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Introduction: Islam in Asia
in the Twenty-First Century

John L. Esposito

At the dawn of the twenty-first century, Islam is the second largest
of the world’s religions. The 1.3 billion Muslims of the world are
spread across more than fifty-six Muslim majority countries and in
a matter of decades have become a significant presence in Europe and
America, where Islam is the second and third largest religion, respec-
tively. Despite its global profile, Islam in the popular imagination—
and often in the media—still tends to be disproportionately identified
with the Arab world or the Middle East. Yet, in fact, the vast majority
of Muslims are in Asia and Africa.

Islam in Asia in the twenty-first century has a dynamic and di-
verse presence in regional and global politics. Its multifaceted sig-
nificance in all areas of life and society is only now beginning to be
appreciated. The Muslims of Asia constitute the largest Muslim
communities in the world. In this context, Asia, especially South and
Southeast Asia, enjoys special importance. First, Asia accounts for
49.7 percent of all Muslims." Indonesia, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and
India have more Muslims than the entire Arab world. A rich diversity
of Muslim discourse and politics stretches from the Taliban of
Afghanistan to the more modern cosmopolitan societies of Malaysia
and Indonesia. Second, in the last century, Asia has produced some
of the most prominent and influential intellectuals in the Muslim
world: from South Asia’s Muhammad Igbal and Abul A’la Al-
Mawdudi to Southeast Asia’s Nurcholish Madjid and Abdurrahman
Wahid. Third, Islam has been used to legitimate self-proclaimed



4 INTRODUCTION

Islamic governments in Pakistan and Afghanistan and to mobilize armed op-
position in Central Asia and the southern Philippines. At the same time, Asian
countries like Malaysia, have achieved considerable economic development and
a measure of political democracy, while emphasizing their Islamic roots and
culture. Fourth, many Asian Muslim countries are multireligious and multi-
ethnic societies with a history and legacy of religious and political pluralism
and tolerance. In recent years, communal conflicts have challenged and threat-
ened that legacy.

With the effects of globalization and the communication revolution, the flow
of ideas and people within the Islamic world has vastly increased. Consequently,
Muslims in Asia are affected by what is happening in the Arab Middle East and
the Western part of the Islamic world. Thus, the Asian scene reflects the ideo-
logical and philosophical trends prevalent in the Western Muslim world. Simi-
larly, extremist trends, some with affinity with groups such as al-Qaeda, exist in
Asia and have been responsible for violent acts such as the bombings in Bali in
October 2002 and for militant groups like Abu Sayyaf in the Philippines. For
several decades, religion has become a more visible and potent force in Muslim
politics. Contemporary Islamic revivalism has manifested itself in both personal
and public life. Military rulers, kings, ayatollahs, Islamic organizations, and ter-
rorist groups have justified their actions in the name of Islam. Iran, Sudan, and
Afghanistan established new Islamic republics or governments; governments
and opposition movements appeal to Islam to enhance their legitimacy and
mobilize popular support; Islamists or Islamic activists (sometimes popularly
referred to as fundamentalists) engage in political and social activism. Some have
won elections as mayors and parliamentarians and served in cabinets and as
prime ministers. Others have created strong social movements that are effective
institution builders. They have created new institutions in civil society, offering
education, along with legal and social welfare services, and they have established
Islamic banks, insurance companies, publishing houses, newspapers, and web-
sites. A small though deadly minority of religious extremists use violence and
terrorism in attempts to destabilize or overthrow regimes.

The influence of political Islam in Asia reveals the fullest picture of the
diverse roles of Islam in publiclife, both the best and the worst. The heroicimage
of the Afghan mujahideen as freedom fighters whose resistance movement
overcame Soviet occupation gave way to a Taliban-imposed Islamic state that
many in the international community regarded as a pariah. The example of the
Taliban embodies for many the threat of fundamentalism with regard to global
terrorism and intolerance, especially toward women and minorities. Pakistan,
Bangladesh, Malaysia, and Indonesia in diverse ways reveal the multiple roles
that Islam takes in their movements toward democracy, from elected to military,



INTRODUCTION 5

and from government manipulation of Islam to religious and ethnic communal
conflicts.

This book is a successor to the first volume edited by John Esposito, Islam in
Asia: Religion, Politics, and Society, published by Oxford University Press in
1987. For many years, the faculty of the Prince Alwaleed Bin Talal Center for
Muslim-Christian Understanding has paid special attention to developments in
Asia and how they have affected the character and praxis of Asian Islam. The
center has held a series of conferences in recent years in Kuala Lumpur,
Bangkok, Singapore, and Hawaii, at which the effect of the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001, were viewed within long-term sociopolitical and cultural
developments in Asia. As a result, in Asian Islam in the 21st Century, terrorism
and its effects are placed within the broader context of the evolution of Islamic
political activism and how Islamic ideals and movements, mainstream and
extremist, have shaped the developments of Muslim societies both in Muslim
majority countries and in countries where there are Muslim minorities.

Asian Islam in the 21st Century is divided into two sections: religion, politics,
and society in major Muslim majority countries (Indonesia, Malaysia, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, and Central Asia) and ethnic and religious politics in Muslim
minority communities (India, China, Thailand, and the Philippines).

Part I begins with chapter 2, “Islam in Indonesia in the Twenty-First
Century,” in which Fred R. von der Mehden analyzes the ramifications of
September 11 and the effects of Islam on democracy in the country. He argues
that “although some radical Islamic groups oppose the idea of democracy, the
majority of significant Islamic parties and organizations support it.” However,
the occupation of Iraq and deteriorating conditions in Afghanistan detract from
the indigenous democratic experiment in Indonesian politics.

In chapter 3, “Pakistan after Islamization: Mainstream and Militant Isla-
mism in a Changing State,” Vali Nasr discusses the ways in which politics in
Pakistan are undergoing a redefinition in relations among Islamist groups and
the military in terms of domestic politics. In the post—September 11 environ-
ment, the Pakistani military cracked down on the very groups it relied on earlier
for political gain in Afghanistan and Kashmir. As a result, the Islamist groups
also realize that their future is not in jihadi activism but in mainstream politics.

In chapter 4, “Islam, State, and Society in Bangladesh,” Mumtaz Ahmad
argues that the rise in the influence of Islamist ideology in Bangladeshi politics
is a consequence of the country’s political culture and not, as he demonstrates,
a consequence of foreign intervention. In gaining independence, Bangladesh
has neither abandoned Islam nor lost it to secularism. In fact, the Muslim
masses find no “contradiction between their Islamic identity on the one hand
and their struggle for socioeconomic justice and political rights on the other.”
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Osman Bakar looks at the process of democratization in chapter 5, “Malay-
sian Islam in the Twenty-First Century: The Promise of a Democratic Trans-
formation?” Bakar argues that Malaysia is currently witnessing a major shift
from Malay identity to an ethnic distribution and issues that more accurately
represent Malaysia’s pluralistic society.

Islam has been part of the process of nation building in Central Asia and
the Caucasus and part of the game of power politics by domestic and inter-
national actors. The Muslims of Central Asia were transformed from weak
minority communities in a very large state under Soviet rule, into Muslim ma-
jority societies, when the Soviet Union collapsed. This created challenges and
opportunities as Islam became a major contending source in the newly created
or newly emerging Muslim majority states of Central Asia. In chapter 6, “The
Trifurcated Islam of Central Asia: A Turkish Perspective,” Hakan Yavuz ana-
lyzes Islam’s role in the development of political movements in Central Asia
and how the perceptions of Western and Russian Islam inflate the threat that
Islamic political activism poses. He explains that Islamic revivalism in Central
Asia is not a “major threat to the stability of the region” but rather, a reclaiming
of Islam from the control of the state and turning it into a “source of morality
and identity.”

South Asian history and politics have been profoundly affected by the role
of Islamic activist movements whose Islamist ideology has influenced and been
influenced by the Middle East. The situation in South Asia reflects the contin-
ued influence though a shifting landscape of Islamist ideology and groups.
Anita Weiss in chapter 77, “A Provincial Islamist Victory in Pakistan: The Social
Reform Agenda of the Muttahida Majlis-i-Amal,” examines the long-term
ramifications of the political victory of Pakistani Islamist political parties. She
demonstrates how activists in the country structure their behavior in ways that
are possible in a Muslim majority society.

Part IT examines the extraordinarily diverse ethnic and religious politics in
Muslim minority communities. Muslim minorities in Asia, as in other parts of
the world, struggle with issues of faith and identity, such as how to maintain
communal identity in the face of pressures for cultural and political assimi-
lation, as well as political development. In some Asian countries, Muslim
minority populations are inextricably linked with issues of minority movements
for greater socioeconomic recognition, cultural rights, and, in some cases, total
autonomy. This is the situation in Thailand and in the Philippines and, to some
degree, among the Chinese Uighur Muslim minority.

India is the home of the largest Muslim minority community, and the
fourth largest Muslim community, in the world. Chapter 8, Steven Wilkinson’s
“Muslims in Post-Independence India,” discusses the experience of the Indian
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Muslim minority and its dynamic interaction with the majority society. Such
efforts of lessening intercommunal conflict are key to strengthening the Indian
Muslim community. Wilkinson argues that, despite the wave of anti-Muslim
sentiment in India since the early 199o0s, the increase in political competi-
tiveness among Indian states has positively affected Muslims’ security—in
exchange for political support—and economic prospects.

In contrast, Chinese Muslims have less corporate identity and leverage
than Indian Muslims, with correspondingly stronger pressures for assimila-
tion. China’s Muslims face their second millennium under Chinese rule, a
millennium in which issues of identity, integration, self-determination, and
autonomy remain important and often politically explosive issues. Though
many Muslims initially supported early communist calls for autonomy, equity,
and freedom of religion, China’s Muslims have more often been the objects of
antireligious and antiethnic nationalism: from the closing of mosques to wide-
spread persecution and executions. In chapter 9, “Islam in China,” Jacqueline
Armijo discusses the diverse religious and political influences that have made
for coexistence and conflict. Islam in China is the product of strong external
influences from the Middle East and broader Muslim world—from reformist
ideas and movements (in particular Wahhabi-inspired reform movements) to
Sufi orders. China’s Muslims continue to be influenced culturally, religiously,
and, at times, politically by ideas and movements from the Middle East and
Central and South Asia. While the Hui remain the largest of Muslim nation-
alities and have accommodated to Chinese culture, Uighur separatism has
resulted in clashes and conflicts that have been countered by government re-
pression of what it sees as its Islamic threat, a fear exacerbated by events and
fear of influence from Afghanistan and Central Asia.

Other activist and militant movements, like those in Mindanao and
Thailand, however, are shaped by their contexts as representing movements of
advocacy for minority rights. This ties them more closely to local ethnic iden-
tities, and they become similar to separatist movements rather than following
too closely the modes of actions of mujahideen groups. In chapter 10, “The
Effect of 9/11 on Mindanao Muslims and the Mindanao Peace Process,” Eliseo
R. Mercado discusses the cultural dynamics of Muslim ethnic identities and
how they relate to the emergence of activist groups in southern Philippines. He
examines the cultural processes within the Lumad (indigenous people), the
Bangsamoro (Muslim groups), and the migrant Christians to address the in-
tricacy and predicament of the peace process. Chapter 11, Imtiyaz Yusuf’s “Thai
and Cambodian Muslims and the War on Terrorism,” analyzes Islam in the
context of ethnoreligious developments in the southern part of the country,
arguing that this conflict is the product of the merging of an ethnically Malay
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Islamic viewpoint with a puritanical interpretation of Islam acquired from
abroad.

