized into nine panels focused on three
broad themes: (1) the ideological, organizational, and institutional
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roots of religious radicalism in India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, (2) the
relationship of religious radicalism to the threat of both domestic and
interstate violence in South Asia, and (3) the policy implications, both
domestic and international, of religious radicalism. Specific questions
considered in the workshop included the following:

* What is the scale of religious radicalism’s threat to the security of
South Asia and adjoining regions?

* What differences exist in the nature and scale of religious radical-
ism in the three countries under study?

* In organization, ideology, and political impact, how does Is/amic rad-
icalism compare with Hindn radicalism?

* Exactly what does religion, understood as a body of beliefs and
doctrine, have to do with religious radicalism? To what extent is reli-
gious identity merely a vebicl rather than an inspiration for religious
radicalism?

* How important are madrassas as “incubators” or “factories” of
Islamic militancy and terrorism?

e What are the causes and current dimensions of inter-communal
and sectarian violence in these three countries?

* What is the relationship between ethnic separatism and religious
radicalism—in particular as manifested in Kashmir and in India’s
Northeast?

* What impact has the global war on terrorism had on the growth and
severity of religious radicalism in the three countries? In particular,
what has been its impact on India-Pakistan relations?

* How have the international community and, especially, the United
States government reacted to religious radicalism in South Asia?
How have their policies differed in this regard from country to
country in the region?

* What policy measures should the United States, other countries,
and international organizations take in South Asia to best meet the
challenge of religious radicalism?
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The papers assembled in this volume address these issues and oth-
ers. From the beginning, care was taken to ensure that all topics dealt
with—all of them enormously controversial—would be addressed
from a diversity of philosophical and national points of view. Thus,
no “school perspective”—much less any “school solution”—will be
found herein. The organizers of the workshop, and of the book,
understood that a major challenge was to maintain throughout the
project a commitment to impartial, unfettered, and rigorous scholarly
inquiry. Naturally, this does not mean that a reader will find the argu-
ment in each chapter entirely appealing. Were that the case, the organ-
izers would surely have failed in their task. It is the hope of the pro-
ject’s organizers that the contents of this volume will stimulate closer
attention—by policymakers as well as academic analysts—to the
widespread, multifaceted, and profoundly important phenomenon of
religious radicalism in South Asia.



PART ONE

RoOTS OF RELIGIOUS RADICALISM
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Origins and Growth Patterns of Islamic
Organizations in Pakistan

uring the flurry of scholarly studies after September 11,
2001, researchers typically focused on investigation into Quranic
teachings, analysis of jibad and jihadis and interpretations of the
“Muslim mind” in general. This approach was sometimes put in a
larger context of the perceived clash of civilizations. The specific
Islamic civilization was characterized as a relatively emotive, undisci-
plined, medievalist and essentially irrational force inherently disrup-
tive of the modern civilization led by the West. Often, jihadi parties
and groups, topped by the erstwhile Taliban and its ally al-Qaeda
operating in the region surrounding Pakistan, provided the basic
material for outlining the emergence of a self-propelling motivating
force in the form of Islamic organizations. According to this
approach, this inner state of mind of Muslim terrorists inspired by
jihadist teachings lies at the heart of the problem.
Paul Brass distinguishes this so-called primordial approach from
the instrumentalist or circumstantialist approach, which considers
Islamic ideology as a social construct sponsored by the elite in pursuit

17
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of political objectives.! While the primordial approach stresses the
innate mobilizing and inspiring strength of the appeal of Islamic val-
ues and norms, the circumstantialist approach focuses on state poli-
cies and organizational goals. The latter approach has been an obvi-
ous casualty in the heat of debate during the war against terror. It has
been generally discounted as irrelevant and inapplicable to the current
Muslim challenge to the world peace and stability. For example, in a
recent opinion poll in the United States, 82 percent of people believed
that terrorism was not related to public policy as pursued by
Washington. In most Muslim countries, including Pakistan, there are
estimated to be as many people or even more who would believe oth-
erwise. In other words, the Muslim self-statement is rooted in the cir-
cumstantialist approach to Islamic militancy. According to this, it is
the perceived unjust policies of the United States that should be held
responsible for the emergence of anti-American feelings throughout
the Muslim world. It is argued that the content and style of Islamic
organizational activities can be most fruitfully evaluated in a contex-
tual framework.

We propose to look at the issue of Islamic militancy in Pakistan
with reference to the postcolonial state, which cultivated Islam as a
supreme source of legitimacy. In addition, we shall discuss the emer-
gence of political Islam as an electoral force, a quarter of a century
after independence. Similarly, we want to analyze the political role of
sectarian organizations along with their madrassa-based educational
and training activities. Finally, we shall discuss the input of interna-
tional Islamic networks in the emergence of the militant thought and
practice.

State and Islam

IN THE CONTEXT OF THE POPULAR RESPONSE to Western policies or to
policies of pro-Western regimes in the Muslim wotld, there can be
fundamental differences in the potential of Islamic movements to
challenge, reshape or topple the ruling set-up. This depends largely on
the nature of a specific Muslim state. On the one hand, there are the

1. See Paul Brass, “Elite Groups, Symbol Manipulation and Ethnic Identity among
the Muslims of South Asia,” in D. D. Taylor and Malcolm Yapp, eds., Political 1dentity
in South Asia (Sutrey, 1979), 47-48.
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ex-British colonial societies including India, Sri Lanka, Kenya and
Ghana as well as Muslim states such as Malaysia, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, Sudan, and Nigeria. Here, a kind of “tutelary democ-
racy” prevailed at the time of independence, comprising objectified
sources of authority in the sense of rule of law and rule of public
representatives on the one hand and the power base of traditional
clite operating in the modern state sector through electoral politics on
the other.?2 No populist revolution has upturned a government in any
of the Commonwealth countries in the postwar era, from either reli-
gious or class perspective.

On the other hand, there are non-ex-British colonies such as
Vietnam, Kampuchea, Angola, Mozambique and Muslim states of
Algeria and Indonesia. Here, the second component of the British
colonial legacy, i.e., the traditional elite acting as a broker between the
state and society, was missing. As the “assimilationist” policies of
colonial governments co-opted the local elite, the latter lost legitimacy
in the public eye and thus rendered initiative into the hands of radi-
cal urban intelligentsia. Following the pattern of their modern prede-
cessors who had fought against the French colonial rule, Islamic
groups in Algeria ran a populist election campaign and almost cap-
tured the state in the aborted 1993 elections.

At the other end, Muslim countries with a non-colonial past, includ-
ing Iran, Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, Iraq and Syria, lacked the first
component of the colonial state, i.e., objectification of the sources of
authority in the form of constitutional rule. Here, the state depended
in the last resort on a “community of trust” represented by Pehlavi
dynasty, Kabul nobility, House of Saud, Takritis and Alavis, respec-
tively.3 The process of modernization, postwar communication
explosion and horizontal mobility—especially urbanization—created
enormous pressures on these states. They lacked an internally differ-
entiated legal-institutional mechanism to keep the oppositional move-
ments decentralized as well as de-ideologized. Iran and Afghanistan
collapsed in the face of these movements, while Saudi Arabia faces

2. Myron Weiner, “Empirical Democratic Theory,” in Myron Weiner and Ergun
Ozbudun, eds., Competitive Elections in Developing Countries (Duke University Press,
1987), 4-5.

3. Charles Tripp, “Islam and the State in the Middle East” (paper presented at the
Conference on Sectarianism and the Secular State, ICES, Colombo, 1992), 3.
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grim prospects of a populist challenge in the first decade of the
twenty-first century.

Pakistan is a constitutional state, with a colonial legacy deeply
rooted in the rule of law as well as electoral democracy, which was
disrupted by four stints of military rule. Paradoxically, the new state
was carved out of India as a Muslim state in the teeth of opposition
from some Islamic groups and parties led by Jamiat Ulema Hind
(JUH). However, certain lesser Islamic groups became part of the
Pakistan movement and later emerged as an in-built pressure group
within the post-independence state system. We can outline four major
currents of Islamic thinking and activity in British India that together
formed the Islamic tradition as part of the political culture of
Pakistan in its early phase: mass agitation such as the Khilafat move-
ment and Hijrat movement (1920-24); institutions of Islamic learning
such as at Deoband, Breilly and Lucknow, which provided a frame-
work for the Muslim self-statement about classical values and norms
of Islam and the contemporary response of Muslim societies to
Western domination; Islamic revivalist movements led by Wahabis at
one end and Ahmadis at the other, with organizations such as Tableeq
and Tanzim operating in the middle for restoring the glory of Islam;
and mulla activism in the Pakhtun tribal area adjoining Afghanistan,
which characterized the local rebellion against a remote, impersonal
and alien state in a narodnik spirit.# Islam in Pakistan has represented
all four trends represented by street agitation, anti-Western intellectual
discourse, religious scholarship of madrassas and the potential for a
xenophobic tribal rebellion in the North West Frontier Province
(NWEP), respectively. While the general public displayed these
strands of Islamic thought and action, the official Islam focused on
the “two-nation theory” and later Pakistan ideology as sources of
state legitimacy and profile of national destiny.

For a quarter of a century after independence, the modernist
Muslim elite kept the reigns of government firmly in its own hands.
The logic of Partition as fulfillment of the demand for a separate
Muslim homeland carved out of British India kept Islam at the center
of the nationalist discourse. Additionally, the migrant-led ruling

4. D. Reetz, “Muslim Concepts of Local Power and Resistance: Islamic Militants in
the Indian Frontier Province before Independence” (paper presented at the
Fourteenth European Conference on Modern South Asian Studies, Copenhagen,
21-24 August 1996), 2.
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elite—including the first governor general Jinnah and the first prime
minister Liaqat, who came from Bombay and United Provinces (UP)
in India, respectively—opted for a model of centralist rule sometimes
described as the viceregal system.> Governments used Islamic ideol-
ogy to counter the demand for provincial autonomy in pursuit of
their agenda for national unity. Ulema and Islamists in general occu-
pied a secondary role in public life. While operating from the madrassa
and the pulpit of the mosque, they demanded rule of shar’a in
Pakistan. Under successive patliamentary governments (1947-58) fol-
lowed by General Ayub’s military—and later presidential—rule
(1958-09), the ruling elite adopted various strategies to control, cajole
or co-opt Islamist elements. The latter condemned the former for
being lackeys of the secular West.

