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Islam exerts a profound influence on the society and politics of Bangla-
desh. Islamist activity in Bangladesh, viewed generally, takes three broad forms:
the traditional revivalism of grassroots movements such as the Ahl-i-Hadith and
1ablighi Jamaat; the incremental political Islam of Islamic political parties (most
prominently the Bangladesh Jama'at-i-Islami); and the more radical, subversive
activism of jibadist organizations such as the Harkatul Jihad al-Islam (HUJIB)
and Jagrato Muslim Janata Bangladesh (JMB), which seck to capture state power
through unconstitutional or violent means. Shortly after its creation in Decem-
ber 1971, Bangladesh introduced secularism before rejecting it in 1975 in favor
of a Muslim state, which was later strengthened by the introduction of Islam as
the state religion in 1988. In 2011, Bangladesh again introduced secularism
through the 15th amendment to its the constitution.
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ISLAMIST ACTIVITY

Islamist activity in Bangladesh, viewed generally, takes three broad forms:
the traditional revivalism of grassroots movements, the incremental political
Islam of the country’s Islamic political parties, and the more radical, subver-
sive activism of jihadist organizations.

Islamic revivalism

Islamic revivalism in Bangladesh is typified by two main movements. The
first, the Ahl-i-Hadith Bangladesh, was founded in British India in the
1830s, and matured significantly in Bengal. Siddiq Hasan and Syed Nazir
Hossain were the original founders.! In 1946, All Bengal and Assam Jamat-
i-Ahl-i-Hadith was formed and headquartered in Calcutta. Following the
Partition of Pakistan from India, the East Pakistan Jamiat-i-Ahle Hadith was
founded in Pabna in 1953 by Maulana Abdulla Hil Baki.? Still later, the
organization was renamed the Bangladesh Jamiat-e-Ahle Hadith. This group
is known to be close to Wahhabi in ideology, following the exclusionary
teachings of Saudi Arabia’s Islamic ulema (clergy). As part of this worldview,
the Ahl-i-Hadith does not recognize any single school of law, and relies only
on the Koran and Hadith.® For this reason, they are called la-Mazhabi, mean-
ing that they do not believe in any of the four Mazhabs or school of law.*
It claims to be the only group in the Muslim community that follows the
Koran and Hadith correctly and exactly. Apart from donations and charity
from its members, the group reportedly receives considerable foreign dona-
tions, especially from Saudi Arabia and other Arab countries.” The group
exists in about 40 districts, and claims more than 25 million people as fol-
lowers.® It aims to disseminate the knowledge of the Koran and the Hadith,
and does not openly involve itself in politics. Instead, it seeks to reorganize
the Muslim community and implement the principle of the Kalemai Tayeba

(faith) in all walks of life.”

The second is the Tablighi Jama'at, founded in the 1920s by Mohammad
Ilyas Shah with the objective of educating non-practicing Muslims on the
subcontinent in how to perform daily prayer (sz/at) and lead a Muslim life
in accordance with the teaching of Prophet Muhammad.® Devotion to Allah
as a means of self purification, respect for others, and missionary works con-
stitute the organization’s three principal tenets. The famous Kakrail mosque
in Dhaka serves as the group’s headquarters in Bangladesh. The missionary
movement is organized by the voluntary input of dedicated religious individ-
uals of all classes, but the middle class is dominant.” The goal of the Tablighi
Jama'at is to infuse Islamic ideals and culture among the Muslims who have
deviated from the practice of Islam for material gain.'" The movement
depends on the endeavor, dedication and labor of its members. It organizes
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meetings, seminars and symposia, as well as an annual Istema (assembly)
attended by millions of people worldwide—the second largest congregation
of Muslims in the world, after the pilgrimage to Mecca. It is held annually
in the industrial town of Tongi on the banks of the Turag River. Although
it does not have links with any political party, Tablighi Jama’at receives sup-
port from the Bangladeshi government in logistics, maintenance of law and
order, traffic, health and sanitation services.!! Millions of followers are active
throughout Bangladesh, and the he movement has significant impact on
social life within the country.

Political Islam

The Jama'at-i-Islami (JI) was founded in the early 1940s in British India by
Islamic ideologue Syed Abul Ala Moududi. After the birth of Bangladesh,
the JI was banned as a communal party in a secular state.”” Though pro-
scribed, it was still operating under ground. The ideological basis of the ]I
is to establish a total Islamic state based on the principles of the Quran and
Sunnah. In order to establish Islam in all walks of life, the JI follows four
principles which include; educating the people with proper Islamic knowl-
edge and organize them; developing moral values among them; providing
social services on the basis of Islamic values; finally, improving the system of
governance by replacing the secular and oppressive leadership through the
God fearing, honest and qualified leadership at all levels through democratic
means.””  Despite its fundamentalist Islamic ideology, however, JI has man-
aged to successfully attract western-educated elites,' and is now considered
to be the premier mainstream Islamic modernist party in the country.