Finally, chapter 12, John Voll’s “Asian Islam at a Crossroads,” concludes
the volume with an overall examination of Asian Islamic states and assesses
Islam’s role in the changes that are taking place in secular and civil societies.
He notes the competition among a wide range of groups who are attempting
to determine the nature of states and societies in the Muslim world of the
future. This competition involves defining appropriate Islamic education and
the changing nature of the mass media and popular culture, as well as the more
visible conflicts involving efforts to control political institutions in the contexts
of globalization and religious resurgence. He concludes that whatever the out-
comes of these competitions, Islam will have an important role in the trans-
formations of state and society.

NOTE

1. 2007 CIA World Factbook (http://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/index.html).


http://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-worldfactbook/index.html
http://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-worldfactbook/index.html

PART 1

Religion and Politics
in Muslim Majority
Societies
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Islam in Indonesia in
the Twenty-First Century

Fred R. von der Mehden

Domestic and international forces have transformed Islam in Indonesia
significantly since the early 198o0s. In this chapter, I assess the nature
of these changes and the influence that framed them. Special atten-
tion is given to the effect on Islam of two major events since the year
1999: the reemergence of democracy in Indonesia and the ramifica-
tions of 9/11 and its aftermath. I consider the implications of these
changes on the relation of Islam to democracy, pluralism, the growth
of religious radicalism, and reactions to the “war on terror” among
Muslims in Indonesia.

Before focusing on the major points, let me underscore an
important caveat. To talk about “Indonesian Islam” is to oversim-
plify a highly heterogeneous religious mosaic. Islam in Indonesia
has long been characterized by its considerable variations in belief
and practice. On one level, there are differences framed by the influ-
ence of pre-Islamic beliefs, such as Hinduism and animism. His-
torically, this Hindu heritage has been particularly powerful on
Java, the country’s most populated island. On another level, there is
a wide range of local and regional influences that help determine
religious belief and behavior. A review of the multitude of village
studies throughout the archipelago would quickly provide illustra-
tions of this pattern. On still another level, Indonesian political history
reflects divisions among the country’s Muslim-oriented organiza-
tions. From prewar conflicts between Islamically oriented national-
ist parties such as Sarekat Islam and Partai Nahdatul Ulama to
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postindependence competition between Masjumi, Nahdatul Ulama, and other
Islamic parties, there has been no consistent common agenda. As discussed
later in this chapter, this divisiveness continues today.

Important differences about the role of Islam in society and the state are
reflected in contemporary religious organizations. There is an increasing
consensus that the public dialogue on Islam can be divided into four major
categories." Modernists, with their roots in the early twentieth century move-
ment in Egypt, have long had a considerable following in Indonesia. These
include members of the first mass nationalist movement, Sarekat Islam, and
the Muhammadiyah, the largest Muslim organization in the country. Today,
the Muhammadiyah rejects official political participation, although parties with
a similar agenda form the largest Islamic bloc in Parliament. Contemporary
groups are committed to democracy and nationalism.

The so-called traditionalists include those who follow a variety of traditional
customary values and practices. This group presents great diversity, but the
majority supports implementation of the Sharia and obedience to Muslim
clerics. Politically, their platforms vary from pluralist to anti-minority positions.
The other large Islamic association in Indonesia today, Nahdatul Ulama (NU)
is in this category. The NU as an organization has abandoned party politics,
although its leadership formed the National Awakening Party. Generally sup-
portive of democracy, the leadership of this category remains suspicious of
those who are seeking a more secular state.

The neo-modernists have a more nearly universal view of the role of Islam,
rejecting narrow interpretations of the Sharia and the formation of an Islamic
state. Rather, they see in Islam a source of motivation and inspiration. Neo-
modernist discourse does not support the development of Islamic institu-
tions but emphasizes personal ethical and pious behavior. The neo-modernists
strongly support a pluralist perspective with attention to human rights, includ-
ing women'’s rights, and democracy. A number of well-known Muslim intel-
lectuals are in this group.

Finally, there are the Islamists who include within their ranks a range of
violent and nonviolent elements. While not united on issues, they generally
tend to seek the imposition of the Sharia throughout the country, as well as the
establishment of an Islamic state, and they expound anti-Christian and anti-
secular sentiment. They remain a minority and do not have significant official
representation in Parliament. However, parts of their agenda resonate in the
general public.

Often, the lines between the adherents to these categories are not clear-cut,
but the existence of all of these variations makes it difficult to generalize about
Islam in Indonesia.
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In addition to these Islamic groups, there are those who support Islam
Jawa (Javanese Islam), the syncretic mystical belief system based in East and
Central Java. Members of this community provided the elite core to the Suharto
regime and make up the base for former President Megawati Sukarnoputri and
her Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle. In debates in Parliament over the
implementation of Islamic agendas, the party has tended to promote a more
secular position.

Another important point is that considerable change has taken place in the
character of public Islam since the 1980s.” In part, this has been due to external
forces. The world oil crisis in 1973 provided the money that allowed Middle
Eastern states such as Saudi Arabia and Libya to fund religious activities in
many countries, including Indonesia. More important, the Iranian revolution
galvanized political Islam. There was admiration for Iran’s stand against the
West, although this was not part of a Shia reaction, given Indonesia’s Sunni
population. Nor was there strong support for copying the clerical government
instituted in Iran.

The ensuing years brought a major influx of literature from the Islamic
resurgence into the country, as translations of Sayyid Abu al-Ala Mawdudi,
Hassan al Banna, Sayyid Qutb, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Sayyid Naguib al-Attas,
Ali Shari’ati, and a range of other writers were increasingly available to the
public. There has also been a rising interest in Sufism,” even though Sufi in-
fluence has been present since the introduction of Islam into the archipelago.
Indonesian writing on Islam began to display a wider appreciation of contem-
porary Muslim literature, and the number of publications on Islam in Indo-
nesian grew appreciably. In addition to the traditional role of scholarship by
Indonesians trained at Middle Eastern institutions such as Al Azhar, a signif-
icant number of young scholars began to receive their Islamic education at
Western institutions in the United States, Australia, the Netherlands, Canada,
and the United Kingdom. Those returning to Indonesia brought with them new
perspectives and methodologies that broadened Indonesian Islamic thinking.
Often the writings of influential Muslim authors, such as Murtaza Mutahhari
and Fazlur Rahman, were translated into Indonesian from English.

There were also important changes taking place in the character of Indo-
nesian Islam resulting from domestic factors. The process of development with
its concomitant increase in mass communications and mobility brought tradi-
tionally rural Muslims into contact with modern Western activities and values.
This not only reinforced secularist influences but also brought negative reac-
tions from many Indonesians who sought the support of traditional religious
values. The institutionalization of Islamic religious training in public schools
and the growing influence of indigenous Muslim educational institutions helped
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homogenize the understanding of Islam in the republic. The number of Islamic
colleges and madrasas has increased greatly in recent years. This has tended to
diminish previous “un-Islamic” perceptions of young Indonesians.

All these factors have been reflected in the public face of Islam in society.
For example, these decades saw the marked increase in the number of women
wearing what was once derided as “Arab dress.” Those going to Mecca for the
pilgrimage increased. The number of banks offering Islamic banking (non-
interest-based banking) grew markedly. Even the marketing of products began
to employ more Islamic motifs. The media gave greater attention to Islamic
subjects.* Indonesians, particularly those from Hindu-influenced places like
Java, had historically been quite lax in pursuing religious practices such as
prayer and fasting during Ramadan. But in the latter decades of the twentieth
century, they began to recognize the need to follow these requirements. Polls
taken in 2001 and 2002 found a strengthening of support for Muslim rituals
such as prayer and a weakening of un-Islamic practices such as burning incense
and seeking advice from a shaman.’ The number of people going to the mosque
and involving themselves in religious organizations grew considerably, partic-
ularly among the country’s youth. And the number of those who agreed with the
establishment of an Islamic government increased significantly.

During these years, students were attracted to a wide range of Islamic ideas
that interacted with their negative reactions to the undemocratic government of
President Suharto and his “New Order.” Factors such as Suharto’s policies, in
conjunction with reactions to the Iranian revolution, and the influence of the
Islamic revival abroad, gave strength to liberal and even radical Islam on the
country’s campuses. Most prominent in influencing these students was a
combination of the Iranian revolution, the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, and
Wahhabi (or Salafi Islam) ideas supported by Saudi government agencies in
Indonesia. All of these contributed to the intellectual religious ferment in the
nation in the 1980s and 199o0s.

There was one area where Islam did not display an increasing role in
society—politics. Through most of the latter years of former President
Sukarno’s dominance and during the first twenty-five years of the Suharto re-
gime, the Indonesian government sought to diminish the role of political Islam.
Suharto’s New Order would not allow political parties to present an Islamic
agenda, and all political organizations were forced to accept a national ideology,
the Pancasila, which was anathema to many Muslims (they argued that it was
agnostic and gave equal weight to Islam, Christianity, Buddhism, and other
faiths). It was only in the early 199os that President Suharto had a change of
heart, and the government attempted to capture the image of a supporter of
Islam. Suharto personally attempted to project himself as a devout Muslim, and
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the government sponsored the Islamic organization, the ICMI or Association of
Indonesian Muslim Intellectuals. While criticized by some as a tool of the
regime and as a supporter of modern rather than traditional Islam, the ICMI
did include a number of well-known and legitimate leaders of Muslim orga-
nizations and did increase the Islamic dialogue in the country. However, be-
cause of their religion, Muslims remained unable to compete politically.

Return of Democracy and Islam

Two events in the period 1999-2006 have profoundly affected the public
character of Islam in Indonesia; these are the return of democracy to the re-
public, and 9/11 and its aftermath. Indonesia last experienced a competitive
democratic system in the 1950s, after which the country faced Sukarno’s
Guided Democracy, which eschewed Western liberal democracy, and then the
facade democracy that characterized Suharto’s New Order. In the latter case,
although there were elections and much of the public paraphernalia of a
democratic system, the military and its allies actually determined the decision-
making process. Within this system, as noted, political Islam had no recog-
nized place. But all of this changed when the economic debacle that Indonesia
faced in the late 199os threatened the continuance of the Suharto regime. The
end result was the first truly competitive national elections since 1955 and the
reestablishment of democracy in Indonesia.

This new democratic system helped frame the public role of Islam in
twenty-first-century Indonesia in several significant ways. First, it allowed the
reemergence of political parties with Islamic agendas. The 1999 parliamentary
elections to the Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat (People’s Representative Council;
DPR) did not provide the Islamic parties with a majority.® Islamically oriented
parties took 38 percent of the legislature’s 462 elected members (in addition,
the military chose 38 members), while the secular and Christian parties gained
the rest, with 62 percent of the popular vote. The Muslim parties not only could
not garner a majority of the DPR, but their adherents badly split their votes. The
1999 elections again illustrated the split between Indonesian Islamic tradi-
tionalists and modernists, a condition that continues to this day. Neither of the
largest Muslim organizations, the modernist-oriented Muhammadiyah and the
more traditional Nahdatul Ulama, could get their supporters to rally around
one Muslim party, although the latter finally supported one party that garnered
12.6 percent of the vote. To be sure, the leaders of both organizations did not
attempt to present themselves simply as spokesmen for the ummah (commu-
nity) and made an effort to appeal to non-Muslims, as well as their natural
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constituencies. In addition, together, the major Muslim parties appeared un-
able to present a coherent Islamic platform, and the larger parties could not
agree on how to implement the establishment of an Islamic state or Sharia law.
This situation did give Muslims an institutional voice and sufficient power to
affect both policy decisions and the choice of government leadership, however.
Thus, there were a number of key offices held by Muslims, including Abdur-
rahman Wahid (Gus Dur), the first president of the republic after the elections,
and Hamzah Haz, the second vice president. Both were chosen by the DPR in
conjunction with the largely appointed Peoples Consultative Assembly (MPR).
In addition, Amein Rais, long-time leader of the Muhammadiyah, became the
speaker in the MPR, and the minister of justice was a member of the Muslim
PPP (Partai Persatuan Pembangunan) party.