Emergence of Political Islam

THE 1970 ELECTION WAS A TURNING POINT in the history of Islamist
groups and parties. General Yahya’s military government (1969-71)
faced the leftist challenge from Zulfigar Ali (Z.A.) Bhutto in West
Pakistan and the Bengali nationalist challenge from Mujiburrehman in
East Pakistan. It decided to back Islamist elements in both wings to
stem the tide of anti-establishment feelings. The 1970 election is gen-
erally identified with the emergence of politics of the Left in West
Pakistan, not the least because it led to the formation of Bhutto’s
populist government in Islamabad.® However, the 1970 election also
ushered in an era of politics of Islam. Ulema moved out of their
mosques and madrassas, and managed to get eighteen out of three
hundred seats in the national assembly (NA). Surprisingly, the conser-
vative Jamiat Ulema Islam (JUI)—based on the Deobandi sect—got
seven NA seats in the Pakhtun tribal belt of NWFP and Baluchistan.
It formed coalition governments in the two provinces and even got
chief ministership for itself in NWEP. The relatively less strict Jamiat
Ulema Pakistan (JUP)—based on the Brelvi sect—also got seven
seats, while the Jamaat-i-Islami (JI)—the essentialist party of univer-
sity graduates—won four seats.

5. See K. B. Sayeed, The Political System in Pakistan (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1968).

6. For example, see S. J. Burki and Craig Baxter, “Socioeconomic Indicators of the
People’s Party Vote in the Punjab: A Study at the Tehsil Level,” in W. H. Wriggins,
ed., Pakistan in Transition (Islamabad: 1975), 64—67.
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While politics of the Left represented the popular wave under
Z.A. Bhutto, the opposition politics took a turn in the 1970s in favor
of Islamic parties. First, they moved from a mere pressure group to
becoming stakeholders in the political system itself, and sought to
Islamize the system from within. Second, they formed coalition gov-
ernments in the two provincial governments and thus got a share in
state power in terms of resource allocation to their constituents.
Third, in the event of a total defeat of the mainstream Pakistan
Muslim League (PML) factions in the 1970 elections, the mantle of
legitimacy for the role of opposition through the media and public
forums fell on the JI-JUI-JUP representatives in and outside legisla-
tures. They consistently criticized Bhutto for his un-Islamic (read
“socialist”) policies and introduced a comprehensive Islamic dis-
course for discussing the national agenda in public. Finally, they lent
a religious character to the anti-Bhutto movement after the contro-
versial elections of 1977. The relatively secular ethnic elite and lib-
eral mainstream politicians in the opposition’s Pakistan National
Alliance (PNA) felt obliged to accept the ideological leadership of
Islamic parties, not the least because the latter mobilized thousands
of madrassa students to bring demonstrations out in the street and
used mosques for propagating war against an “infidel” Bhutto.

Islamism almost forced itself as a source of legitimacy for the new
military leader General Zia (1977-88). The more the Pakistan People’s
Party (PPP) leader Bhutto displayed his potential to challenge Zia
from jail, the more Zia manipulated Islamic ideology for stabilizing
his regime. He issued the controversial Hadood Ordinances shortly
before hanging Bhutto ostensibly to pre-empt the much-feared agita-
tion from his party. Zia castigated democracy as an importation from
the West and instead upheld Islam as a source of legitimacy. The
Islamic parties ]I, JUI and JUP joined Zia’s military government in an
all-out effort to stop Bhutto’s party from coming back to power in the
event of elections. Cooperation between army and Islamic parties that
started under Yahya came to fruition under Zia. The JI earned the
dubious title of Martial Law’s B team. Islam and democracy appeared
to be incompatible entities.

During the Zia period, Islamist groups and parties gained
immensely in terms of building an image of street power. The first
major agitation of Islamist elements in the 1953 anti-Ahmadiya
movement had brought down the Daultana government in Punjab
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and subsequently the Nazimuddin government in the Center. In the
following decades, several governments took to their heals in the face
of a threat of Islamic agitation.

In 1962, Ayub accepted the demand from the Islamist group for
changing the name of the country from Republic of Pakistan to
Islamic Republic of Pakistan. In 1974, Z.A. Bhutto obliged Islamists
by declaring Ahmadis—his erstwhile allies in the 1970 elections—a
religious minority. In 1981, Zia conceded to the Shia activists by
exempting Shias from payment of Zakat, which was generally identi-
fied with Sunni jurisprudence. In 1995, Benazir Bhutto withdrew her
decision to audit the finances of madrassas, stop guerrilla training of
their students and reform their hate-based curricula in the face of a
nationwide strike. In 1998, Nawaz Sharif met the same fate when he
wanted to implement these reforms. In 2000, General Musahrraf
withdrew his proposal to reform the procedural aspects of the
Blasphemy Law in the face of a threat of street agitation from
Islamists. In this way Islamic parties demonstrated their street power
whenever their interests were threatened.

The war in Afghanistan, which was initiated, financed and spon-
sored by Islamabad and, indirectly but more effectively, by
Washington, took Islamic politics into its militant mode of opera-
tion. Afghan mujahideen and their counterparts from Pakistan
embraced the ideology of jihad against the Soviet Union. Islamic
parties, especially JI but also JUI with its base among the tribal
Pathan population in the vicinity of the war theater, accumulated
immense financial resources, gained access to the diplomatic world
and got hold of lethal weapons in large numbers. However, these
parties progressively lost electoral space. Their combined vote came
down from 21.5 percent in 1970 to 6.7 percent in 1993. In 1997, all
Islamic parties put together got two out of 207 National Assembly
seats. It was clear that their real strength and agenda had moved out-
side the narrow confines of electoral politics and even the territorial
limits of Pakistan.

The armed might of jihadist parties was rendered ineffective during
the U.S.-led war against terrorism in 2001-02. The loss of direction
for Islamists, combined with despondency, led to reworking of links
with ideological allies at home and abroad. As Pakistan moved to elec-
tions in October 2002, the anti-American sentiment provided a rally-
ing ground for Islamic parties.
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Sectarian Dimension

ALMOST ALL ISLAMIC PARTIES and groups in Pakistan are based in spe-
cific sects and subsects. Only ]I, along with its student body Islamic
Jamiat Talba (IJT), is supra-sectarian in approach and activity.” This
party represented the Islamist conservative section of the urban mid-
dle class, educated in colleges and universities. JI has no constituency
in rural areas, few pockets of support among industrial workers and a
limited electoral strength. It has essentially operated as a pressure
group for Islamizing the state and implementing Sharia. It produced
Islamic literature in the Urdu language, which tried to grapple with
modern issues of politics and administration, education and health,
and manners and morals. JI aimed at Islamizing the state system of
Pakistan through electoral democracy, using the instrument of law. It
established its student wings in the institutions of higher learning
throughout the country. The military elite often used the JI’s endemic
presence in professions—e.g., Urdu press, as well as colleges and uni-
versities—to destabilize an incumbent government, especially a PPP
government. The party enjoyed its heyday under Zia who turned its
intellectual, organizational and ideological resources into a great asset
for his agenda to deflect democratic challenges at home and regulate
the support mechanism for the war in Afghanistan. Being educated in
colleges and universities, JI-oriented men and women have a strong
job orientation and indeed already have a considerable presence
within the power-wielding institutions of the state.

However, a sectarian party is the prototype of Islamic organization
today.® Pakistanis are predominantly Sunni and followers of the
Hanafi school of thought (as opposed to the relatively more strict
Hanbali, Maliki and Shafi schools popular in several Arab countries).
Sunni-Hanafis have their center of gravity in the Indo-Muslim civi-
lization, especially in the two seminaries at Breilly and Deoband in
northern India. Brelvis encourage saint-worship and shrine-worship,
indulge in superstitious practices and uphold the tradition of Sufi
orders established over centuries. They represent the majority in
Pakistan, with a large base in the peasant culture of Punjab. JUP, as

7. For details, see Vali R. Nasr, The VVanguard of Islamic Revolution: The Jamat Islami of
Pakistan (London: 1. B. Tauris, 1995).

8. Mohammad Waseem, “Sectarian Conflict in Pakistan,” in K. M. de Silva, ed.,
Conflict and Violence in South Asia (Kandy, 2000), 71-74.
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the leading Brelvi party, is typically non-militant. Brelvi ulema allow
separation between church and state inasmuch as their followers vote
for local influentials who may not be JUI nominees. JUP has gener-
ally kept a low profile, except during the 1977 anti-Bhutto movement.
It held an all-Pakistan Sunni conference in 2000. As an offshoot of
JUP in Karachi, the Sunni Tehrik represents a diehard approach to the
Sunni agenda.

While Brelvis represent oral orthodoxy cushioned by devotional
practices, Deobandis represent literate orthodoxy with a strict adher-
ence to the classical texts of Islam. This sect has produced several
organizations: JUH in the 1920s, Ahrars and Majlis Tahaffuz Khatm
e Nubawat (MTKN) in the 1940s and its leading party in Pakistan JUI,
which was sometimes divided into rival factions, such as Hazarvi ver-
sus Thanvi groups and Fazlurrehman versus Samiul Haq groups. As
JUI(s) embraced militant politics during the Zia period, the Sipah-i
Sahaba Pakistan (SSP) emerged as its sectarian outfit. The latter in
turn gave birth to a terrorist group Lashkar-i Jhangvi (L]), which had
a clear mandate to kill Shias and destroy their infrastructure. As the
main anti-Shia groups for the last two decades, SSP and L] were
widely held responsible for sectarian terrorism. Nawaz Sharif intro-
duced an Anti-Sectarian Bill in the national assembly in 1993 to con-
trol their activities. But the bill was allowed to lapse, ostensibly for the
fear of alienating the pro-Nawaz Sunni establishment. General
Musharraf finally banned L] in 2001.