In 1976 renowned ]I leader of former East Pakistan Maulana Abdur Rahim
resumed ]I activities through the formation of a new party called Islamic
Democratic League (IDL)." Some ]I leaders contested the 1979 parliamen-
tary elections as candidates of IDL and six of them were elected. The JI was
then revived and began operating in Bangladesh in 1979 under its acting
Amir (head), Abbas Ali Khan, when the ban on religious-based political par-
ties was withdrawn.'® He was succeeded in 1991 by Professor Golam Azam,
who oversaw the group’s activities before voluntarily resigning in 2002."
Maulana Motiur Rahman Nijami was then elected as amir, a post he contin-
ues to occupy to this day. The main goal of JI is to establish an Islamic state
through democratic elections and the constitutional process. The JI believes
in both Bangladeshi nationalism and the idea of “Islamic democracy.”*® The
JI web site shows that “the ]I is striving democratically to enforce God —fear-
ing, honest, and efficient leadership.”"

The party is organized, disciplined and enjoys a modicum of popular sup-
port. It is the largest functioning Islamic party in Bangladesh, and is popular
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among students, the academic intelligentsia, civil servants, the military and
other important sectors of Bangladeshi society.”” However, its overall polit-
ical impact remains limited; in the country’s 1986 parliamentary elections,
the JI won 10 seats; in 1991, 18 seats; and in 1996, three seats. In 2001 the
J1 again secured 17 seats,”" and finally in the 2008 election, the JI once again
received only 2 parliamentary seats with just 4.5 percent of the popular vote.
The next elections are scheduled to be held in January 2014.

The JI actively participated in most of the popular democratic movements
like the movement against the autocratic rule of General H.M. Ershad and
the Movement for introducing Care Taker Government. In the Movement
for introducing Caretaker Government, the JI was one of the closest allies
of the Awami League (AL) led by Sheikh Hasina. Currently, the JI is a major
partner of the 18 party opposition alliance led by Khaleda Zia against the 14
party ruling alliance of Sheikh Hasina.

The party boasts a broad financial network. It indirectly operates many finan-
cial institutions, including Islamic banks and Islamic insurance companies, as
well as private universities, medical colleges and private schools. The Islamic
Bank Bangladesh Ltd., a JI- managed bank, is claimed to have emerged as
one of the most successful commercial banks of Bangladesh. These busi-
nesses generate huge profits, which in turn go to fund party operations. (The
amount of yearly income of the JI has never been disclosed publicly.) Unlike
other political parties in Bangladesh, the JI claims that its workers and mem-
bers contribute money to the party fund according to their capability. The
party also has large numbers of supporters and sympathizers in Middle East-
ern countries, Europe and North America, who contribute regularly to the
party fund.”

Apart from JI, many other minor Islamic parties exist in Bangladesh.
Although the number of registered Islamic parties is 8, there are more than
100 Islamic parties existing either manifest or latent.** The most important
among them are: the Bangladesh Muslim League, Nizam-I Islam, Bangladesh
Khilafat Andolon, Bangladesh Khilafat Majlis, Islamic Andolon, Jamat-i
Ulema Islam, and the Islamic Oikko Jote.” All operate legally under the
country’s constitution, but their organizations are weak and support bases
slim. Like JI, each advocates the imposition of Islamic law in Bangladesh.

Radical Islam

Against the backdrop of September 11th and the ensuing War on Terror, the
al Qaeda network gravitated to Bangladesh, attracted by the country’s fragile
economy and weak capacity to combat terrorism. Since the 1990s, al-Qaeda
has boasted a considerable presence in Bangladesh, represented by under-
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ground organizations such as Harkatul Jihad al-Islam (HU]JIB) and Jagrato
Muslim Janata Bangladesh (JMB).

Harkatul Jihad al-Islam was founded in Bangladesh in 1992.The goal of
the HUJIB is to establish Islamic Aukumar (rule) in Bangladesh via jibad.*
Comprised of veterans of the Afghan jibad, HUJIB is reported to have
received initial funding from bin Laden’s International Islamic Front.”” In
2008, the U.S. listed HUJIB as a terrorist organization,” and the govern-
ment of Bangladesh has formally banned the organization as well.” HUJIB’s
principal areas of activities are limited to the area between Cox’s Bazaar,
Bangladesh and the border with Myanmar.** The HUJIB reportedly main-
tains six camps in the hilly Chittagong Hill Tract region where its cadres are
provided arms training. While there is no authoritative information on the
actual size of the group, it is estimated to have around 15,000 members.’!
Since 2005, frequent raids on HUJIB centers by Bangladeshi Rapid Action
Battalion (RAB) police and army—and the continuous monitoring of their
activities by law enforcement agencies—have significantly weakened the
group’s capabilities.”> HU]JIB reportedly receives financial assistance from
Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan via Muslim non-governmental orga-
nizations active in Bangladesh.? Its operational commander, Mufti Hannan,
was arrested in 2007 and is currently facing trial under Bangladeshi law. The
case still remains unsettled because of lengthy judicial process of Bangladesh.