Finally, while the other parties did not present an Islamic agenda, their
members were well aware of the power of certain issues that were important to
their own Islamic constituencies. This lack of institutional power by political
Islam was not as apparent at the informal local level where popular attitudes lent
support to Islamic ideas. Thus, a majority of the Parliament has supported several
foreign and domestic policies central to the platforms of the Islamic parties.

The 2004 elections to the DPR (this time without an appointed military
bloc) resulted in a similar pattern of fragmentation within both the secular and
the Islamic party blocs. In fact, Indonesia faced the greatest legislative frag-
mentation in its history, with seventeen parties represented in the DPR. The new
DPR again had only a minority of Islamic parties, although they were favored by
the weighting of votes in areas where they were strong.” Once more, they were
split in terms of policies and leadership and with one exception lacked year-
round local organization. The presidential elections that followed later in that
year found two secular candidates facing one another in the run-off, as Islamic
candidates were defeated in the initial votes. Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono (SBY),
promising reform and anticorruption policies, defeated President Megawati
Sukarnoputri decisively, obtaining over 6o percent of the popular vote.

The events of g/11 and their aftermath, including the attack on Iraq and
“the war on terror,” also have had a major influence in framing public Islam
in Indonesia. Perhaps most important was that the Coalition conflicts with
Afghanistan and Iraq and the attacks on Islamic militants (combined with the
continued prominence of the Israel-Palestinian conflict) galvanized the sense
of Islamic identity within Indonesia’s Muslim population. These attacks re-
inforced previous beliefs within much of the general public that the West was
on a crusade against Islam. In addition, the actions of the United States, Israel,
and their perceived allies facilitated the radicalization of elements of the
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Muslim community and helped form a sense of sympathy for their goals and
actions among many Indonesians.

Certainly, both the general public and politicians from a range of parties
reacted negatively to the American attacks on the Taliban and on Iraq. After the
invasion of Iraq, some 100,000 people, sponsored by parties from the radical
left to conservative Islamic, took to the streets of Jakarta to protest. Speeches
referred to the U.S. president as “evil” and “Satan.” Polls found overwhelming
popular rejection of American actions and the explanations for them. One poll
showed that 8o percent of Indonesians wished that the Iraqis had fought better.
Negative perceptions of the United States in the Indonesian public grew from
36 percent in 2002 to 83 percent just one year later. These negative numbers
declined following American aid to tsunami victims and have not reached the
earlier highs in recent years. However, when asked in 2003 how worried they
were that the United States could endanger their country some day, some
74 percent said “very” or “somewhat.”®

At the elite level, there has been strong condemnation of Western actions
against Afghanistan and Iraq from both Islamic leaders and spokespeople for
more secular organizations. Before the United States entered Afghanistan, the
Council of Islamic Ulemas called for jihad if the United States attacked that
country; later, the council demanded that Indonesia cut ties with the United
States. When the United States did act, a variety of political and religious leaders
condemned the attacks. MPR Speaker Rais called Israel the real number one
terrorist state. Then Vice President Haz wanted an end to the attacks and
questioned the amount of evidence against Osama bin Laden. Islamic orga-
nizations from the more radical Islamic United Front to the modernist Mu-
hammadiyah also opposed the U.S. policies in Afghanistan.

Sometime later, Hassan Wirayuda, the Indonesian foreign minister under
Megawati, argued that the American unilateral approach in Iraq had failed.
Although these objections have reached across party lines, some have argued
that Muslim politicians looked to the 2004 parliamentary elections and hoped
that taking a position opposed to U.S policies could attract potential voters. For
example, Vice President Haz was vocal in his remarks, calling the United States
the “king of terrorists.” Objection to Coalition activities have continued and
were joined by condemnation of Israel’s actions in Lebanon and of U.S. support
of Tel Aviv.

In the rest of this chapter, I analyze the present and future role of Islam in
Indonesia in three major areas: (1) support for pluralism within the society, (2)
the maintenance of democracy in the republic, and (3) dealing with radical
elements in the archipelago and Muslim views toward the “war on terror.”
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Pluralism

The traditional description of Islam in Indonesia is that of a “flexible” and
peaceful system that eschews the rigid interpretations of the religion and the
intolerance of many other Muslim societies. There is no question that in most
parts of Indonesia this has been true and that among the Javanese, in particular,
there was a tendency toward laxness in religious practice and eclecticism in
belief. Even before the recent well-publicized violent actions by radical Islamic
groups, however, this characterization of Islam in Indonesia as tolerant and
nonviolent was overly simplistic. It ignored major movements in the postin-
dependence era that showed some elements of the country’s Muslim com-
munity that were prepared to employ violence in the name of Islam and were
highly critical of other religious and ethnic minorities. Even before indepen-
dence, there was deep-seated antagonism against other minorities. The first
Muslim nationalist organization, Sarekat Dagang Islam, formed before the
eruption of World War I, had its impetus in anti-Chinese sentiments among
East Javanese Muslim merchants. There was also considerable antipathy in
colonial days against the Christians, who were seen as supporters of the Dutch.
Two prominent examples of violence involved Islamic groups after inde-
pendence. First were the actions of Darul Islam, an organization that called for
an Islamic state and confronted the Indonesian state in the late 1940s, after
World War II. Second was the involvement of Muslims in the mass killing of
Communists and their allies in 1965 and 1966, when Muslim youth elements
aided the military.” Also receiving considerable press in the 1980s and 1990s
were cases of bombing of churches and shopping centers and the dramatic and
violent actions of small, and at times, colorful groups like Kommando Jihad.
In the decade before the 1998 fall of Suharto, Indonesia experienced in-
creasing anti-Christian and anti-Chinese sentiment within the government and
among some Muslim organizations. Suharto’s flirtation with Islam had led to
the sacking of Christian ministers, and there were reports of members of the
armed forces aiding radical Muslims. More extreme elements of the Dewan
Dakwah Islamiyah Indonesia (Dakwah Council, formed in the 1980s), following
a traditional anti-Christian missionary view of the group, appeared to join with
the anti-Christian, anti-Jewish KISDI (Indonesian Committee for Solidarity with
the Islamic World) in the 1990s. These actions appeared to take place with the
tacit acceptance of the Suharto government. In addition, anti-Chinese expres-
sions portrayed the Chinese as allies of the Christians. Other groups joined in
during the 1990s, and anti-minority rhetoric became more vitriolic. These ex-
pressions were part of a wider set of attitudes. Martin van Bruinessen has argued
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that “solidarity with Palestine is only part of the story; the words ‘Jew’ or ‘Zionist’
refer to the whole range of internal enemies and such threats as secularism,
cosmopolitanism, and globalization, as well, as the inseparable evil pair of Ca-
pitalism and communism.”'® Not only fringe groups expressed anti-Christian
sentiment; there were also supporters within major Muslim organizations, in-
cluding the Muhammadiyah. In 2005, within the general public, 38 percent had
an unfavorable view of Christians and 76 percent saw Jews negatively

Certainly, in contrast, there were prominent spokesmen for tolerance and
religious pluralism. The two major Muslim organizations—the Muhamma-
diyah, representing the modernist wing of Indonesian Islam and the more
traditional Nahdatul Ulama presented leaders who appeared as supporters of
pluralism. The best known of these individuals was Abdurrahman Wahid,
leader of Nahdatul Ulama. Both before and after his rise to the presidency of
the republic, Wahid and some of his colleagues regularly called for dialogue
and religious tolerance. But many in Nahdatul Ulama and other conservative
Islamic groups were not in agreement with Wahid’s willingness to deal with
Israel, his position on women’s rights, or his liberal interpretations of Islam.™
Other spokesmen for religious pluralism and democratic values included a
new class of Western-educated intellectuals such as Nurcholish Madjid, former
leader of the Muslim Students Association, and the late Harun Nasution,
former rector of the Jakarta State Institute of Islamic Studies.

The new democratic era has not seen a major diminution in ethnic and
religious tension, although, as always in Indonesia, it is often difficult to dis-
entangle the two. Attacks against the Chinese during the economic crisis of the
late 1990s brought international condemnation, particularly from Chinese-
populated states such as China, Taiwan, and Singapore. These activities were
not primarily based on religious factors, but they may have played a subtle role
in reinforcing antagonism against religion.

Since the fall of Suharto in 1998, there have been a series of clashes
between Muslims and Christians: bombings of churches, attacks on mosques,
violent confrontations between believers, reported forced conversions, and
other examples of religious intolerance. While these events have taken place in
many parts of the archipelago, the worst incidents have been on Sulawesi and
in the Maluku. Both of these areas have large Christian populations, a history of
separatism, and long-term economic divisions.'? The conflict in Maluku re-
portedly left over 5,000 killed and 500,000 displaced. However, levels of vio-
lence have declined since the early 2000s, although it continues to be a serious
problem.

The history of the major perpetrator of this violence, Laskar Jihad, provides
a useful tool for understanding the complex nature of this problem of religious
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pluralism. It emerged publicly in 2000 and disbanded in 2002 after declaring
its job done (although pressure from Islamic leaders was also a factor). Al-
though some have characterized Laskar Jihad as simply an anti-Christian ter-
rorist organization, its agenda had its roots in the belief of many Indonesian
Muslims that Christians were targeting them in Maluku, in fears of antisepa-
ratist sentiment, and in efforts to rally conservative Muslims after the 1999
elections. Laskar Jihad did not simply recruit disaffected rural Muslims; it
especially proselytized among university students rather than the general
Muslim community. Its leader, Ja’far Umar Thalib, had studied in Saudi
Arabia, and he and many of his original followers were strongly influenced by
conservative Wahhabi Salafy beliefs. While the organization failed to gain the
support of large-scale Muslim organizations or the more modern parties in
Parliament, there was public and private backing from conservative Islamic
groups and elements of the Indonesian armed forces. There were charges of
direct military support from the army, including training."? In a sign of his
relationships, after his arrest, then Vice President Haz and other Muslim
leaders visited the leader of Laskar Jihad in prison.™*

Issues of religious pluralism in Indonesia are far more complex than these
violent activities. They also include questions about the acceptance of other
“marginal” religions, the right to practice one’s faith freely, apostasy, and the
role of women. To be sure, many limitations on religious freedom have existed
in Indonesia for many years and do not necessarily reflect contemporary Mus-
lim pressure. Thus, it has long been required that a person declare a religion if
he or she wants an official identity card. It is not new to find that the dissem-
ination of religious literature to members of other faiths has been banned,
missionaries have found some difficulties in obtaining visas, and marginal
religious groups may find it hard to obtain marriage licenses, and so on. There
has also been some relaxation of limits on other faiths—for example, in 2002,
the ban on Jehovah’s Witnesses was ended.