In Punjab, the appeal of Deobandis has been limited to some lower
middle class sections of the population. However, Pakhtuns of
NWEP and also Baluchistan emerged as natural followers of
Deobandism. The rigid adherence to Pakhtun tribal customs amply
correlated with textual rigidity and puritanical behavior preached by
Deoband. The popular Deobandi institution of Tablighi Jamat was
concerned with proselytization, correct ritual practice and a jihad of
soul through peaceful means rather than through militant action
against non-believers. On the other hand, the Pakhtun Deobandism,
and later Afghan Deobandism, flourished under war against commu-
nist infidels.” When the chief of the seminary at Deoband and his
entourage visited NWFP in 2001 to participate in the 150t anniversary

9. Barbara Metcalf, “Piety, Persuasion and Politics: Deoband’s Model of Islamic
Activism” (working paper), 5.
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of their school, they were reportedly alienated by the deafening sound
of gunfire that welcomed them. Deobandism, along with tribalism
rooted in the Pakhtun segmentary lineage system, produced a jihadi
culture that soon spilled over to various areas of Punjab and Sindh. A
thriving gun industry in the tribal area and the U.S.-supplied arms in
the hands of Afghan mujahideen built the new jihadi infrastructure in
northwest Pakistan.

Another Sunni subsect called Wahabi, or Salafi, has recently gained
ground in major cities of Pakistan. Jamiat Ahle Hadith (JAH) remains
the major Wahabi party. It is widely known that Salafis represent and
safeguard Saudi Arabian interests in Pakistan. Being very strict about
Islamic teachings and disallowing liberal and modern interpretations of
the Quran and Sunna, this sect has a limited appeal beyond certain com-
mercial and professional middle class sections. After the 1991 Gulf War,
when most of Islamic parties and groups opposed the U.S.-led coalition
against Saddam Hussein, Saudi Arabia felt obliged to shift its patronage
away from parties such as JI and created a string of Salafi establishments
in Pakistan. In the backdrop of the continuing war in Afghanistan and
the emergence of jihadist struggle in Indian-held Kashmir, the new
Salafi outfit Dawat-ul-Irshad (DI) established guerrilla training camps
such as Ma’skar Tayaba in Kunnar province in Afghanistan and
Markaz Tayaba in Muridke near Lahore. Their guerrilla force, Lashkar
Tayaba, claimed several activities in Indian Kashmir. Salafis are ultra-
fundamentalists in their approach to theological matters.10

The Shia-Sunni conflict has occupied the center stage in terms of
sectarian strife during the last two decades. The Shia, as a minority at
15 percent of the population, became overtly political in the late
1970s. First, Zia’s largely Sunni-based Islamization program shook the
Shia community out of complacency and caused widespread mobi-
lization in the pursuit of sectarian ends. Secondly, Khomeini’s revolu-
tion in Iran reinvigorated Shia minorities everywhere, especially in
Pakistan. Shias formed a new party, Tehrik Nifaz Figh-i Jafaria
(TNF]J), in a bid to safeguard their religious and economic interests,
and establish an Islamic state in Pakistan. The murder of the Shia rev-
olutionary leader Ariful Hussaini, allegedly at the hands of Sunnis,
was followed by revenge killings on both sides. SSP led a vehement

10. See Guilain Denoeux, “The Forgotten Swamp: Navigating Political Islam,”
Middle East Policy 9, no. 2 (June 2002).
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campaign for declaring Pakistan a Sunni state, and carried out numer-
ous acts of terrorism against Shias. Some younger Shias formed their
own militant organization, Sipah Muhammed (SM), which, however,
soon lost ground.

One can distinguish between the two generations of Islamists in
Pakistan’s history. The first-generation Islamists, who were generally
supra-sectarian, aimed at changing the law of the land, struggled to
enter the state through elections, operated through the printed word
and dabbled in conceptualizing the West, modernity, science, public
morality and statehood. The second-generation Islamists were sectar-
ian, localist and militant. They lacked intellectual tools for understand-
ing the dynamics of the state, the region, and the world at large. They
focused on simple polarities such as Islam and the West as good and
evil, respectively. They prepared themselves for war against the per-
ceived domination of Christians and Jews over the Muslim World.
The liberal intelligentsia often criticized the first generation for trying
to turn the wheel of history backwards. It condemned the second
generation for attempting to change the rules of game from ballot to
bullet and “externalizing” the public agenda in terms of a grand
polarity between Islam and the West in the world at large.

Institutional Setting

ISLAMIC SEMINARIES (MADRASSAS) have made news headlines ever
since mujahideen organized resistance against the Soviet incursion
into Afghanistan. The number of madrassas in Pakistan increased
from around 700 in both East and West wings to 868 in Punjab alone
in 1975 to 3,874 in the whole country in 1995. In 2002, more than
5,000 madrassas were supposed to be active on the ground.!!

In the 1980s, thousands of new madrassas were opened in the
backdrop of state incentives such as allocation of funds through the
Zakat Foundation. Many of these madrassas operated as base camps
for recruiting and training Afghan mujahideen. Typically, madrassas
have been socially embedded in sectarian communities. The five
major federations or associations of madrassas in charge of their
organizational and infrastructural requirements belong to Deobandi,
Brelvi, Salafi and Shia sects, and JI. Apart from a few centers of excel-

11. Waseem, “Sectarian Conflict,” 66-70.
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lence in Islamic teaching, these madrassas generally lack in quality.
Saudi Arabia and Iran allegedly provided financial and infrastructural
support to Sunni and Shia madrassas, respectively, and thus waged a
proxy war on the soil of Pakistan. Students of madrassas typically
belonged to families living at the edge of the society in terms of
poverty, supptression, economic breakdown and migration from rural
to urban areas. Students were socialized along the message of hostil-
ity toward others, including institutional and sectarian rivals and reli-
gious enemies, especially Hindus and Jews, the Westernized ruling
elite in Pakistan and the West. There are many respectable madrassas,
such as Jamia Ashrafia, Jamia Rashidia and Madrassa Khairul Ulem,
which impart classical knowledge of Islam. Indeed, madrassas gener-
ally remained confined to teaching religious classics and preaching
piety in their respective localities. However, a minority of these
madrassas was engaged in the jihadist activities, especially in the back-
drop of mujahideen’s war in Afghanistan, followed by Taliban’s rule
in Kabul from 1996 to 2001.

Benazir and Nawaz Sharif balked over the issue of regulating
madrassas for the fear of inviting the wrath of Islamist groups. The
Musharraf government issued a Madrassa Registration Ordinance in
June 2002 to control foreign funding, improve curricula and disallow
training in the use of arms.!2 An umbrella organization of madrassas,
Jamiat Ittehad Ulama (JIU), rejected the ordinance and opted for a
general strike. Its predecessor had been active against all official
attempts at regulation of madrassas from 1995 onward.

The thinking in official circles and in the educated middle class
about madrassas revolves around the idea of bringing them into the
mainstream education program. For that purpose, it has been sug-
gested to introduce computers, science education and other practical
arts in madrassas to enable them to produce students with the poten-
tial for productive participation in public life. However, a parallel
mode of thinking points out that such a policy will further
strengthen madrassa people in pursuit of their primitive goals
through militant activity with the help of modern organizational and
technological means. At the heart of the problem lies the inefficiency
and inability of the state to improve the regular school system and

12. Dawn (19 June 2002).
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link the educational and manpower policies to curb unemployment
and improve social services.

International Dimension

CONTEMPORARY ISLAMIC MOVEMENTS have internalized the techno-
logical dynamics of globalization. The speed and style as well as con-
tent of messages sent across the world have multiplied the impact and
scope of Islamic movement everywhere. We can outline three major
aspects of this phenomenon. First and foremost, it is the worldview
of Pakistani decision makers (as well as opinion makers) that provides
the conceptual framework for intellectual activity of local Muslims.
The articulate sections of the population in Pakistan have a worldview
characterized by an Indo-centric foreign policy, on-again, off-again
suspicion of the West, and a world of Islam perspective. The unre-
solved Kashmir Conflict has kept Indo-Pakistan relations at a boiling
point for most of the post-independence period. For eighteen years
after the emergence of Bangladesh, Kashmir remained on the back
burner of Pakistan’s foreign policy. As the last Soviet soldier left
Afghanistan, Kashmir emerged as the new area of Muslim struggle
against the non-Muslim rule in India. A decade of jihad, which
pushed Moscow out of Afghanistan, gave birth to a new doctrine of
armed struggle in pursuit of the goal of national self-determination.
The fact that it was a proxy war between the two superpowers and
that it was the U.S. commitment of financial, military and diplomatic
resources that decisively turned the tide in Afghanistan against the
Soviet Union did not represent the central point of understanding of
the mujahideen’s victory in Kabul, either in Afghanistan or in
Pakistan. A decade of mujahideen struggle in Kashmir started, which
occasionally brought India and Pakistan to the brink of war.