The Jammatul Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB) came into existence in 1998

with the aim of establishing sharia law in Bangladesh through armed revo-
lution. Its supreme leader was Shaikh Abdur Rahman, and second in com-
mand was Siddiqur Rahman (a.k.a. Bangla Bhai), who also led its military
wing, the Jagroto Muslim Janata Bangladesh (JM]B). In 2004, Bangla Bhai
unleashed a reign of terror in the northern part of Bangladesh as part of an
ostensible war on outlawed Marxist extremists. But the proximate targets of
the JMB onslaught were judges and lawyers, who were targeted in a bid by
the group to establish an Islamic legal system.** The group’s last large-scale
attack was a series of bombings in August 2005. The organization report-
edly receives funding from various sources, including individual donors from
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain, Pakistan, and Libya.”> Funding for
the group also flows through NGOs, which—in spite of their ostensibly-hu-
manitarian activism—have aided the activities of the JMB.*® Several interna-
tional NGOs—among them the Kuwait-based Revival of Islamic Heritage
and Doulatul Kuwait, the UAE-based Al Fuzaira, the Bahrain-based Dou-
latul Bahrain and the Saudi Arabia-based Al Haramain Islamic Institute—
reportedly have provided funding to the group.”” The JMB reportedly has
approximately 10,000 fulltime and 100,000 part-time members, including
teachers, students and ordinary citizens.”® JMB was banned in 2005 by the
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government of Prime Minister Khaleda Zia. Its principal leader, Abdur Rah-
man, its second-in-command, Bangla Bhai, and four other members of the
Majlish-e-sura (the group’s top decision making body) were tried and exe-
cuted in Bangladesh in 2007.%

ISLAMISM AND SOCIETY

Bangladesh, widely regarded as a moderate Muslim democracy, is 89.7 per-
cent Muslim and 9.2 percent Hindu, 0.7 percent Buddhists, 0.3 percent
Christian. Animist and believers in tribal faith constitute 0.1 percent of the
population.®” Islam serves as the religio-cultural identity of the predomi-
nantly Muslim country. More than 98 percent of the population is ethnic
Bengali. Non-Bengalis include a minute number of Urdu-speaking Biharis.
Among the country’s Muslims, more than 99 percent are Sunni and follow
the Hanafi school of thought. Several Shi’a and Ahmadiya sects are also rep-
resented, albeit only nominally.*!

Mosques in Bangladesh serve as active centers of religious activity. In the
country’s 65,000 villages, there are an estimated 133,197 mosques, which act
as focal points for daily and weekly prayers and assembly.® Local donations,
as well as donations from West Asian and African Muslim countries, provide
for the construction and maintenance of these religious centers.”” A parallel
structure of some 58,126 maqtabs (informal Islamic schools) imparts basic
Islamic knowledge to young children (including how to read the Koran,
pray, etc.) Mosque imams act as influential elders in the country’s rural power
structure. On the whole, therefore, society in Bangladesh can be termed
“mosque-centric.”

Most Bangladeshis follow an orthodox, traditional version of Islam—one
which includes the traditional teachings of their forefathers. Their beliefs are
centered on the five pillars of Islam: 1) faith in Allah, 2) the performance
of salat (formal prayer), 3) the observance of fasting, 4) the performance of
the Hajj (journey to Mecca), and 5) the payment of zakat (alms). Madrassas
(Islamic schools) have long been considered to be the center of traditional
Islamic studies and the guardians of the orthodox Islam in Bangladesh.*
Of these, there are two types: Qomi madrassas are private in nature, receive
no financial support from the government, and subsist on religious endow-
ments or zakat and donations from the faithful. Alia madrassas, by contrast,
are controlled by the government, which pays 80 percent of the salaries of
their teachers and staff, as well as considerable portion of their development
budget. One estimate shows that the total number of madrassas (both Qomi
and Alia) is 13,406, with 230,732 teachers and 3,340,800 students.®> These

schools constitute the main current of traditional Islam in Bangladeshi soci-
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ety.

ISLAMISM AND THE STATE
The forty-year political history of Bangladesh is typified by an official

embrace of—and accommodation with—Islam by a succession of ruling
governments.