Indonesia has historically not experienced the enforcement of religious
laws by the state, with exceptions in more conservative provinces like Aceh.
There have been fatwas by the National Ulemas Council against marginal
elements, but the government has often not made the effort to implement them.
Thus, a 1994 fatwa banning the Ahmadiyah sect was renewed in 2005, and the
minister of religion recommended that its members join another religion. Darul
Arqam, Jamaah Salamullah, and many traditional sects (aliran kepercayaan)
have also been banned, and there have been violent demonstrations, particu-
larly against the Ahmadiyah. State authorities have not always enforced the
bans. Also, the state makes proselytizing other faiths illegal but tends to use
these laws only with regard to efforts to convert Muslims The draconian state
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laws against apostasy that exist in many other Muslim states do not exist today
in Indonesia where the law allows conversion. Yet, this laxness in imple-
menting laws has another side, as the military and police frequently have not
protected minorities against violence or arrested the perpetrators. In fact, in
many cases, their members participated in the attacks.

Islamic groups also have lobbied Parliament to further implement the
parts of the Sharia and other elements of their religious agenda. In 2002, there
were large demonstrations for the incorporation of the Sharia into the consti-
tution. To this point, only Aceh has seen the official establishment of a pro-
vincial Sharia court, but many local jurisdictions have enacted Sharia
legislation. Muslim organizations did have a victory over more secular parties
and the Christian opposition when the DPR passed the education bill in 2003.
This legislation required non- Muslim schools to hire Islamic teachers to teach
the religion to their Muslim students. The government has been slow to im-
plement this legislation. Muslim parties have also pressed for laws against
extramarital sex, sodomy, and homosexuality, as well as witchcraft."”> Other
failed legislation has forbidden doctors from tending to members of other
religions, banning support of any faith that did not accept one God, and forcing
adherents to obey religious teachers. Recent polling has also found a decline in
the percentage of Indonesian Muslims who support harsh religious punish-
ments, and one 2006 survey found a strong majority who opposed cutting off
the hands of a thief or the death penalty for apostasy.'® In addition, Islamic
parties were unable to implement the original 1945 Jakarta Charter on which
the republic is based. It had called for a “Belief in the One Supreme God with
the obligation to carry out Sharia for adherents of Islam.” There is obvious
worry among Christians, other minority faiths, and secularists that pressure
will lead to further efforts to enact laws adversely effecting non-Muslim
interests.

The general public supports the idea of a more Islamically oriented state
but does not generally accept the use of the government to enforce religious
regulations. Thus, a 2002 survey found that 67 percent of the respondents
agreed that an Islamic government is best for Indonesia, and 70.8 percent of
those thought that the state should require Muslims to obey the Sharia.'”

Historically, Indonesian culture has given women a freer role than in most
other Muslim countries, although there have been exceptions in highly con-
servative areas like Aceh, and paternalism is alive and well in rural areas.
Women’s organizations have long been active in the republic and helped in
implementing the marriage law in the 1970s, which gave wives more protec-
tion, particularly with regard to divorce and polygamy. The economic problems
of the late 1990s gave impetus to women’s organizations in a variety of areas.'®
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There is still no equity in many sectors, however; women have a larger burden
of proof in divorce, and polygamy still exists. However, it is legally (if not
always in reality) required that a husband obtain the first wife’s permission for
another wife, and there are restrictions on polygamy for government workers.
At the same time, some municipalities have attempted to enforce the use of
the headdress, and conservative religious groups have argued for limits on
women’s rights. However, the prescriptions on women vary across the repub-
lic, and generalizations are difficult.'® Cultural and religious attitudes can be
seen in negative views expressed by many Islamic organizations and religious
leaders regarding the presidency of Megawati Sukarnoputri because of her
gender. Women'’s organizations today are more active and influential than in
most Muslim countries, although, like so much else in Indonesia, there is no
agreement on the basic paradigm that should guide the movement.”®

As noted, religious intolerance was not absent before the reestablishment
of democracy, and it has continued since. Some have looked at this as a typical
problem of a failed state, but that determination is premature. There is no
question that the present democracy, like the last one, is fragile and that the New
Order had the advantage of more centralized authoritarian power. The Suharto
regime found it easier to control unruly factions and manipulate the system to
its advantage. The fragmented multiparty character of the legislature, com-
bined with two presidents with weak leadership capabilities, made it difficult to
maintain order. Political parties are poorly organized at the national and local
levels. There is the additional problem of a historically poorly disciplined mil-
itary and police that have frequently either “overlooked” or even joined in eth-
noreligious violence. The inability of the system to solve many of Indonesia’s
economic and social problems has further exacerbated tensions and led to
targeting scapegoats. Without strong leadership and agreement among the
political parties, this messy democracy is not likely to be able to control ethnic
and religious intolerance in the near future. Although this new democracy is
less than ten years old, it has held two successful parliamentary elections and
Indonesia’s first popular presidential vote.

Dealing with Radical Islam

Laskar Jihad has not been the only radical Islamic organization to develop since
the reemergence of democracy, but its violent anti-Christian activities made it
somewhat different from the others. As noted, the general tenor of Indonesian
politics has been secular or moderately Islamic in its orientation, and extrem-
ist Islamic organizations are small. However, the need for the Indonesian
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government to deal with more radical Islam is important on several fronts.*'
Radical Islam has apparently grown since 1995, reinforced by both domestic
and foreign factors. In many ways, it reflects the inability of the system to deal
with basic needs, including security. It also tends to color foreign perceptions of
the country and could affect its economy. Certainly, acts like the Bali and
Marriott Hotel bombings have adversely affected tourism in the islands.
Combined with violent outbreaks, particularly those targeting foreigners, this is
probably why poll results show that formerly favorable views of Indonesia
among Americans have plummeted since the start of the Iraq conflict.

Other Islamic groups described as radical have not been as tied to violence
or as large as was Laskar Jihad. A number of small groups accused of extremism
have risen, however. While emphasizing the moderate nature of Indonesian
Islam, the U.S. government has listed as coercive, violent, and extremist the
Hizbullah Front, Laskar Mujahidin, the Campus Association of Muslim Stu-
dents, Laskar Jundullah, Islamic Youth Movement, Surakarta Islamic Youth
Forum, and Islamic Defenders Front.”” More recently, the multinational
Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) has come to the forefront because of its supposed ties to
al-Qaeda and acts of violence. While it has lost some of its popular sup-
port, become more fragmented, and come under severe attack from the au-
thorities, the JI remains active. Many of these organizations are small and
ephemeral.

Two groups, other than Laskar Jihad, have received considerable press. The
Islamic Defenders Front is frequently described as a primarily criminal group
with a religious facade. Originally closely tied to Islamic-oriented elements in
the military, it is now acting more independently and has clashed with the
authorities from its base in Jakarta. In 2004, elements of the front were accused
of attacks on those seen as breaking the fast during Ramadan. The Majelis
Mujahidin Indonesia (MMI) includes conservative intellectuals, as well as a
wing of violent extremists.? Its armed wing is Laskar Mujahidin. Prominent in
the peaceful wing is the well-known Western-trained historian Deliar Noer. The
organization was founded in 2000 to implement Sharia law throughout the
nation. Among the extremists involved in the MMI are two targets of the U.S.
anti-terrorist campaign: Abu Bakar Ba’asyir, termed Jemaah Islamiyah’s spir-
itual leader, and Riduan Isamuddin, alias Hambali, who was arrested as an
alleged key member of that organization. Because the extremist elements of the
MMI have their roots in Darul Islam, they have not had the good relations with
the police and military that other radical organizations have enjoyed.

There is also general agreement that contacts between most of these or-
ganizations and international “terrorist” elements are weak. However, both
Laskar Jihad and the successor to Darul Islam, Majelis Mujahidin, take pride in
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experiences against the Soviets in Afghanistan. The head of Laskar Jihad stated
that he had met Osama bin Laden, but considered him to be a poor Muslim.
Disagreement exists regarding the degree of penetration of al-Qaeda into In-
donesia.”* There are allegedly closer ties between Jemaah Islamiyah and in-
ternational “terrorist” networks than is true of other radical groups.

The more militant groups in Indonesia have become more fragmented and
more subject to government scrutiny than in previous years. Remnants still
exist, and madrasas known for teaching more radical Islamic ideology are still
operating. While weakened, these militant groups are still capable of mounting
violent actions.

Perhaps more interesting and long-lasting have been the views of nonvi-
olent conservative Islamic organizations. There has been a significant increase
in Wahhabi influence, and its puritan emphasis fits well with popular rejection
of what is seen as the immorality of Western influences. While reflecting only a
small minority, Wahhabi ideas have found support from those educated in
Saudi Arabia and Yemen, as well as among other intellectual groups. Ad-
herents to these beliefs can be found in both radical violent and purely intel-
lectual circles.

Neither the general public nor most Islamic parties have come forward with
a clear program as to how to implement an Islamic state. Those running for
election to the DPR, with a strong Islamist agenda, have tended to be unsuc-
cessful at the polls. At the same time, there is interest in implementing con-
servative Muslim policies, as illustrated by a manifesto of the first Congress of
Mujahidin in 2000. Two major Islamic factions of the MPR later supported the
basic principles of the statement. Among the articles was a call for the estab-
lishment of Islamic Sharia, intensive study of Islam at all levels of the public
school curriculum, prohibiting non-Muslims from holding public office if
Muslims would serve, combating all forms of secularism, combating all efforts
to establish a relationship with Israel, and holding that every religious com-
munity should respect differences among faiths.*®

Islam and Democracy

Any assessment of the relation of Islam to democracy in contemporary In-
donesia must recognize the mixed nature of the relationship. On the positive
side, the leaders of all the major Islamic parties have been supportive of a
democratic state with free and open elections. Men like Wahid and Rais were
active in seeking to establish the foundations of a democratic society during
Suharto’sregime and played arole in the regime’s downfall. As noted, these men
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have supported a pluralist Indonesia and condemned the communal violence
of recent years. During the 2004 elections, all the Islamic parties supported the
democratic process and accepted the legitimacy of the vote. Jamhari takes a very
optimistic tone by arguing that the new pattern of politics has aided democracy
on three bases: (1) the variety of Islamic parties gives participation to a wide
range of Muslims, thus limiting the possibility of one monolithic Islamic party
and forcing them into coalitions; (2) the multiple parties prevent fundamen-
talism by keeping Muslims from feeling marginalized; and (3) all parties be-
come more accountable to the people.?®

The Indonesian public tends to see little conflict between religion and
democracy. A 2005 Pew Research study found that 73 percent of those polled
saw a growing role of Islam in political life, and 83 percent of that group
considered this a favorable development. Even though 85 percent held that
Islam played a large role in Indonesian politics, 77 percent believed that de-
mocracy could work in the country.”’

The religious implications of democracy are a frequent topic of discussions
and articles with a wide range of views. For example, on one hand, the president
of the Muhammadiyah, Syafi Ma’arif, argued that the idea of democracy is
implicit in the Islamic concept of shura, or consultation within the commu-
nity.?® At the same time, he has opposed a completely secular state. Nurcholish
Madjid, on the other hand, earlier sought to contain political Islam and to de-
link Islam from political institutions. Islam, he argued, does not provide
definitive formulations for temporal acts.?

In juxtaposition to the democratic ideology expressed by these leaders, there
also have been the views expressed by more militant groups. Organizations
with Wahhabi influences, such as Laskar Jihad, have tended to reject many of
the fundamentals of liberal democracy. As previously noted, other radical and
conservative groups with anti-Christian and antisecular agendas have not ac-
cepted some of democracy’s pluralist foundations. The politics of exclusion
displayed in the Mujahidin Manifesto and some statements of the Council of
Ulema are not conducive to the maintenance of a democratic system.