Large sections of Islamic groups and madrassa-trained students
emerged as the new generation of mujahideen committed to rid
Kashmir of Hindu rule. The new pattern of armed activity in Indian
Kashmir produced a variety of militant organizations. Some were
affiliated with Islamic parties in Pakistan, such as Hizbe-ul
Mujahideen with JI, and Lashkar Tauheed and Salafi Group for Call
and Combat with JAH. Others had Arab, Central Asian and Afghan
connections, such as Libyan Islamic Fighting Group, al-Jihad based in
Egypt, Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan, al-Qaeda Islamic Army,
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Taliban Islamic Movement and Harkat-i-Islami. Similarly, al-Badr,
Jamiat al-Mujahideen, Harkatul Ansar (renamed Harkatul
Mujahideen) and Jaish-e-Muhammed (renamed al-Furqan) operated
in Indian Kashmir but cultivated close relations in Pakistan and other
Muslim countries. Various new groups have emerged in the triangle of
crisis comprising Kashmir, Pakistan and Afghanistan, including al-
Usman, al-Omar and al-Saiqa. Others were charity organizations such
as Wafa Humanitarian Organization and al-Rashid Trust, as well as
the controversial Ummat Tameer Nau, led by an ex-chief of Atomic
Energy Commission of Pakistan. One can also mention smaller out-
fits such as Karwan-i-Khalid, Zarb-Momin and Zarb-Islami. These
organizations operated in the three countries of India, Pakistan and
Afghanistan in pursuit of shared foreign policy and strategic objec-
tives, which were ideologically embedded in the larger civilizational
goals.

Confusion, conflict and suspicion of the West in Pakistan draw on
the colonial past, the historical legacy of the Crusades and, more
recently, the Arab-Israel conflict. All Muslims, Arab and non-Arab,
liberal and conservative, educated and non-educated, share the agony
of humiliation in the form of Israel’s occupation of Palestinian terri-
tories. Public opinion in Pakistan, as elsewhere in Muslim countries,
holds the West, especially the United States, responsible for this grave
aggression against a classical Muslim land. Israeli occupation of the
West Bank and Gaza has done more damage to relations of Islam
with the West than has any other issue during the last three and a half
decades. Other Muslim causes such as Kashmir, Chechynia, Bosnia
and Kosovo belonged to communities that were once part of Muslim
empires but became politically unprotected after the frontiers of
Islam shrank over the centuries. The dichotomous model of the
world, along the lines of Islam and the West, has taken root in Muslim
societies everywhere, even as their governing elite continue to look
toward the West for financial and diplomatic support as well as
national security. This attitude has crystallized into an Islam perspec-
tive whereby Muslims operate in a mini world of their own and seek
to establish institutional networks to unite this world against the wider
world presided by the West.

Secondly, transnational Islamic networking is a major development
in the non-state sector in recent decades. One can outline several
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nodal points of contact between Muslim activists throughout the
world. First, Islamic militant groups from Muslim societies bear
grievances against the West for causing damage to their territorial
interests such as in Palestine. Second, historical Muslim minorities
struggle to safeguard their cultural, religious, economic and political
interests against policies of their respective majority-based states
such as Russia, India and China. Third, Muslim expatriates in
Western countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom,
France and Germany feel marginalized in terms of employment, cul-
tural autonomy and racial harmony. For example, the second-gener-
ation Pakistanis in Britain experienced multiple setbacks, including
loss of identity, loss of culture, and loss of status. Against odds of
all kinds, Islamic identity operates as irreducible minima for Muslim
migrants in the West, who suffer gross alienation from their respec-
tive state systems and mainstream educational, cultural and media
systems.!3

The response of Muslims in all these situations is the recourse to
the cause of Muslim unity, solidarity and fraternity. There is a rework-
ing of the Muslim project in process, which was initially started by the
Muslim Brotherhood in the first half of the twentieth century.l4
Islamic militants in Pakistan, as well as among British Pakistanis and
across the border in Indian Kashmir, tend to see their counterparts in
Hezbollah of Lebanon, Islamic Jehad of Egypt and Hamas of
Palestine. While terrorism in the West is perceived as disruption of a
just society by unjust means, Islamic militants understand terrorism as
a form of mandatory war against the unjust global society presided by
the United States.

Pakistani activist groups and individuals have frequently interacted
with their counterparts in Western societies as well as in other
Muslim communities. In comparison, there is far less activity by way
of transnational networking among civil society activists from uni-
versities and the media, as well as lawyers, engineers, doctors, artists,
writers and human rights activists. While globalization is progressing

13. See Yunas Samad, “The Plural Guises of Multiculturalism: Conceptualizing a
Fragmented Paradigm,” in Tariq Modood and Pnina Werbner, eds., The Politics of
Multiculturalism in the New Europe: Racism, Identity and Community (London: Zed Books,
1997).

14. Laden Boroumand and Roya Boroumand, “Terror, Islam and Democracy,”
Journal of Democracy 13, no. 2 (April 2002).



32 MOHAMMAD WASEEM

rapidly through the communications explosion, the integrative and
assimilative activities in the cultural, educational and political fields
have failed to keep pace. The United States is widely criticized by the
liberal intelligentsia in Pakistan, as elsewhere in the Muslim wotld, for
hoisting a military dictator on top of the nation and for paying lip
service to the cause of democracy.

Thirdly, the self-statement of the West in terms of the perceived
clash of civilizations has not helped matters. The Western input in
the emergence and activation of the dichotomous worldview among
Muslims can be understood in terms of a continuing preoccupation
with the “otherness” of Islam. For example, terrorism is conceived
as a state of (Muslim) mind rather than as an issue related to U.S.
public policy. Similarly, there is rampant cynicism in Muslim coun-
tries rooted in the injustice syndrome, drawing heavily on unre-
solved conflicts such as Palestine and Kashmir. Policies, or indeed
non-policies, about the issue of settlement of millions of
Palestinian and Afghan refugees, among others, have turned their
temporary settlements into breeding houses of hatred and frustra-
tion. Similarly, the policy of rendering Muslim countries as rogue
states and thus pushing them to exit from the world system has
mobilized a large number of people in Muslim countries belonging
to South and Southeast Asia, Central Asia, and the Middle East, as
well as historical Muslim minorities and the Muslim expatriate com-
munity in the West.

Over the centuries, Pakistanis have lacked a continuous identity that
would have served as a wellspring of territorial nationalism in the
country. They are by definition pan-Islamic in their vision. The
process of moving away from Hindu-dominated Indian civilization,
which started in 1947 and acquired a new impetus in 1971 after the
emergence of Bangladesh, has got Pakistan deeply involved in the
destiny of the Islamic nations and groups the world over. Islamic
organizations in Pakistan thrive on their transnational vision and net-
works operating within a dichotomous framework of world politics.
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Conclusion

OUR OBSERVATIONS POINT to the complex origins and patterns of
growth of Islamic organizations in Pakistan. We have discussed the
way Islamic ideology functioned as the supreme source of legitimacy
for the state, and defined the parameters of the political context that
eventually laid down the turf for politics of identity. The Islamic move-
ment changed its character from a pressure group for establishing the
rule of shari’a in the first quarter of a century after independence, to
an electoral and then a militant force in the second quarter. The
regional input in the form of the war in Afghanistan combined with
Zia’s vehement pursuit of the Islamization program in the 1980s to
produce a dynamic pan-Islamic agenda and a vast Islamic network at
home and abroad based on sectarian parties and madrassas.

The army-dominated state apparatus in Pakistan has militated
against providing social, cultural, economic and political space to the
civil society in general and public representatives in particular. On the
other hand, Islamic parties and groups enjoyed a relatively free hand
to operate in the educational, cultural and, increasingly, political fields.
Even more significantly, the state elite sought to provide a role for
Islamist groups against various political forces identified with the
Left, ethnolinguistic communities, provincial autonomy activists and
the liberal intelligentsia. The involvement of Islamic militants in the
wars in Afghanistan and Kashmir contributed to privatization of for-
eign policy and militarization of Islamic activists. The international
Islamic networks finally provided a global agenda for the movement
in terms of endemic anti-Americanism. The unresolved conflicts
around the world involving Muslim communities, especially in
Palestine, sharpened the boundaries of the conflict. We can conclude
by observing that state policies, regional instability and non-resolution
of conflicts involving Muslims in the region and in the world at large
are the leading determinants of the nature and direction of Islamic
organizations in Pakistan.
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Islamic Resurgence in Bangladesh:
Genesis, Dynamics and Implications

ppatently, the emergence of Bangladesh in 1971 in the name
of Bengali nationalism signaled the departure of “political Islam” or
Islam-based state ideology of the Pakistani period (1947-71). To
some scholars, the creation of Bangladesh delegitimized the “two-
nation theory,” which in 1947 justified the communal partition of the
Indian subcontinent into India and Pakistan. Soon after its emet-
gence, Bangladesh adopted the four-pronged state ideology of
nationalism, democracy, socialism and secularism. However, not long
after the emergence of the nation-state, Islam re-emerged as an
important factor in the country, both socially and politically. Although
the not-so-democratic regime of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman (1972-75)
retained secularism, along with democracy, socialism and nationalism,
as the state principles, his assassination and the overthrow of his gov-
ernment by a military coup d’état in August 1975 brought Islam-ori-
ented state ideology by shunning secularism and socialism. Not long
after his ascendancy as the new ruler in November 1975, General
Ziaur Rahman replaced the outwardly secular “Bengali nationalism”
with “Bangladeshi nationalism.” One may argue that “Bangladeshi” is
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inclusive of the different non-Bengali minorities; nevertheless, the
term highlights the Muslim identity of the country, differentiating its
Muslim majority Bengalis from their Hindu majority counterparts in
West Bengal in India.

It is noteworthy that most Bangladeshi Muslims suffer from a
tremendous identity crisis. They are not sure which comes first—their
loyalty toward Islam or toward Bangladesh. It seems, after the failure
of the “socialist-secular-Bengali nationalist” Mujib government in
1975, his successors realized the importance of political Islam to
legitimize their rule; hence, the rapid Islamization of the polity. This
type of state-sponsored Islam, reflecting the hegemonic culture of
the civil and military oligarchies seeking political legitimacy, may be
classified as “political Islam.” This is not typical to Bangladesh and
has happened elsewhere in the Muslim world. Countries such as
Egypt and Algeria, for example, which also went through socialist and
secular phases of their history under Nasser, Ben Bella and
Boumediene before turning to “political/militant Islam” in the recent
past. Very similar to Egypt and Algeria, while the successors of
Nasser and Boumediene have adopted political Islam to legitimize
their rule, the successors of Mujib also adopted political Islam after
the failure of the “welfare state” or the promised socialist utopia. The
case of Pakistan is very different. The ruling classes there have estab-
lished their hegemony by legitimizing themselves in the name of
Islam—the raison d’étre for Pakistan, which has a special significance
for the bulk of the Pakistani Muslims.