At the time of the country’s independence in December 1971, the govern-
ment of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman introduced a secular democracy and later,
one-party authoritarianism. But secularism created confusion and suffered a
backlash among the majority Muslims.*  As a consequence, the government
did not exile Islam from public life. Prime Minister Rahman (commonly
known as “Mujib”) established Islamic foundations in Bangladesh under
public patronage for the research and analysis of Islamic culture and society.
Under his direction, Bangladesh also joined the Organization of the Islamic
Conference (OIC). Beyond that, however, the practice of Islam in political
form was severely circumscribed.

This balance was shattered in 1975 by a coup d’etat that unseated Mujib and
installed a military regime. Bangladesh’s new rulers wasted no time dropping
secularism from the constitution and inserting a proviso emphasizing “abso-
lute trust and faith in Almighty Allah” as part of its efforts to satisfy religious
constituents in society and throughout the Islamic world. Simultaneously,
the new government allowed Islamic parties, through constitutional amend-
ment, to return to politics, and included a constitutional addendum com-
pelling Bangladesh to maintain fraternal relations among the Islamic coun-
tries based on Islamic solidarity.”” The critics argue that based on anti-Mujib
ideology, Zia transferred secularism into communalism or his Bangladeshi
nationalism.”®  After the assassination of President Ziaur Rahman in May
1981, power was assumed by another General, Hossein Mohammad Ershad,
who established Islam as the state religion, ushering a period of relative reli-
gio-political stability.

In 1990, however, the Ershad regime was ousted as a result of a massive polit-
ical revolt and purge, and power was assumed by Rahman’s widow, Khaleda
Zia, who became the first female prime minister in the new parliamentary
democracy. Like her late husband, Zia pursued a pro-Islam policy both
domestically and abroad. In 1996, Sheikh Hasina, one of Mujib’s surviving
daughters, rose to power as part of the opposition Awami League (AL) polit-
ical party, only to be subsequently ousted by a coalition government with
Khaleda Zia at its helm. In 2008, however, Sheikh Hasina returned to power,
buoyed by her pledge “not to harm Islam.”
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In February 2009, her government passed two key pieces of legislation in this
regard: the Money Laundering Prevention Act (MLPA) and the Anti-terror-
ism Act (ATA).* The former empowered the Bangladesh Bank to freeze the
accounts of suspected terrorist financiers, and directed it to take preventive
measures against monetary transactions that might be used for financing ter-
ror acts. Together with the ATA, it also instituted the death penalty for terror
financing and politically-motivated acts of violence.”® Under the statutes of
the ATA, “Anyone resorting to murder, kidnapping or damaging property
to create panic among the people and jeopardize the country’s security by
using explosives, arms and chemicals, will be charged with committing ter-
rorist offence.” In tandem, the Hasina government’s prosecution of “war
criminals”—namely, those Bangladeshis who actively sided with Pakistan in
attempting to prevent Bangladesh’s independence—has effectively weakened
Islamic forces, especially the J1.52

On June 30, 2011, the Bangladesh parliament passed the 15th amend-
ment of the constitution which re-introduced secularism as state ideology
but retained Islam as the state religion. Apart from this, the AL government
imprisoned the top leaders of the JI and their former caretaker movement’s
allies on the grounds of their alleged involvement in crimes against humanity
during the liberation war of Bangladesh in 1971.

The tribunal called International War Crimes Tribunal (ICT) was founded
to try the accused persons has seriously questioned the intention of the trial
after 7he Economist magazine published an investigative report showing that
the chief of the tribunal, Judge Nizamul Haq, worked improperly by taking
written advice and suggestion through e-mail and skype conversations from
a Brussels based unauthorized lawyer regarding the trial. This has seriously
tarnished the image of the ICT. The ICT has already proclaimed death Pen-
alty for four top JI leaders including Maulana Saydee, Ali ahsan Mujahid,
Kamruzzaman and Maulana Azad, and awarded ninety years imprisonment
to the former chief of the JI Professor Golam Azam. Although all these ver-
dicts are under appeal, the trials of top JI chief Maulana Nizami’s and other
top-ranking JI leaders are still active.

Many national and International media and Human Rights Organizations
including International Human Rights Watch suggest the War Crime Tri-
bunal failed to follow international standards.”* The verdict created such a
serious reaction in Bangladesh Society that at least 150 people were killed
during an outburst of the violence following the announcement of the death
penalty of Maulana Saydee.”® In addition, the High Court of Bangladesh,
in a verdict on 1st August 2013, declared the registration of the JI illegal on
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the grounds that the JI’s character breached the constitution of the country.>
Unless it wins an appeal, it will be a banned organization and unable to con-
test the January 2014 national election.””
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