Mark Woodward and others have raised the question as to whether the
broad mass of Muslims in Indonesia is prepared to accept the “give and take”
of democracy or to accept nonreligious bases of policy.*® Polls and studies of
public attitudes in other democracies, including the United States, have shown
a disjunction between the popular acceptance of the broad definitions of de-
mocracy and the people’s willingness to agree to the specific application of its
principles. It would be surprising if the Indonesians were any different.

The problems faced by democracy in Indonesia today are not primarily
related to Islam. Instead, it is necessary to look at the fragmented nature of
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political parties and the weakness of national leadership. The parties have not
paid sufficient attention to the development of their own cadre and grassroots
organizations. Party platforms are underdeveloped. Money is increasingly im-
portant in influencing internal party activities, and corruption remains a seri-
ous issue at the local and national levels. With all of these problems, at this
point Indonesia can take pride in refuting the frequently declared view that
Islam and democracy are not compatible.

Islam and Dealing with “Terrorism”

All of the factors discussed heretofore, including issues related to pluralism, the
reestablishment of democracy, and the growth of radical Islam, have come to-
gether in the debates over how to deal with the “war on terror.” First, from the
point of view of some external observers, a number of forces have hindered
Indonesia’s efforts to deal effectively in this conflict. Elements of the military and
police have been accused of aiding radical Islamic groups through providing
training, personnel, and arms. Significant numbers of members of the armed
forces are believed to have joined groups like Laskar Jihad. There are also accu-
sations that the authorities were slow to arrest those responsible for violent acts
against Christians and Chinese and later did not act aggressively against alleged
“terrorists” with international connections. However, there is general agreement
that Indonesian authorities acted more effectively and seriously after the Bali
bombings. More recent statements by American officials, including President
George Bush during his visit to Indonesia in October 2003, have lauded the
country’s efforts in this area.

Second, mainline Islamic organizations, their leaders, and their constitu-
encies have questioned the strength and even the existence of Muslim “ter-
rorist” elements in the Republic. There had been cooperation with regard to
common religious agendas between alleged extremists in organizations such as
the MMI and other Islamic associations. In the words of Abu Bakar Bashir of
the extreme wing of the MMI:

The MMI is an institution where a lot of people from a lot of Muslim
groups including the NU and Muhamidya gather at one table to dis-
cuss how to get our vision of sharia implemented into national

laws. ... The long-term strategy is to get Indonesia 100 percent based

on sharia. As long as Muslims are the majority, the country should
be ruled by sharia.’!
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Western criticism of Jemaah Islamiyah has brought many statements in the
defense of that organization or counterarguments that it is a tool of the United
States. Thus, Hasyim Muzadi, leader of Nahdatul Ulama, stated that attacking
the JI was part of the American strategy to force “Islam into a corner.” Sola-
huddin Wahid, a human rights activist and brother of former President Wahid,
said that JI members were trained in the United States and foreign agencies
were “steering” the police in the case.>

The broad majority of Indonesian Muslims simply do not believe the
proclaimed foundations of the “war on terror.” Polling shows that Indonesians
are divided almost equally between those who see Islamic extremism as a danger
to the country and those who do not. There are serious questions among
Indonesians as to those responsible for g /11. We can question the methodology
and reliability of some of the public opinion polling in Indonesia, but the re-
sults show a remarkable consensus on Indonesian popular attitudes regarding
the “war on terror.” A poll by a secular news magazine, Gatra, found that the
largest percentage of respondents (46.43 percent) stated that the attacks were
by “the American people themselves.”**> A poll of readership in a modernist
publication often unfriendly to U.S. foreign policy found that the respondents
believed the g/11 actions were by anti-U.S. forces (42.7 percent), radical Jews
(34-4 percent), Osama bin Laden’s group (10.4 percent), domestic terrorists
(10.3 percent), and the Red Army of Japan (2.2 percent).’* The views of the
Indonesian public in this matter are not very different from those expressed in
other Muslim countries.

There is also a pattern of disbelief regarding foreign explanations of radical
Islamist activities in Indonesia. A Tempo poll found that Go percent of its
respondents did not believe that the Bali bombing was by “local groups,” as
stated by the United States, and 7o percent considered these allegations to be
partof a conspiracy to define Indonesia as a terrorist nation. Another poll shortly
after Bali had 72 percent of the respondents saying that the bombing involved
the CIA. Some 52 percent thought that the JI was a creation of the Americans.*
Other polling and interviewing shows a prevailing view that the “war on terror”
is in reality a war on Islam. This assessment is not only found among the
members of radical and conservative organizations but also is an overwhelming
perception of the Indonesian public.

The Indonesian public and major Islamic parties and their leaders do not
support violent acts such as the Bali bombing. However, they do question the
source of these and other acts at home and abroad and the American rationale
for the “war on terror.” Like their new president, they reject any relationship
between Islam and terrorism.
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Conclusions

Any assessment of the character of Islam in Indonesia at the beginning of the
twenty-first century must recognize its decidedly mixed nature. On the one
hand, there are currents of thought and action that worry outside observers.
There has been an increase in ethnic and religious divisiveness, although there
are historic roots to the conditions that need to be understood. Small extremist
elements have carried out violence against Christians, foreigners, Chinese, and
others in the name of Islam, and the authorities have been known to either abet
these acts or ignore them. While there are important advocates of religious
pluralism, there also exists deep-seated animosity between Christians and
Muslims in parts of the republic. Western, and particularly American, policies
and rhetoric dealing with the Middle East and the “war on terror” have galva-
nized radical Islam and given Indonesian Muslims a sense that they are the
targets of a war against Islam. At times, this has led to a degree of denial with
regard to some of the domestic roots of violence in the country.

For good or bad, there is little agreement on a common agenda among
Islamic political and social organizations. The divisions that were apparent in
the prewar and postindependence years remain today. This heterogeneity pro-
vides Indonesians with a broad spectrum of ideas and programs, and some
observers, like Jamhari, argue that it has thwarted the rise of monolithic “fun-
damentalism.” Others argue that it weakens the ability of Muslims to promote
those parts of their agenda on which there is agreement.

On the other hand, there is a new vitality and sense of religious identity. A
plurality of Indonesians see themselves as Muslims first and national citizens
second. For the first time in decades, there are Islamic political parties whose
leaders have played important roles in national governing institutions. Muslim
religious schools, banks, and media outlets have proliferated. Muslims practice
their religion with greater attentiveness, and there is a decline in the acceptance
of un-Islamic elements such as shamans, the worship of saints, and a variety of
Hindu and animist rituals. There is also a greater knowledge of the intellectual
currents existing in other parts of the ummah and, at the same time, Islamic
scholars in Indonesia are developing their own religious thinking. Although
some radical Islamic groups oppose the idea of democracy, the majority of
significant Islamic parties and organizations support it. Indonesia is the great
counterargument to those who state that Islam and democracy are incompat-
ible, although that democracy is admittedly fragile. Islam in Indonesia is
probably more vital today than it has been for a very long time.
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Pakistan after Islamization:
Mainstream and Militant
[slamism in a Changing State

Vali Nasr

In 1999 the Pakistan military staged a coup that removed the gov-
ernment of Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif from office. The military
justified its actions by claiming to be ridding Pakistan of corruption
and the paralysis that constant bickering between politicians had
produced. The military promised to bring to Pakistan the develop-
ment that had thus far deluded it. The generals argued that democ-
racy was too permissive to corruption and was open to influence by
Islamists. Genuine development would only be possible under the
aegis of the military, which could provide for a secular decision-
making environment in which technocrats could run the affairs of
the state free from the influence of politicians. The military’s gam-
bit has opened a new chapter in Pakistan’s politics, one that would
redefine the relations between the military, Islam, and civilian politics.
Since the 1970s, the separate and yet interdependent issues
of democratization and civil-military relations on the one hand, and
Islamization and Islam’s relation to the state on the other, have
shaped Pakistan’s politics. In the 1980s, Islamism supported the
military’s rule over Pakistan. Between 1988 and 1999, the military,
Islamist forces, and democratic parties have cooperated and com-
peted with one another, jockeying for power and position in defin-
ing the rules of the game. Since 1999, the military has increasingly
been at loggerheads with both democracy and Islamism in its at-
tempt to dominate and shape Pakistan’s politics. The case of
Pakistan is instructive in what it reveals about the changing role of
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Islamism in determining the balance of power in civil-military relations and
about how democratization and Islamization—civil-military and Islamism-
state relations—are influencing one another, deciding how Pakistani politics
will unfold from this point forward.

The Islamist Factor in Pakistan’s Politics

Islam has had an important role in Pakistan since the 1970s, providing the
framework through which the country has defined its national interests and has
provided cadence between its domestic and international politics.' Islam has
also increased Pakistan’s regional power by opening new foreign policy pos-
sibilities before Islamabad, most notably in using Islamist activism to deal with
developments in Afghanistan and Kashmir.?

Mainstream Islamist parties such as the Jama’at-i Islami have been in-
strumental in defining the place of Islam in politics.®> The Jama’at was partic-
ularly successful in articulating a coherent Islamic ideology that effectively
organized social action around the struggle to attain an ideal Islamic state. This
action would embody and implement the core values of Islamic ideology, as it
solves sociopolitical problems and attains the goal of development,* the very
issues that the military claim can be achieved through a combination of military
rule, technocratic management of government, and secularism.

The Jama’at was successful in instituting many Islamist assumptions in
popular political culture and also in framing key debates in an Islamist frame of
reference. This success eventually helped weaken the grip of secular politics in
Pakistan in the 1960s, contributing first to the fall of the Ayub Khan regime
(1958-69) and later to the demise of Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto’s experiment with
socialism (1971-77).°

It was during the Zia ul-Haq era (1977-88) that the Islamist vision became
the credo of the state.® The Zia regime initiated a policy of Islamization of laws,
public policy, and popular culture, and it can be seen as a unique case of
systematic propagation of Islamism from above.” The Zia regime’s vision of the
place of Islam in state and society drew heavily on Islamist ideology in order
to shore up state power by ending its war of attrition with Islamism and to
expand its own powers both domestically and regionally.® The alliance between
Islamists and the military provided legitimacy to military rule, which then jus-
tified its suppression of democratic forces by claiming to be building an Islamic
order; however, that alliance was fraught with too many inconsistencies and
divergent interests of its key actors to ultimately survive.
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The end of the Zia period in 1988 also ended the formal alliance between
Islamism and the state. With the return of democracy and the growing power of
civilian politics, the military and Islamists confronted diverse and divergent
interests in a changing political context. Since 1988 and especially after the
1999 coup, Islamists, politicians, and generals have sought to manage rela-
tions between Islam and the state. The continuous negotiations, debates, and
confrontations between them have changed the nature of both Islamism and
Pakistani politics.

Islamism and Civilian Rule

The end of the Zia regime ushered in a period of transition in relations between
the state and its allies among mainstream Islamists. The regime that was most
closely associated with Islamization, and which had the most legitimacy to
speak for and embody the growing Islamic identity in Pakistan, gave place to a
more secular democratic order that was initially led by the most secular forces
in Pakistan’s politics, Benazir Bhutto and the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP).
The passing of the Zia regime had not occurred through political defeat, so the
Islamic coalition that led Pakistan in the 1980s retained notable power. In
addition, the continuation of the war in Afghanistan required Pakistan to re-
main true to its Islamic ideology.