Meanwhile, like their counterparts elsewhere, Bangladeshi Muslims
at the different levels have adopted various other types of Islam—
escapist, fatalist, puritan, and militant, for example—as alternatives to
their failed welfare state. An understanding of political Islam and
other variables in the arena of Bangladesh politics requires an inti-
mate knowledge of what the people need and what the leaders have
been promising them since the inception of the separatist movement
for Bangladesh in the 1960s. The gap between what the people have
attained since independence and what the liberal-democrat, socialist-
secular and nationalist leaders (both “Bengali” and “Bangladeshi”)
have been promising to deliver is the key to our understanding of the
problem.

b3
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This chapter addresses why and how Islam has re-emerged in
Bangladesh as socially and politically significant by highlighting both
the local and external factors in this regard. This study examines the
nature of Islam in South Asia and elsewhere in the Muslim world. A
historical appraisal of the State-Islam-Ulema (Muslim theologians)
nexus and its gradual transformation are important aspects of this
study. In sum, the study shows that both the state and large sections
of the population have been using Islam for political purpose. While
secularism, democracy and independence are burning issues in the
political arena, nobody can ignore the cultural and political aspects of
Islam in Bangladesh. Various groups of nationalists, sections of the
ulema representing both the political and non-political organizations,
and even members of the armed forces from time to time champion
the cause of Islam—some of them by openly demanding the trans-
formation of the country into a shari’a-based “Islamic State,” and
some by opposing liberal democratic and secular institutions with a
bias toward political Islam. Who will eventually call the shots in the
near future is the question.

Since Bangladesh is the third-largest Muslim country in the world
(after Indonesia and Pakistan), it is only natural to assume that Islam
plays an important role in molding its politics and culture. Around 90
percent of the population is Muslim—most importantly, representing
one of the poorest, least literate and most backward sections of the
world population. If mass poverty, illiteracy and unequal distribution
of wealth have any positive correlation with Islamic resurgence and
militancy, then Bangladesh has to be a fertile breeding ground of what
is wrongly defined as “Islamic fundamentalism.” Of late, the Awami
League (the party under Sheikh Mujib that championed the cause of
greater autonomy for East Pakistan, ultimately leading to the inde-
pendence of Bangladesh) has been projecting its main political oppo-
nents—the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) and the Jamaat-i-
Islami (partners in the BNP-led coalition government since October
2001)—as “fundamentalist” with a view to gaining political leverage
after its abysmal performance in the parliamentary elections held in
October 2001.1 However, despite its poverty, backwardness and the
preponderance of Islamic ethos in the mainstream of its politics and

1. Bangladesh Observer and Daily Star, October 3, 4 and 5, 2001.
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culture, Bangladesh is not just another Afghanistan, Iran, Saudi
Arabia or even Pakistan. Despite having many striking similarities
with the Islamic movements elsewhere, their Bangladeshi counter-
parts have striking dissimilarities with them as well.

The Nature of Islamic Movements in Bangladesh

HERE, ISLAMIC MOVEMENTS have another dimension—they are prima-
rily rural-based, agrarian and reflective of peasant culture and behav-
ior. The country is predominantly agrarian, with more than 80 percent
of the population being rural, mostly impoverished peasants prima-
rily depending on primitive modes of cultivation, having incomplete
access to the means of production, lacking power, security of tenure
and viable means of sustenance and employment. And as we know,
peasants, being traditional, fatalist and religious if not pious by nature,
often resort to religion as a means of identity as well as support and
sustenance. In short, peasants’ political behavior and culture are not
devoid of religion. Their mundane activities, including the political
ones (in power petspectives), are inspired by their “moral economy,”?
which again is subject to their religious belief system. Consequently,
peasants’ violent acts and proclivity to anarchy in the name of reli-
gion, often classified as “prepolitical” activities of the “premodern,”
get the epithets of “Islamic” militancy, fanaticism, and “fundamental-
ism” if the perpetrators happen to be Muslims. Hence, the signifi-
cance of the peasant factor in understanding Islam in Bangladesh
society and politics.

Although the “peasants’ Islam,” or what we may call the “little tra-
ditions,” to paraphrase Redfield, represents the mainstream of Islam
in Bangladesh, urban Muslim elite and their rural counterparts, repre-
senting the “great traditions” of Islam, have been the main custodi-
ans and guardians of Islam in the country. It is, however, interesting
that not only are the “little traditions” of Bangladesh very different
from their counterparts elsewhere, but the “great traditions” of Islam

2. James C. Scott, The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast
Asia New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), 5, 9, 13-55; Taj 1. Hashmi, “Moral,
Rational and Political Economies of Peasants: An Appraisal of Colonial Bengal and
Vietnam” (paper presented at the Second International Conference on Indian Ocean
Studies, Perth, 1984).

3. Hashmi, Pakistan as a Peasant Utopia: The Communalization of Class Politics in East
Bengal, 1920—1947 (Boulder: Westview Press, 1992), 4-20.
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as believed and practiced here are also very unique. The synthesis of
the two traditions, leading to syncretism, is what prevails as “Islam”
in Bangladesh. Despite their concerted efforts, the Islamic puritan
reformers, the “Wahabis,” Faraizis, Tayyunis and others since the eatly
nineteenth century, have been able to change little in this regard.
While sections of ultra-orthodox Muslims claim to be adherents of
the Islamic “great traditions,” they have also inherited syncretistic
beliefs and rituals as their forebears were not immune to the “little tra-
ditions” of Arabia, Central Asia, Iran and northwestern India and
Bengal 4

Who are the Islamists?

THIS STUDY REQUIRES AN UNDERSTANDING of the two parties that
have been championing the cause of Islam—one, on behalf of the
Government since 1975 and the other, the various Islamic groups,
parties and individuals with both pro- and anti-government inclina-
tions. These groups and individuals may be classified as (a) the fatal-
ist/escapist; (b) the Sufis/pirs; (c) the militant reformist (“fundamen-
talist”), and (d) the “Anglo-Mohammedan” (“oppottunist”/
“pragmatist”). The fatalist/escapist groups represent the bulk of the
poor, unemployed/underemployed people having a next-wotldly out-
look and philosophy. They often belong to the Tableeq Jamaat; a
grassroots-based puritan movement originated in northern India in
the 1920s, having millions of adherents in Bangladesh. Unlike the mil-
itant reformists belonging to the Jamaat-i-Islami (despite their formal
adherence to constitutional politics) and other groups, including the
clandestine ones, the Tableeqis represent a pacifist, puritan and mis-
sionary movement. Every winter they organize a mammoth rally or
gitama at Tungi, near Dhaka, attended by more than a million devout
Muslims from Bangladesh and elsewhere. The Sufis and pzrs represent
mystic Islam. They belong to several mystic orders ot Zarigas, having
muridan or disciples among all sections of the population, especially
among peasants. They exert tremendous influence on their muridan.
They may be politically motivated having renowned politicians,

4. Asim Roy, Islamic Syncretistic Tradition in Bengal (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1983), passim; Hashmi, Women and Islam in Bangladesh: Beyond Subjection and
Tyranny (London: Macmillan Press; New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 60—74.
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including General Ershad, as their muridan. They are generally
opposed to the Jamaat-i-Islami and Tableeq movements, but there are
instances of Jamaatis and Tableeqis paying respect to certain pirs. While
the militant reformists, including the Jamaat-i-Islami, are in favor of an
Islamic state as an alternative to the existing system of government in
Bangladesh, the “Anglo Mohammedans” are the anglicized or
Westernized Muslims aiming to synthesize Islamic and Western values
for temporal benefits. They can be believers, agnostics and even athe-
ists, but for the sake of expediency, political legitimacy, social accept-
ance and above all, power, are often vacillating. They popularize politi-
cal Islam, which could be avowedly anti-Indian and tacitly anti-Hindu.
They are very similar to the Pakistani ruling class who, since the incep-
tion of the country, has been promoting the communal, anti-
India/anti-Hindu political Islam for the sake of legitimacy. It is note-
worthy that the followers of the above groups might shift allegiance. A
Tableeqi might join the Jamaat-i-Islami (as Jamaat leader Ghulam Azam
did) and an Anglo-Mohammedan might turn Tableeqi one day.
However, despite their mutual differences and enmity, especially
between the orthodox ulema/pirs and the Jamaat-i-Islami, these groups
have certain commonalities. Excepting the Anglo-Mohammedans, the
other three groups oppose women’s liberation; Western codes of con-
duct, law and ethics, and even dress and culture; and are in favor of
establishing shati’a or Islamic law. The most important aspect, which is
common to all four groups, is their stand vis-a-vis India and Pakistan.
They are invariably anti-Indian and pro-Pakistan. It may be mentioned
that the ulema belonging to the “Wahabi” school of thought, who run
thousands of madrassas or Islamic seminaries with an ultra-orthodox
and conservative curricula throughout Bangladesh, are inimical to the
Jamaat-i-Islami and its founder, Maulana Mauddudi (1903-79).6 The

5. Hashmi, “Islam in Bangladesh Politics,” in Hussin Mutalib and Taj I. Hashmi, eds.,
Istan, Muslims and the Modern State (London: Macmillan Press; New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1994), 103-5; Razia Akter Banu, “Jamaat-i-Islami in Bangladesh: Challenges and
Prospects,” in Mutalib and Hashmi, Islam, Muslims, 80-96; K. M. Mohsin, “Tabligh
Jama’t and the Faith Movement in Bangladesh,” in Rafiuddin Ahmed, ed., Bangladesh:
Society, Religion and Politics (Chittagong: South Asia Studies Group, 1985).