As a result, the democratic period that followed the Zia years, 1988-99,
was marked by struggles of power between the military and civilian politicians
and between Islamist forces and secular political institutions.’ The result was
not only debilitating political crises that ultimately undermined democracy but
a more subtle competition for the soul of Pakistan. Just as democratic forces
sought to recalibrate Pakistan’s ideology, moving it away from Islamization to
better support development and modernization, the coalition of military forces
and Islamic parties sought to resist this trend by ever more tightly weaving
Pakistan’s foreign policy and regional interests with Islam, and thus continu-
ing to anchor domestic politics in the debate over Islamization.

Initially, the military cobbled together an alliance between the main pillars
of the Zia regime, the Pakistan Muslim League (PML) led by Nawaz Sharif and
Islamist parties, most notably Jama’at-i Islami and the two ulama parties,
Jami’at-i Ulama-i Islam (Society of Ulama of Islam, JUI) and Jami’at-i Ulama-i
Pakistan (Society of Ulama of Pakistan, JUP). Their alliance, Islami Jumhoori
Ittihad (Islamic Democratic Alliance, IJI) was charged with containing PPP in
the 1988 elections with the aim of ensuring that pro-Zia forces would have
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a voice in the democratic process and would use it to stymie PPP’s progress."’
In time, the military hoped IJI would become a more consolidated political
force that could defeat PPP and reproduce Zia’s Islamization order through the
democratic process.

IJT was initially successful. It was able to limit PPP electoral success in
the 1988 polls (and even win elections to the Punjab Assembly and form the
government in that province)."" It was also effective in using the open political
process to defend the gains of Islamization to that time and to make it difficult
for PPP to consolidate power and govern effectively. That success allowed the
military to dismiss the PPP government in 199o. IJI won the subsequent
elections and formed the government until disagreements with the military led
to its fall from power in 1993.

Between 1988 and 1993, the struggle of power between PPP and IJI created
a “crisis of governability” in Pakistan.'? Divided parliaments, economic crises,
corruption, and growing acrimony between Nawaz Sharif and Benazir Bhutto
caused paralysis. In the meantime, continued interference with the democratic
process by the military led to dismissal of two governments, first PPP’s in 1990
and later IJI’s in 1993. At the same time, Pakistan’s economic growth slowed,
and popular disgruntlement with government became more vociferous.

The military’s continuous interference with the political process was suc-
cessful in limiting the growth in PPP’s power, as it weakened democratization
to the advantage of the military. This success also resulted in a weaker IJI and,
ultimately, broke up the alliance between right-of-center civilian politicians,
gathered in PML, and Islamists—the alliance that had constituted the basis of
the Zia regime and, later, IJI.

The democratic period opened new incentive opportunities before both
PML and Islamist forces. Freed of the confines of Zia’s military regime, both
political forces began to see the opportunity to dominate Pakistan’s politics to
an extent that was not conceivable during the 1980s. Nawaz Sharif was the first
to make this realization and to distance his party from the military. As a result,
the machinations that first brought his party into government in 199o toppled
him in 1993."?

Jama’at-i Islami made the same realization. In the 1990-92 period, the
party’s leader, Qazi Hussain Ahmed, actively distanced his party from PML and
supported the military in dismissing Nawaz Sharif’s government in 1992. The
Jama’at ran in the elections of 1993 on its own, with Qazi Hussain posing as
the alternative to both Bhutto and Sharif.**

The military-PML-Jama’at alliance (the base of IJI) was now reduced to the
military and the Jama’at. The two also had a close working relationship in
Afghanistan and Kashmir, where the training camps, recruitment efforts, and
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many of the jihadi activities were organized by the Jama’at. Moreover, Gulbidin
Hikmatyar, Jama’at’s close ally was then also the military’s main client in
Afghanistan.

Soon after 1993, the picture began to change. The results of elections of
1993 suggested that Sharif had a strong appeal to the Islamic vote bank.
Whereas PML did very well carrying the Islamic vote, the Jama’at performed
poorly. The result suggested the emergence of a strong right-of-center party
that would also represent the Islamic vote—rendering Islamist parties as irrel-
evant. This was the first time in the Muslim world that a democratic process
had produced a brake to Islamism. The military was less concerned with lim-
iting Islamism and more with constricting democratic parties, however, the
military was shocked by these results. They had expected that the Jama’at would
limit PML’s electoral success and that, without Islamist allies, Sharif would fail
to curry favor with the public. The result was a military-Islamist alliance that
enjoyed little prominence in the political scene, along with an increasingly
independent right-of-center party that portended to take control of Islamism
away from the military.

The military was also growing impatient with Hikmatyar’s inability to gain
control of Kabul in the aftermath of the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan;
increasingly, it saw the mainstream Islamism of Jama’at and its ilk as inef-
fectual in managing either domestic or regional issues. The Islamist force that
had empowered the Zia regime was now viewed as a spent force. The military
thus began to look elsewhere. The change, as discussed earlier, came about in
1994 pursuant to change of events in Afghanistan with the rise of the Taliban.

The rise of the Taliban introduced a new militant Islamist force to the
scene. The military that was unhappy with both Hikmatyar and the Jama’at
now turned to this new militancy to prop up its position in both Pakistan’s
politics and Afghanistan’s civil war.'® The rise of the Taliban meant giving free
reign to the more militant forces in Pakistan that shared its ideology and
provided recruits and resources. JUI used its position to ensure a seamless
linkage between the Taliban and domestic extremist forces. The military also
concluded that, just as the Taliban’s brand of Islamism had proven more
productive on the battlefield in Afghanistan, extremism was likely to serve the
military’s objective of controlling domestic politics more effectively. General
Musharraf, in particular, proved adept at using extremist forces domestically
and also Kashmir to undermine civilian governments.16

The PML government that came to power in 1997 sought to chart a new
path for Pakistan to follow.'” The elections of 1997 were the first since 1988 to
give a party a clear mandate to rule. PML led by Nawaz Sharif won the majority
of seats (63 percent) to the National Assembly.'® The elections produced the
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smallest contingent of Islamist representation in the Parliament on record (a
sharp contrast with the elections of 2002). The results permitted Nawaz Sharif
to vie for controlling Pakistan’s politics, defining the relationship between
civilian rule and Islam, and creating a tenable relationship between Islam and
the state—the first since the Zia period. To achieve this, he openly fashioned
PML as, simultaneously, a modern democratic party that was committed to
the development of Pakistan and the champion of the cause of Islamization. In
effect, he positioned PML as a “Muslim democratic party” similar to European
Christian Democratic parties.'® Sharif, an industrialist from Punjab, was pop-
ular and was known to be a pious Muslim. He used his image to argue that he
would deliver on the demands of Islamization, just as he would pursue de-
velopment. PML was to form a stable right-of-center government that would
not be beholden to Islamist parties and would be able to govern Pakistan with a
strong claim to represent popular and national religious aspirations.

Sharif modeled PML after Malaysia’s United Malays National Organization
(UMNO), which, in the 1980s, had successfully coopted Islamic forces and
advocated both Islamization and capitalist development. As a senior PML leader,
Mushahid Husain, put it: “Nawaz Sharif will be both the Erbakan [leader of
Turkey’s Islamist Refah Party] and Mahathir of Pakistan.””* PML’s claim was
bolstered by the fact that it had taken over seats that were once held by Islamist
parties and had defeated those Islamist candidates who had participated in the
elections. Itargued that it could better serve the interests of the Islamic vote bank.

The military under General Musharraf (who became army chief in 1998)
viewed Sharif’s gambit as a threat. Had Sharif succeeded in establishing a
viable right of center and Islamist coalition, he would have dominated the
middle in Pakistan. If this had happened, it would have been a democratic party
rather than the military that would have defined and controlled the nexus
between Islam and the state.

The military under General Musharraf turned to extremist forces to un-
dermine Sharif. Throughout 1998-99, sectarian violence raged across Paki-
stan, and militant activism in Kashmir grew in intensity.”' There were two
attempts on Nawaz Sharif’s life by militant groups with ties to the military in
the events leading to the coup of 1999.** By encouraging increasing radicali-
zation of the Islamist discourse, and supporting the extremist forces, the mil-
itary sought to destabilize the relations between PML and its constituency, and
thereby more generally radicalize Islamism to the extent that a viable center-
right coalition would not be feasible. The military also used extremist forces in
Kashmir to undermine Sharif, most notably in Kargil in 1999, when an in-
cursion by militants into Indian-held Kashmir brought the two countries to the
brink of war and eventually greatly weakened Nawaz Sharif.*}
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Islam and the State since 1999

The growing tensions between the military and the PML, combined with po-
litical gridlock, contributed to Nawaz Sharif’s unpopularity. This precipitated a
crisis of governability, which, in turn, aggravated other problems—notably,
economic stagnation and, in particular, growing corruption. Sharif sought to
deal with these problems by tightening his own hold on power, which only
intensified his confrontation with the military. Sharif sought to gain control of
the military by bringing a friendly general to the helm. This backfired, eroding
his authority, and eventually led to the military coup of 1999.%*

The military regime that came into power initially purported to revamp
Pakistan’s politics. Musharraf is a secular general, known for his drinking and
fondness for gambling. Some of his first pictures after the coup were with his
dogs, and his speeches were then peppered with terminologies such as “dou-
bling down” and “tripling down” (drawn from blackjack).?® His persona could
not have been more different from that of Zia. He had spent some of his youth
in Turkey and had an admiration for Ataturk, and he looked positively on the
role that the military has in Turkey’s politics—which is clearly at odds with how
the military has seen its own role in Pakistan.?® The combination of Kemalism
and military rule differs greatly from Zia’s formula of combining Islamism
with military rule. It appeared at face value that Musharraf’s response to the
gradual melting away of the Zia alliance of military-PML-Islamism was to
anchor martial rule in a completely different ideological foundation.?”’

Musharraf sought to move beyond Zia’s model to look to the Ayub Khan
era. His vision was one of allying the military with the modern middle classes
and “liberal” Muslims, and focusing Pakistan on economic development.?®
What Musharraf proposed was a 1960s approach to development—a military
dictatorship claiming to be better able than civilian politicians to manage de-
velopment. It was a model that had been in vogue in Latin America and Asia,
but which had long been discarded in favor of more pluralist approaches to
growth and progress. In Pakistan, it had been in place during the military
regime of General Ayub Khan (1959-69). However, Ayub’s fall to a popular
social movement in 1969 and the subsequent secession of Bangladesh had
tarnished the appeal of the model. Its revival under Musharraf was therefore a
testimony to the continuation of certain kind of thinking in Pakistan military
about state and society, despite changes in Pakistan and the international en-
vironment over the preceding two decades.

Musharraf’s approach was quickly marketed as a strategic measure that was
necessitated by the events of September 11 and the changes in the international
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climate that followed it. Having realized that the military had lost the control of
mainstream Islamism to PML, Musharraf saw no point in continuing to anchor
the military’s strategy in a political and ideological position over which it could
not have direct control. The military would continue to use extremist forces, but
extremism was merely a tactical and strategic tool akin to a weapons system. It
did not provide the military with ideological legitimacy. Musharraf therefore
saw no contradiction between a secular military cultivating and using Islamic
militancy.

Musharraf also purged the military of pro-Islamist generals—confirming
the military’s new orientation.”® The military would be committed to its stra-
tegic vision rather than any ideology. Musharraf was successful in loosening
the grip of Islamists over the public sphere, reducing their ability to enforce
morality on the public or to use “Qur’an-thumping” to set the tone for public
debates. The new regime even encouraged more laxity in popular culture.
Political Islam became a less dominant force in the public arena, especially in
Punjab and Sind. Islamic observance did not decline, but compulsion in reli-
gious observance was tempered.

The events of September 11 had a momentous impact on Pakistan.
Musharraf and the military decided to support the U.S. war against the Taliban
and also the hunt for al-Qaeda in the Afghanistan-Pakistan corridor.*® This
meant clamping down on the militant jihadi groups that the military had used
as strategic assets to control Afghanistan and manage conflict in Kashmir.*" It
also meant severing the military’s last remaining overt tie with Islamism. That
the military leadership that was undertaking this move was secular in outlook,
and was doing so in alliance with the United States, was (and continues to be)
politically problematic. However, the military understood that the alternative
could be even more costly to its interests. External factors thus forced a break
with militancy. The Pakistan military now became closely allied with the
United States and openly at odds with the Islamist base of power in Pakistan.

The military was not able to compensate for the estrangement of Islamists
by appealing to the modern middle classes, because they, too, were opposed to
U.S. policies and, more important, objected to martial rule—even in the name
of moderation and economic development. For this reason, the military began
to relieve some of the pressure that it was putting on Islamists. With no dis-
cernable social base, the military decided to reduce the scope of its confronta-
tion with Islam. For instance, the much vaunted reform of the curricula of
madrasas that were held responsible for the jihadi culture in Pakistan came to
naught. The government left reforms to the madrasas themselves and did not
seek to reduce the scope of their social and educational activities.**
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Elections of 2002

The dilemmas facing the Musharraf regime came to the fore in the national
elections of 2002.>* PML and PPP were greatly disadvantaged in these elec-
tions. Their leaders were barred from the country, and the parties were broken
into different factions by the military. In addition, there were many irregular-
ities in polling stations, putting into question some of the results. More im-
portant, in the name of improving the quality of parliamentary representatives,
the military decreed that those getting into Parliament must hold higher ed-
ucation degrees—eliminating many political veterans from the race—and that
certificates issued by madrasas (jjazahs) would be accepted as higher education
degrees. These measures disadvantaged PPP and PML and conversely bene-
fited Islamist parties.

The Islamist parties (Jama’at, JUI, and JUP, as well as smaller ulama and
Shi’i parties) formed an electoral alliance: Mutahhidah Majlis Amal (United
Action Front, MMA).** The alliance reflected the Islamic parties’ frustration
with the Musharraf regime, with the fall of the Taliban, and the war on terror. It
also reflected the fact that with PML and PPP under pressure, Islamic parties
now had the opportunity to reverse the losses they had suffered during PML’s
rise to prominence in the 1993-99 period. MMA also had the tacit support of
the military—which is popularly believed to have helped put together MMA.
Musharraf viewed PML and PPP as the main obstacles before the military’s
project of controlling Pakistan’s politics. He was comparatively less concerned
with Islamic parties, which he believed the military could always manipulate.*®

In addition, a strong MMA would help the general manage Washington’s
expectations by presenting it with a zero sum choice between the military or the
mullahs. At any rate, the military expected MMA to be fraught with internal
conflict and, hence, easy to divide and rule. In essence, the secularizing general
was back to cobbling together some form of military-Islamist alliance, except
that, unlike in the Zia period, this alliance was surreptitious and was charac-
terized by mutual distrust between the two sides. Unlike the 1980s, too, Islamic
parties no longer looked to an alliance with the military as the only way in which
their ambitions for power could be realized. MMA leaders such as Jama’at’s
Qazi Hussain Ahmed believed that MMA could fill in PML’s shoes and that
Islamist interests now lay in the political process. MMA could use the interim
period of military rule to develop its organizational capabilities and develop
stronger roots in key social and ethnic groups so that it would be a contender for
power when democracy returns to Pakistan. Their strategy therefore became
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one of coexistence with military rule in the short run in order to prepare for the
post-military period.

MMA was designed as a strong electoral alliance between the two most im-
portant Islamist forces in Pakistan—the Deobandi JUI and Jama’at-i Islami—to
consolidate the hold over Islamic politics under an Islamist force. Although JUI
represents the political muscle of MMA (with the largest parliamentary repre-
sentation and control of the Northwest Frontier Province [NWFP] Assembly).
the alliance’s organizational design and political strategy are largely the brain-
child of Jama’at’s chief, Qazi Hussain Ahmed. Qazi conceived of MMA as the
means to use the tug of war between the military and PML and PPP to the ad-
vantage of the Islamist parties. He believed that MMA would provide Islamists
with the opportunity to wrest control of Islamism from lay and secular forces or
institutions—the military and PML.

Qazi believes that JUT and the Jama’at have the potential to create a powerful
mainstream political force.*® JUT has a strong representation in rural and tribal
areas; it is a main player in Pathan politics; and it still has strong resources
among militant forces. The Jama’at, in contrast, has notable street power in
urban Pakistan and has the political and administrative know-how to make MMA
a credible political force. The goal is for MMA to become the dominant right-of
center party in Pakistan—what PML was before the 1999 coup. It is for this
reason that MMA has distanced itself from jihadi forces. Sipah Sahabah Pakistan
(SSP), the largest of the sectarian forces that was banned after September 11 for
its ties to the Taliban and al-Qaeda, did not join MMA, and its leader, A’zam
Tariq, remained Musharraf’s most prominent Islamist ally until his assassina-
tion in October 2003. In official trips to Delhi and Kabul in 2003, MMA Executive
Secretary Mawlana Fazlur Rahman openly distanced MMA from jihadi forces in
Kashmir and from the resurgent Taliban fighters in southern Afghnaistan. In
Delhi, Rahman went as far as to endorse a cease-fire in Kashmir. As one senior
Jama’at-i Islami leader noted, “the only jihadi force in Pakistan is the army.”*’
Similarly, outside of NWFP—where there is strong demand for Islamization—
MMA'’s political agenda has shied away from overt talk of Islamization and
Shariat bills and instead focused on good governance and democracy.*® MMA
has become a de facto defender of democracy before the military regime, as well
as a serious contender for providing the kind of clean and transparent govern-
ment that Musharraf promised Pakistan after the coup. Since 2001, MMA has
developed an organizational apparatus that ties its various parties together. That
the MMA organization has worked for five years has gone a long way in creating
bonds between its constituent parties and in defining Islamism’s role in politics.

The alliance between Jama’at and JUI is also religiously significant. MMA
is the coming together of erstwhile rivals: lay Islamists and ulama. However,
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political interest has for now overridden ideological differences. The Pathan
factor has also been important in making the alliance possible. MMA’s pop-
ularity reflects the frustrations of Pathans with developments in Afghanistan.
The ties between the constituent parties of MMA have drawn a great deal on
the common Pathan nationalist platform—what they agree on as opposed to
Islamic doctrines where their views may diverge. It is important to note that of
the founding leaders of the six parties that constitute MMA, with the exception
of the late Mawlana Shah Ahmad Noorani of JUP, all were Pathans.

In 1999, Islamist parties in Pakistan also sought protection in numbers,
especially JUI whose rank and file had been tied to the Taliban. The military’s
“betrayal” of the Taliban convinced JUI that its future rested in a larger Islamist
alliance. In fact, the closer Musharraf got to Washington, the more JUI feared a
“Taliban fate,” and the more it sought refuge in a larger Islamic alliance.

The elections of 2002 produced a spectacular result for MMA, better than
Islamic parties had achieved in any of the previous elections.? In national elec-
tions, MMA got only 3.19 million votes, or 11 percent of the total (in NWFP, MMA
won 82 percent of the seats to the National Assembly), finishing fourth in the tally
of popular vote, after PPP (with 77.39 million votes), PML(Q) (a pro-Musharraf
faction of PML created by the military, with 7.33 million votes), and PML(N)
(a pro-Nawaz Sharif PML, with 3.32 million votes). The numbers led Musharraf
to continue to view PML and PPP as the main threats to the military’s position.

In provincial elections, MMA too did well (winning 51 of 101 seats to the
NWEFP Assembly—where it formed the government—and 14 of 51 to the Ba-
luchistan Assembly). However, in Punjab, MMA won only 8 out of 297 Pro-
vincial Assembly seats, and in Sind 11 out of 130—forming the city government
in Karachi. One important outcome of the elections is that Punjab and Sind
voted very differently from NWFP and Baluchistan. To be more precise, Pa-
thans voted overwhelmingly for Islamism and MMA, and the rest of Pakistan
shied away from MMA. This is the first time since the 1970s and the Afghan
war that there was such a political divide between Pathans and Punjabis.

The results also indicated the extent to which Pathan politics has become
Islamized—a “Talibanization” of Pathan politics in Pakistan. Talibanization in
Afghanistan meant militant and jihadi activism. It also meant Islamization of
Pathan nationalism. This trend began with the Afghan jihad and was later
closely associated with JUI—the Deobandi ulama party that has a strong fol-
lowing in NWFP and Pathans in Baluchistan, and whose madrasas were im-
portant to the rise of the Taliban. However, MMA today is clearly not interested
in militancy. MMA has concluded that the fall of the Taliban shows that jihadi
activism will not serve Islamist and Deobandi interests. Rather, the future of
Islamism and Deobandi politics lies in mainstream electoral politics.
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Hence, it is the second meaning of Talibanization—Islamization of Pa-
than nationalism—that is what is at work in Pakistan. The rise of MMA sug-
gests that Deobandis have completed their domination of Pathan politics and
nationalism in Pakistan in the manner that the Taliban had done in Afghani-
stan. It took direct U.S. military action to free Pathan politics in Afghanistan of
the Taliban—and still the United States has not managed to end the Taliban’s
control of Pathan nationalism in that country. The military may try to dismantle
MMA'’s control of NWFP, but it cannot easily untangle Deobandis from Pathan
politics. Pathan politics is now essentially Deobandi.

The Deobandi domination of Pathan politics has actually expanded after
the fall of the Taliban. Until then, Deobandis competed with PML for control of
Pathan politics in Pakistan. PML was able to remain relevant in mainstream
Pathan politics. The demise of the PML opened the door for Deobandis to move
beyond madrasas and jihadi groups to quickly fill the resultant vacuum. Con-
sequently, the Deobandization—or “Talibanization”—of Pathan politics in
Pakistan started in earnest after 1999 and became more prominent with fall of
Taliban in Afghanistan and rise of MMA. The Deobandi ascendancy in NWFP
and Baluchistan and Afghanistan has in effect created an Islamist-Pathan belt
that stretches from Kandahar to Quetta and Peshawar.

The Military and MMA after the Elections

Since October 2002, two developments have been notable. First, MMA has
retained its cohesion and has proved resilient in the face of the military’s efforts
to break it up.40 Second, Musharraf has faced stiff resistance to his efforts to
revamp the constitution to sanction military rule. The general has been criti-
cized for seeking to formalize military involvement in politics, most notably for
serving as both the president and Army chief. The resistance to Musharraf has
been led by the rump of PML and PPP, but also by MMA.

MMA has benefited from Musharraf’s rule. The general undermined PML
and PPP to MMA'’s advantage, and he continues to be preoccupied with rooting
out support for those parties. Regardless of the positive returns of the Mush-
arraf regime for MMA, however, the alliance is eager to maximize its political
interests and avoid becoming a tool of the military. As a result, MMA led the
charge in the Parliament against Musharraf’s tampering with the constitution,
as well as his support for the United States in the war on terror.