6. Maulana Mansurul Haq, ed., Mr. Mawdndir New Islam (Bengali), Jamia Qurania
Arabia (Lalbagh, Dhaka: 1985), passim; Jamaat Unmasked: The True Colonr of a
Fundamentalist Party (Dhaka: The Council of National Religious Scholars [Jatiyo
Olama Parishad], 2001), passim. These publications reflect the views of the anti-
Jamaat Muslim clerics, mainly belonging to the Deoband school of thought, who run
the qaumi madrassas in the subcontinent.
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counterparts of these seminaries in Pakistan and Afghanistan, known
as qanmi (national) madrassas, produced the Ta/ban. The “pro-Taliban”
groups in Bangladesh, for ideological reasons, are opposed to the
Jamaat-i-Islami. However, as it happened in Pakistan, they might unite
against common enemies at the height of polarization between Islam
and some other forces, especially in the wake of 9/11, the Afghan War
of 2001 and the Israeli invasion of the Palestinian territory in March
and April 2002.

Historical Overview

A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW of the Islamization process in East Bengal,
along with an understanding of the socio-political history of the
region, especially with regard to the Pakistanization of the region with
peasant, petty bourgeois and middle class support, is essential for
understanding the problem. Muslim peasants and other underdogs
joined the Pakistan movement with hopes to circumscribe the power
of the Hindu landlords, middle classes and traders. Their eventual
overthrow and replacement by the weaker, budding Muslim middle
classes and upper peasantry were parts of the Bengali Muslim “peas-
ant utopia.”” The emergence of Bangladesh after the overthrow of
the dominant non-Bengali Muslim elites by the subjugated Bengali
Muslims did not signal the disappearance of the age-old fault line
between the Muslims and Hindus of the subcontinent. The creation
of Bangladesh did not destroy the two-nation theory of the founding
fathers of Pakistan. Renowned Indian journalist, Basant Chatterjee,
makes this irrevocable argument:

Somebody should ask these hypocrites if they could give one
good reason for the separate existence of Bangladesh after
the destruction of the two-nation theory. If the theory has
been demolished, as they claim, then the only logical conse-
quence should be the reunion of Bangladesh with India, as
seems to be the positive stand of the Bangladeshi Hindus....
for the people know that had Pakistan not been created then,
Bangladesh too would not have come into existence now.8

7. Hashmi, Pakistan as a Peasant Utopia, chapters 5, 6 and 7.
8. Basant Chatterjee, Inside Bangladesh Today: An Eye-witness Account (New Delhi: S.
Chand & Co., 1973), 155.
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Chatterjee further apprehends that with the gradual shifting of
Hindus to India due to the prevalent anti-Hindu feelings in the coun-
try, “Bangladesh would by itself become ‘Muslim Bengal””?
Consequently, one may argue that with the creation of Bangladesh,
the “Hindu phobia” of Bengali Muslims—a legacy since the British
colonial days, which transformed into “Indophobia” during the
Pakistani period (1947-71)—is still present in the psyche of the aver-
age Bangladeshi Muslim. As the peasant factor is important for
understanding the Islamization process in the country, so too is the
“India factor.” An understanding of the predominant petty bourgeois
and lumpen culture is also essential in this regard. They are equally, if
not more, violent, anarchical and vacillating as the peasantry.

Bengali peasant support for the various Islamic movements since
the early nineteenth century not only projects the violent, “pre-polit-
ical” and non-committal aspects of the peasant community, but also
suggests how vulnerable Muslim peasants have been to the manipula-
tive leaders who mobilize mass support in the name of Islam or any
other ideology. It is noteworthy that before their political mobilization
took place in the early nineteenth century by Islamic reformists-cum-
militants, the Wahabi and Faraizi leaders, East Bengali peasants and
aboriginal tribesmen had come under the influence of “warrior-Sufis”
in the late medieval period. The warrior-Sufis were mainly responsi-
ble for the rapid Islamization and peasantization of the region in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, converting the bulk of the
indigenous population who had not yet fully integrated into the amoz-
phous Hindu and peasant communities. Sufis played the leading role
in reclaiming land by clearing forests in the deltaic southeastern “fron-
tier land.” They introduced a new religion, Islam, as well as new agrar-
ian implements and technology, such as the plough and other meth-
ods to contain the turbulent rivers, which were shifting eastward
during the period.!?

The Wahabi and Faraizi leaders, and especially the most influential
Maulana Karamat Ali Jaunpuri (1800-1873), a former Wahabi-turned-
“loyalist” Islamic reformer of the nineteenth century, brought the
syncretistic Bengali Muslims, mainly peasants, into the fold of shari’a-

9. Ibid., 143.
10. Richard Eaton, The Rise of Islam and the Bengal Frontier, 1204—1760 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1993), chapters 5 and 8.
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based, orthodox and puritan Islam. The Wahabi and Faraizi leaders
mobilized Bengali Muslim masses against British colonial rule as well
as against the local exploiting classes of (Hindu) gamindars (landlords),
bbadralok (professionals) and mabajans (moneylenders). The first step
toward the mobilization process was through the extensive
Islamization of the masses. Karamat Ali and his hundreds of succes-
sors, who adopted pro-British loyalist attitude out of pragmatism
after the failure of the Indian Mutiny of 1857-58, not only Islamized
the bulk of the Bengali Muslims but also created a strong sense of
belonging to an amorphous Muslim community of the subconti-
nent.!! The omnipotence of the Islamic reformers in the absence of
a powerful modern and moderate Muslim leadership in nineteenth-
century Bengal led to the ascendancy of the ulema as political and reli-
gious leaders of the Muslim community. The Hindu revivalist move-
ments, as well as the anti-Muslim socio-economic and political stand
of the bulk of the Hindu elites and middle classes in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, further strengthened the hold of the ulema
and their patrons, the ashraf (atistocratic, upper-class Muslims), on the
Bengali Muslim masses. The Hindu opposition to legislative and other
government measures to benefit the Bengali Muslims, such as the
Bengal Tenancy Act of 1885, its amendments, the enactment of the
Bengal Free (rural) Primary Education Bill and the establishment of
the Dhaka University in Muslim majority East Bengal, further antago-
nized the latter toward the Hindus and prepared them as staunch sup-
porters of the communal partition of the subcontinent in 1947.

The re-emergence of the ulema in the arena of Bengal politics in
1919, spearheading the pervasive anti-British Khilafat (Caliphate)
movement with Muslim support at every level, Islam and ulema con-
tinued to play very important roles in the political mobilization of the
Bengali Muslims up to the partition of 1947. The Muslim elite, the
ashraf-nlema-jotedar triumvirate, representing Muslim aristocrats, clergy,
and rich peasants/petty landlords, successfully mobilized Bengali
Muslims against the dominant Hindu gamindar-bbhadralok-mahajan tri-
umvirate, common enemy of both the upper- and lower-class

11. See A. R. Mallick, British Policy and the Muslims in Bengal, 1757-1856, 2nd ed.
(Dhaka: Bangla Academy, 1977), chapters 3, 4 and 5; Muin-ud-Din Ahmad Khan,
History of the Fara’idi Movement, 2nd ed. (Dhaka: Islamic Foundation, 1984), passim;
Hashmi, “Karamat Ali and the Muslims in Bengal, 1800-1873,” in Dhaka University
Studies 23 (June 1976).
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Muslims. By 1947, this mobilization in the name of separate Muslim
identity led to the transformation of East Bengal into the eastern wing
of Pakistan. The arousal of Muslim communal solidarity among the
bulk of Bengali Muslim masses as an alternative to class solidarity
demonstrates that religion and ethnicity always have the potential to
become more important than class differences.12

It is interesting that despite the constant harping on the themes of
Islamic solidarity and Muslim separatism under the aegis of the
Pakistani ruling classes during 1947 and 1971, most East Bengali
Muslims distanced themselves from “communal/political Islam.” Not
long after the Partition of 1947, East Bengali Muslims started preferring
secular institutions, including democracy, to Islam for the sake of their
Bengali identity. The clash of these two identities—“Islamic” (Pakistani)
and “secular” (Bengali)—ultimately led to the creation of Bangladesh.
This was possible after the mass emigration of members of the Hindu
zamindar-bbadralok-mabajan triumvirate to India and the emasculation of
the rest of the hitherto dominant Hindus in East Bengal in the wake of
the Partition. Not long after the Partition, it dawned upon sections of
the Hast Bengali Muslim elites that Pakistan, the promised utopia of
Muslim separatist leaders, was nothing but a mirage—the “promised
land” of South Asian Muslims was a deceptive arrangement to exploit
the eastern wing as a colony of the western wing of Pakistan. Gradually,
sections of the masses became aware of the reality. This transformation
was possible as the founding fathers of Pakistan promised “everything
to everyone” with a view to gaining support for Muslim separatism in
the name of Islamic fraternity, liberty and equality. Not only Bengali and
non-Bengali Muslim politicians were selling the idea of the “golden
Pakistan” to the Bengali Muslims, but leading Bengali Muslim intellec-
tuals—academics and writers—also played very significant roles in the
mass mobilization for Pakistan. One may agree with the view that “any
attempt to understand the disenchantment with the Muslim League
[which championed the cause of Muslim separatism and Pakistan| after
independence has to take into account the initial hopes and expectations
that brought the League into power in the first place.”’13

12. Rafiuddin Ahmed, The Bengali Muslim 1871—-1906: A Quest for Identity (New
Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1981), 84-95, 160-65, 190; Hashmi, Pakistan as a
Peasant Utgpia, chap. 7.

13. Ahmed Kamal, “A Land of Eternal Eid—Independence, People and Politics in
East Bengal,” in Dhaka University Studies 46 (June 1989): 81.
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Islam, Secularism and Bengali Nationalism,
1972-75

BENGALI NATIONALISM, more precisely, East Bengali nationalism, had
been the guiding principle of Sheikh Mijib’s Awami League, which
eventually formed the first government in independent Bangladesh.
The exclusion of the Indian Bengalis (mostly Hindus, who opted to
live as citizens of the Indian state in the wake of the partition of
1947) as members of the Bengali nation as defined by the Awami
League, practically indicated that the Muslim majority Bengalis of the
erstwhile East Pakistan wanted to secede from the dominant and
exploiting non-Bengali West Pakistan out of sheer economic, political
and cultural differences. By “culture,” the top leaders and the bulk of
the followers of the movement for Bengali nationalism only meant
linguistic and other aspects of culture, excluding religion. This means
they were (are) Bengalis but nevertheless remained (remain) Muslims
at the same time. They never visualized, let alone fought, for a secu-
lar/socialist Bangladesh. Had the Pakistani ruling elite in 1971, instead
of killing Bengalis indiscriminately accepted Sheikh Mujib, the leader
of the majority party Awami League, as the prime minister of
Pakistan, “Bengali nationalism” would have got a totally new mean-
ing, by only highlighting the separate ethnic/linguistic identity of East
Bengalis of Pakistan. However, the rulers of the new nation of
Bangladesh for various reasons—mainly political—adopted the four-
pronged state ideology of “Bengali nationalism,” socialism, secular-

ism and democracy, a la Nehruvian “democratic socialism” (often
touted as “Mujibism”).

The abysmal failure of Mujibism to alleviate poverty and restore
law and order eventually led to the Islamization of the polity. The fail-
ure of the welfare state forced a large section of the underdogs to
cling to Islam either as a means to escape from the harsh reality or to
achieve their cherished Golden Bengal through piety, Islamic justice
and egalitarianism. Without having substantial changes in living con-
ditions (around 50 percent of the population still live below the
poverty line), the tide of Globalization in the post-Cold War period
has not reduced the Islamic fervor of the people. The obsolescence
of socialism/communism as an alternative to “illiberal democracy”
and autocracy in the Third World since the early 1990s, and the sud-
den rise in the intensity of Islamic resurgence and “Islamic” terror
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globally in recent years have further intensified Islamism in
Bangladesh.

The overall situation of the country in the wake of the liberation of
1971 was unbearable for the bulk of the people. Although there was
relief from the nine-month-long reign of terror under the Pakistani
occupation army, the liberation did not bring the expected end of suf-
fering and exploitation. Fellow Bangladeshis, genuine and pseudo
freedom fighters, mostly donning the Awami hat, started a reign of
unbridled corruption, nepotism and lawlessness throughout the coun-
try. While Awami leaders, in the name of socialism, were busy plun-
dering the nationalized industries, banks and insurance companies,
and “abandoned” non-Bengali properties previously owned by Urdu-
speaking refugees from Bihar, Gujarat and Uttar Pradesh, the bulk of
the Bengalis were soon turned into the disillusioned, hungry and
angry masses. By 1974, Bangladesh had already become the “basket
case” of Henry Kissinger. The floods and subsequent famine of 1974
eliminated thousands and impoverished most of the population. By
then, the promised “rice at fifty paisa (half a taka) per seer (slightly less
than a kilogram),” contrary to the Awami League promise on the eve
of the 1970s parliamentary elections, was selling at ten taka per seer.
Even during the Liberation War of 1971, the finest variety of rice, the
staple food, was selling at one taka per seer. Other consumer goods
were selling at ten to twenty times cheaper during the last days of
united Pakistan in comparison to the mid-1970s. Hyperinflation, cor-
ruption and non-availability of essentials soon turned the average
Bangladeshi into an anti-Indian/anti-Awami Leaguer. This is well
reflected in Basant Chatterjee’s conversation with a rickshaw-puller in
1973 in Bangladesh. The rickshaw-puller blamed the Awami League
and India for his misery: “Ever since the ‘azadi’ [independence] has
come, we poor people are only having our backs broken. In older
times, we made about five takas a day, but then rice was available at
one taka a seer....But now...we need five for the rice only....For us
poor people Pakistan was all right. At least, we had enough “bhat”
[cooked rice] then to eat to our fill....All these thugs [Awami
Leaguers| are looting the country, and along with them their friend
India is also looting the country.””!* Many of them swelled the ranks
of the opposition groups and parties, including the leftist National

14. Chatterjee, Inside Bangladesh Today, 68—70.
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Socialist Party (JSD) and the clandestine Maoist Sarbahara Party of
Siraj Sikdar. A large number of them, including many erstwhile col-
laborators of the Pakistani occupation forces, joined hands with
Maulana Bhashani (the champion of “Islamic socialism”) who soon
after the liberation started a vitriolic anti-Awami, anti-Indian cam-
paign. Bhashani’s popularity and the sharp decline in that of Prime
Minister Mujib paved the way for the rise of various Islamic groups
not long after the assassination of the latter in 1975. Mujib, on the
one hand, promoting the idea that secularism “did not mean the
absence of religion,” was giving generous state patronage to madrassa
education and, on the other hand, religion for his government “was a
shadow, the ghost of the past one did not know how to deal with.”’1>

Meanwhile, by early 1975, the Mujib government had crushed both
the JSD and the Sarbahara Party, the secular and leftist opposition
groups. While the bulk of the JSD leaders were behind bars, in
January 1975 Sarbahara leader Siraj Sikdar was killed in police custody.
Justitying his killing, Prime Minister Mujib boastfully raised the ques-
tion in the parliament (televised nationwide): “Where is Siraj Sikdar?”
The last straw on the camel’s back was the introduction of the one-
party government under Sheikh Mujib, in the name of the so-called
Bangladesh Peasants’ and Workers” Awami League (BKSAL). This act
established a Soviet-style government where top-ranking bureaucrats,
university teachers, and even the chiefs and deputy chiefs of the
armed forces, had to join the BKSAL. This act in January 1975, on
the one hand killed the remnants of whatever was left of democracy
and, on the other, rendered underground, clandestine politics—both
secular and Islamic—as the only option for the people.!®

Political Islam and Bangladeshi Nationalism,
1975-81

IN THE LONG RUN, the Islamic parties outpaced the various secular/left-
ist parties in the wake of the overthrow of the BKSAL regime in
August 1975. Henceforth, both the military and civil governments of

15. Syed Jamil Ahmed, “Bengali Nationalism through Sociology of Theatre,” in A.
M. Chowdhury and Fakrul Alam, eds., Bangladesh on the Threshold of the Twenty-first
Century (Dhaka: Asiatic Society of Bangladesh, 2002), 301.

16. Zillur R. Khan, Martial Law to Martial Law: Leadership Crisis in Bangladesh (Dhaka:
University Press Ltd., 1984), chap. 4.
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the country promoted political Islam to contain the militant one pro-
moted by the grassroots-based, well-organized Jamaat-i-Islami and
other groups. It is noteworthy that General Zia’s government
(1975-81) withdrew the ban imposed on all Islam-oriented political
parties by the Mujib government for their active collaboration with
the Pakistani occupation forces in 1971. Zia and his successors pro-
moted Islam and Islamic parties, including the Jamaat and Muslim
League, for the sake of legitimacy and for containing the most organ-
ized Awami League.!”

From the rapid success of President Zia in popularizing his ideals,
programs and most importantly, his regime, among the bulk of
Bangladeshis, it appears that political Islam fetched him rich divi-
dends. Curiously, what “soldier” Zia grasped quite well—that the
country was least prepared for socialism and secularism—was simply
beyond “politician” Mujib’s comprehension. His associates, mostly
sycophants and half-educated political agitators from the countryside
and small towns, were too naive to understand the reality. Moreover,
the rich dividends from the nationalized industries and financial insti-
tutions for them, acquired in the name of socialism, were too lucra-
tive to lose. The collective failure of the Awami leadership also con-
cerned its failure to grasp the implications of discarding the Islamic
character of the polity. One may point out the way the Mujib govern-
ment replaced a Quranic inscription, “Read in the name of thy Lord,”
with “Knowledge is Light” from the emblem of Dhaka University. In
hindsight, one may mention how the Communist Party, stigmatized as
the promoter of a “Godless” and “un-Islamic” order, failed to break
through in the peasant and worker fronts in the 1940s and afterwards.
We know how the bulk of Bengali Muslims, including peasants and
workers, whole-heartedly supported the Muslim separatist Pakistan
movement in the 1940s. Sheikh Mujib and his over-enthusiastic asso-
ciates were not clear about how to implement socialism and secular-
ism in Muslim majority Bangladesh, where most of the population
were both religious and in favor of private property. The people had
never been prepared to work for these alien concepts during the
Liberation War. It seems they fought for independence, not for secu-
larism and socialism.

17. Hashmi, “Islam in Bangladesh Politics,” 110-13.
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The subsequent governments gradually leaned toward the oil-rich
Muslim countries of the Middle East and the West for the sake of
sustained growth and legitimacy. Significantly, the Saudi recognition
of Bangladesh came only after the assassination and overthrow of
Sheikh Mujib. Meanwhile, Bangladesh’s transformation into a quasi-
Islamic state by discarding socialism and secularism went unhindered
because the West, especially the United States, preferred pro-Western
Islamists to pro-Communist social democrats during the peak of the
Cold War in the 1980s. Meanwhile, President (General) Zia amended
the constitution, replacing socialism and secularism with “social jus-
tice” and “absolute faith in God almighty,” respectively. He also had
“In the name of Allah, the Beneficent, the Merciful” (in Arabic)
inserted at the beginning of the constitution.!8

Political Islam, Military Rule and Legitimacy

IN MAY 1981, ZiA DIED in an abortive military takeover. In March
1982, General Ershad, the army chief, toppled the successive, elected
government. Ershad had neither the chatisma nor the popularity of
Zia, and is widely known for his promiscuity and unbridled corrup-
tion. Consequently, with a view to legitimizing his rule, in June 1988
he amended the constitution by introducing Islam as the state reli-
gion. It may be mentioned that with a few exceptions, most Muslim
countries have this constitutional provision, including the secular
countries such as Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, Sytia and Tunisia.!?

However, one may argue that Ershad, of all people, could not be
sincere about his commitment to Islam. He played the Islamic card
for the sake of containing the so-called fundamentalist forces and his
secular opponents by legitimizing his rule among the majority of
Bangladeshi Muslims who, according to one study, favor non-cleric,
English-educated, “anti-Indian” and Islam-otiented politicians as
their leaders.2) Ershad introduced the Zakat Fund to raise poor-tax in
accordance with the teachings of Islam. He also declared Friday as the
weekly holiday and frequently visited mosques, shrines and the

18. “The Proclamation [Amendment| Order, 1977, Bangladesh Observer, 23 April
1977.

19. Talukder Maniruzzaman, “Bangladesh Politics: Secular and Islamic Trends,” in
S. R. Chakravarty and Virendra Narain, eds., Bangladesh: History and Culture, Vol. 1
(New Delhi: South Asian Publishers, 19806), 46.

20. Razia Akter Banu, Islam in Bangladesh (Leiden: E. ]. Brill, 1992), chap. 9.
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Muslim holy places in Mecca and Medina. Ershad played the “India
card” quite well. After having some diplomatic problem with India in
1982, he bitterly criticized India for the construction of the Farakka
barrage across the Ganges and told his people: “It is being said today
that if we do not get water from Farakka the northern and southern
regions of Bangladesh will turn into deserts. I want to remind everybody
concerned that Islam was born in a desert, but Islam did not die. Lslam could not
be destroyed.””?!

As Ershad failed to legitimize his rule through popular support, he
befriended some influential pirs, those of Atrashi, Charmonai and
Sarsina, for example, and some Anglo-Mohammedan leaders who
congratulated him for the State Religion Act. However, the Jamaat-i-
Islami and pro-Iranian Maulana Mohammadullah (Hafizjee Huzur),
an influential cleric, challenging Ershad’s legitimacy, condemned the
act as an inadequate sham. However, some obscure Islamic groups
and quite surprisingly, the Bangladesh Teachers’ Federation, supposed
to be secular, favored the act. Curiously, Anglo-Mohammedan Kazi
Qader (Muslim League leader) felt the act was aimed at suppressing
the movement of the God-fearing Muslims. He demanded the imme-
diate declaration of Bangladesh as an “Islamic Republic.”?2 However,
whatever he did in the name of Islamization of the polity has
remained unaltered.

Although various feminist and human rights nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) bitterly criticized the State Religion Act in
Bangladesh, most of the Bengali Muslims have accepted the provi-
sion. So far no subsequent government has gathered enough courage
to alter the amendment. Two women’s organizations, Naripakhyo and
Oikyobaddho Nari Samaj, came forward to protest against the act. In
doing so, they stoked the issues of “sovereignty of the country” and
“the spirit of the Freedom Struggle,” presumed to be in danger
because of the act. However, many men jeered at them for holding
rallies, asking them to observe purdah (seclusion of women from pub-
lic view), presumed to be a requirement by Muslim women. Many
men were even happy about an Islamic State of Bangladesh where
women would not compete with them in the job market.23

21. Maniruzzaman, “Bangladesh Politics,” 71.

22. Hashmi, “Islam in Bangladesh Politics,” 114-16.

23. Holiday (Bangladeshi weekly), 18 April 1988; Sangbad (Bengali daily), 17 April
1988.
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Not long after the enactment of the State Religion Act, several liberal
democrats and women’s organizations started a campaign to rekindle
the “Spirit of the Liberation War” or secularism to contain Ershad’s
autocracy. Several NGOs, funded by overseas donors, came forward in
support. After failing to repeal the act, a section of left-oriented intel-
lectuals, under the leadership of Ahmed Sharif, a retited Dhaka
University professor, and retired Colonel Nuruzzaman (Freedom
Fighter) lent support to the anti-Ershad movement. Under the banner
of the Muktijuddho Chetona Bikash Kendro (Centre for the Development
of the Spirit of the Liberation War), they spoke at some of the women’s
rallies. Stressing the virtues of democracy, socialism and secularism,
Ahmed Sharif felt that “food in stomach is Islam” and urged that “the
right to be fed be incorporated in the Constitution” instead of Islam as
the state religion.?* While the vatious Islamic groups, including the
Jamaat-i-Islami, condemned Ershad as an “Indo-Soviet agent and
enemy of Islam,” they did not join hands with the secular, socialist and
liberal democrats, let alone the women’s groups. The latter had been
avowedly anti-Jamaat for its “fundamentalist” tilt and collaboration with
Pakistani rulers in 1971. They turned their attention to discredit the var-
ious collaborators of the Pakistani occupation forces in 1971 as the
“enemies of the people.”” Meanwhile, by the late 1980s, a Bengali book
had come out in the market with a long list of the “killers and collabo-
rators of 1971 The polity since then has been sharply polarized
between the so-called “pro- and “anti-Liberation” forces. The former
represents the so-called secular and liberal parties and individuals who
are soft on India and harsh on Pakistan. The latter, the so-called “Islam-
loving” groups and individuals, have strong to very strong anti-India
and pro-Islam commitments. Although many of these groups and indi-
viduals had soft corners for Pakistan during the Liberation War of 1971,
they also raise the “Liberation-in-danger” slogan, along with the age-old
“Islam-in-danger.” While the secular groups, by “Liberation-in-danger”
mean the alleged Pakistani machination to subjugate Bangladesh, to the
latter, the independence is at stake because of Indian “expansionism.”
Roughly, the Awami League and its secular allies represent the former
while the BNP and its Islamic allies are with the latter.

The parliamentary elections of 1991, held after the overthrow of
Ershad in December 1990, contrary to the expectations of the Awami

24. Ibid.
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League, brought Khaleda Zia, the widow of President Zia, to power.
Her party, the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) came to power
with the support of the Jamaat-i-Islami and she became the prime
minister. It is interesting that most political parties, including the
Communist Party of Bangladesh, used Islamic slogans for their suc-
cess in the elections of 1991. While the “Islam-loving” parties, got
54.13 percent of the votes, the Awami League-led Eight-Party
alliance, despite its Islamic rhetoric, slogans and banners, managed to
poll only around 34.81 percent of the votes in the elections.?> One
may again deduct more than 10 percent minority (mainly Hindu)
votes from the total votes polled by the Awami League-led alliance, as
traditionally the minorities have been voting for the Awami League.
This means that in 1991, around 75 percent of Bangladeshi Muslims
did not vote for the Awami League.

The Jamaat-i-Islami Factor

THE JAMAAT-I-ISLAMI CAME INTO BEING in the 1940s in north India.
Maulana Mauddudi, the founder, who had earlier strongly opposed
the concept of Pakistan, later migrated to Pakistan from north India
and worked for the establishment of an Islamic state, based on the
shari’a law. The Jamaat throughout the Cold War maintained a pro-
Western and anti-Communist policy. The party collaborated with the
Pakistani occupation army in Bangladesh and is despised by many lib-
eral democrats and others for its role in 1971. Not long after the over-
throw of the Mujib government in 1975, the Jamaat emerged as a
legitimate organization in Bangladesh. Unlike its counterparts in India
and Pakistan, the Jamaat in Bangladesh is led and followed mostly by
upper peasants and lower middle classes. It is widely believed that the
Jamaat, having several NGOs, clinics and charitable organizations
across Bangladesh, has been gaining ground, emerging as an alterna-
tive to the secular organizations.26 Of late, sections of the Jamaat

25. Hashmi, “Islam in Bangladesh Politics,” 125-27.
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workers have adopted an anti-U.S. stand, especially in the wake of the
USS. invasion of Afghanistan in late 2001. Throughout the Cold War,
the United States had a soft corner for the Jamaat and similar Islamic
parties elsewhere, such as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. Due to
political repression and lack of any democratic outlet in Egypt and in
some other countries in the Middle East and North Africa, grass-
roots-based Islamic parties have been clandestine militant organiza-
tions. In the post-Cold War era, U.S. indifference and hostility toward
the hitherto friendly Islamic patties for their anti-Israel/anti-U.S. pol-
icy, turned them into anti-U.S. By the eatly 1990s, several militant
splinter groups, mainly representing the unemployed/underemployed
Muslim youths, emerged out of the powerful Muslim Brotherhood.
The likelihood of such a transformation of the Jamaat in Bangladesh
cannot be totally ruled out, either.

Although the Jamaat had faced a three-pronged attack from the
Ershad government, “secular/socialist/liberal” groups, and as men-
tioned earlier, by a section of the orthodox ulema, mostly belonging
to the conservative Deoband School, the party was gaining ground.
While the “secular/liberal” groups condemn the Jamaat for its obscu-
rantism and “war crimes,” a section of the ulema regard Maulana
Mauddudi, the founder, a heretic and the Jamaat a heresy. The 1980s
through the early 1990s had been the golden era for the Jamaat. By
then their student wing had captured student unions at Chittagong
and Rajshahi universities by defeating the combined groups of their
opponents. This was the period when the party enjoyed the blessings
of Saudi Arabia and, most importantly, the United States.?” The
Jamaat cut a good figure in the parliamentary elections of 1991—cap-
turing eighteen seats and more than 12 percent of the votes (more
than four million votes)— compared to ten seats and slightly more
than a million votes in the elections of 1986.28

The emergence of the Jamaat as the third-largest party in terms of
its share in total votes cast in the 1991 elections alarmed its rivals. In
March 1992, the proponents of the Spirit of the Liberation War,
under the leadership of Colonel (retited) Nuruzzaman (with the

27. Hashmi, “Islam in Bangladesh Politics,” 120-22.
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1991), 