Jama’at’s leader, Qazi Hussain Ahmed, was at the forefront of opposition
to the Legal Framework Order—the constitutional changes that Musharraf
proposed to legitimize the military’s control of the state—demanding that he
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“take-off his uniform” if he wished to remain president. In August 2003, the
MMA and JUI leader, Mawlana Sami’ ul-Haq, led some 200 ulama in signing a
fatwa that declared sending of troops to Iraq to be haram, and forbidding any
member of the ulama from performing funeral prayers for Pakistani soldiers
that are killed there.*' More recently, MMA organized strikes and demonstra-
tions in defense of Abdul-Qadeer Khan, who was blamed for sale of Pakis-
tani nuclear technology to Iran and Libya. Islamists—echoing nationalist
sentiments—view Khan as a national hero and see the international pressure
on Pakistan over the sale of nuclear technology as subterfuge for containing
and eventually dismantling Pakistan’s nuclear program. MMA joined hands
with other nationalist voices in Pakistan to criticize Musharraf over his han-
dling of the Khan issue, hoping to cast aspersions on his nationalist credentials
and depict the military’s close ties to the United States as a point of vulnerability
for Pakistan.

Since the October 2002 elections, MMA has gained strength, both in NWFP
by championing Pathan nationalism and in the center by standing up to the
military. Growing tensions between the military and Pashtun tribes in South
Waziristan that followed extensive military operations in that region in order to
capture al-Qaeda activists has benefited MMA. South Waziristan operations
have pitted Pakistan military against local tribesmen in skirmishes that have
cost many lives on both sides. This has drawn a wedge between the military and
local Pashtun nationalism. MMA has protested military operations in South
Waziristan and used the military’s falling out with Pashtun tribes to strengthen
its own position in NWFP.

MMA poses a challenge to the Musharraf regime. Ideologically Musharraf
seeks to institute a moderate and apolitical Islam in Pakistan—what he refers to
as “Jinnah’s Islam.” However, he is at loggerheads with secular political parties
that have traditionally represented that approach to Islam. The general con-
tinues to view PML and PPP as the greater threats to his regime. The confron-
tation with those parties has alienated the moderate Islamic vote and the modern
middle classes from the military regime. This became clear when the civilian
partner that the military had put together from the rump of PML and PPP,
named PML(Q), began to falter. In summer 2004, the general dismissed the
PML(Q) prime minister, Zafarullah Khan Jamali, and appointed a technocrat,
Shaukat Aziz. Aziz was a banker who had been managing the economy as
minister of finance. Musharraf hoped that Aziz could both expedite economic
reforms and more directly appeal to the middle class. It was an admission on the
part of the military that it was at a disadvantage at the game of democracy, and
that its best bet was to deliver on the promise of development. This, however,
meant moving even further away from democracy, which made it possible to
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build its political platform around a combination of demand for Islam and
democracy as the foil for the military’s authoritarian secularism.

In effect, the outcome leaves MMA as the only viable civilian partner for the
military. In fact, it is said that Musharraf favors MMA as the “Military-Mullah
Alliance.”** The formal agreement with MMA created a modus vivendi be-
tween the military and MMA. In the wake of the agreement, Benazir Bhutto’s
PPP and Nawaz Sharif’s PML remain as the only overtly anti-Musharraf forces.
As the principal chasm in Pakistan’s politics becomes the one between the
generals and civilian politicians of PPP and PML rather than between the mil-
itary and Islamists, Musharraf is compelled to abandon his secularist pretense
and hand over substantial powers to MMA.

The issue is important in understanding where Islam fits in Pakistan’s
politics. In the international arena, the military has been the chief sponsor of
jihadi activism. It has viewed militancy as a strategic weapon to maximize for-
eign policy interests. Although international pressure, along with the scale of
attempts on Musharraf’s life in December 2003 and on his prime minister,
Shaukat Aziz, in July 2004,* has forced the military to abandon jihadi activism
and reign in militant organizations, the military’s thinking on its foreign policy
imperatives and the value of jihadi activism to realize it has not changed.

In the domestic arena, Islamism continues to be an important force, but it
has been able to project greater power since 1999 only because democratic
forces have been undermined by the military. The military has not been the
bulwark against Islamism but its liberator from its nemesis, PML. It is through
the military’s assault on the political process, and as an intended or unintended
consequence of the struggle for power between the military and democratic
forces, that Islamism has gained ground.** Its growth in power in the current
form feeds on the instability of the political process. The fundamental issue in
Pakistan’s politics remains civil-military relations and not the stand-off be-
tween Islamism and the state. In fact, growing tensions between the generals
and civilian politicians has brought the military closer to Islamists.

The relationship between Islamists and the military is fraught with ten-
sions, however. First, Islamist forces would like to avoid new elections and to
keep the civilian parties out of the political process, but they do not wish to get
too close to the Musharraf government. MMA has already faced a decline in its
popularity since it made an agreement with Musharraf over the Legal Frame-
work Order (LFO) issue. More important, the military is finding it difficult to
maintain its modus vivendi with Islamist forces in the face of developments in
Afghanistan and the international pressure on Islamabad over the war on ter-
ror, instability in southern Afghanistan, conflict in South Waziristan, and the
Khan and nuclear proliferation issue.
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During the Zia period, the alliance between the military and Islamists was
anchored in a shared Islamic nationalist ideology. Musharraf’s regime is not
Islamic, and the aforementioned issues are also sapping it of its nationalist
pretensions. Since 2001, but increasingly so in 2007, Genaral Musharraf has
found himself at odds with the Islamic nationalist sentiment that MMA, its
intended civilian partner, is firmly rooted in. This makes Musharraf’s strategy
for managing the domestic political scene more tenuous.

The new constitution in Afghanistan is unpopular in Pakistan—and es-
pecially in MMA'’s base of support among the Pathans in NWFP and Balu-
chistan. The constitution concentrates power in Kabul under a government that
is viewed as both pro-India and biased against Pathans. MMA has been critical
of developments in Afghanistan and is likely to openly break with Musharraf
over Islamabad’s Afghan policy if Pathan unhappiness in Afghanistan precip-
itates conflict in that country and if that unhappiness spills over into Pakistan.

Similarly, MMA has refused to support General Musharraf'in his attempts
to deal with the nuclear proliferation scandal surrounding the sale of nuclear
technology to Iran, Libya, and North Korea by Abdul-Qadeer Khan’s laboratory.
MMA has spearheaded criticisms of the government’s handling of this issue
in the Parliament and has orchestrated demonstrations in the streets. Qazi
Hussain Ahmed has called on Musharraf'to resign and to refer the matter to the
Parliament for consideration.** The nuclear proliferation issue goes to the heart
of the Musharraf government’s dilemma of balancing its ties with Washington
with its dependence on Islamist forces. The public censure of Khan has been
depicted by MMA as surrender to Washington on an issue that is critical to
national security. That the sale of nuclear technology to Iran and Libya were
portrayed by some quarters as General Mirza Aslam Beig’s (the fiercely na-
tionalist army chief in the late 1980s) strategy to create a Muslim nuclear bloc to
stand up to the West has made Khan more of a hero than a villain.

MMA'’s position on both the Afghanistan and the nuclear proliferation
issues are in tune with the nationalist sentiment in Pakistan, which resonates
with many in the military. The assassination attempts on Musharraf in De-
cember 2003 and on Shaukat Aziz in July 2004 were remarkable in their
degree of sophistication and access to critical intelligence, enough to suggest
complicity on the part of elements within the military and other security ap-
paratuses. Notably, the Christmas Day attempt on Musharraf’s life came three
days after it was revealed that Khan would be questioned by the authorities for
the activities of his laboratory.*® Subsequent investigations identified al-Qaeda
sympathizers among the lower ranks of the military, among whom religious sen-
timents run high, and there is great deal of sympathy for the anti-Americanism
of al-Qaeda. The apparent secularism of the top brass means that Islam is no
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longer the glue that binds the military together. This has made it more difficult to
maintain unity in the ranks in the face of mounting challenges.

The South Waziristan imbroglio has increased tensions within the mili-
tary. The conflict created widespread consternation in the military, 15 percent
of whose officer corps is Pashtun. In addition, the specter of conflict between
the Punjabi-dominated military and the Pashtun tribesmen directly threatens
the military’s strategic interests, domestically as well as regionally.

The pressures on the Pakistan military to maintain its unity in the face of
domestic political challenges and international pressures is considerable.
Musharraf’s foreign policy enjoys little support domestically at a time when
the military’s political status compels it to be sensitive to public opinion. The
challenge facing Musharraf is how to avoid isolation in the domestic political
arena while fulfilling the international demands on the Pakistan state. With
little ideological leverage with which to manage the domestic political scene—
and its most obstreperous elements—the general faces an uphill battle. How
General Musharraf addresses this problem will be decisive not only for his
regime but also for the future of Pakistan.

As pressures mount, the military—Pakistan’s single most important polit-
ical actor—will not likely remain politically active without fueling Islamism. The
notion of a secularizing military has become a contradiction in terms. As the
military faces stiff resistance to its authority, it is likely that it will give in to MMA,
returning to the framework of relations that governed military-Islamist relations
in the 1980s. This time, however, the military lacks ideological commitment
to Islamism, and MMA will not be content with playing a secondary role in the
alliance. The balances of ideology and power are very different, although the
need for cooperation remains the same. This may well present Islamists with
the first serious opportunity to emerge as a viable mainstream political actor.
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Islam, State, and Society
in Bangladesh

Mumtaz Ahmad

Unlike many other Muslim countries identified with Islamic resur-
gence or Islamic radicalism where this phenomenon emerged as a
gradual process, or was anticipated by observers as an incremental
development of long-term socioreligious and political trends, Ban-
gladesh entered the world of Islamic radicalism with a bang.' In
August 2005, Bangladesh made international headlines when bomb
blasts occurred simultaneously in sixty-three of sixty-four districts
of the country, throwing the government and the people in utter chaos
and panic.” Only one outside observer had seen what was coming:
in April 2002, a cover story in the Far Eastern Economic Review by
Bertil Lintner described—in a rather sensational tone—this second
largest Muslim country in the world as a “cocoon of terror” and
showed pictures on its title of look-alike bin Ladens springing to
life.> The Review article warned:

A revolution is taking place in Bangladesh that threatens
trouble for the region and beyond if left unchallenged. Is-
lamic fundamentalism, religious intolerance, militant Mus-
lim groups with links to international terrorist groups, a
powerful military with ties to the militants, the mushroom-
ing of Islamic schools churning out radical students, middle
class apathy, poverty and lawlessness—all are combining to
transform the nation.*



50 RELIGION AND POLITICS IN MUSLIM MAJORITY SOCIETIES

The report talked about the “impending threat of Talibanization” of Bangla-
desh and claimed to have “discovered” links between Bangladeshi extremist
groups and their Pakistani, Afghan, Chechen, and Southeast Asian counter-
parts with the blessings from Osama bin Laden. The same author published
another story in the Wall Street Journal in which he singled out the Bangladeshi
military establishment for mobilizing Islamic extremist groups for purposes of
terrorist activities in Bangladesh and abroad.’

The Review story was picked up by several Indian publications, one of
which listed thirteen “militant” organizations with international linkages that
were said to be active in Bangladesh.® A pro-Awami League Bangla newspaper
from Dhaka went as far as to claim in 2003 that “more than 100,000 militants
are now active” in Bangladesh.” No wonder that Indian Deputy Prime Minister
K. L. Advani and Foreign Minister Yashwant Sinha, under the Bhartia Janata
Party (BJP) government, suggested that Bangladesh had become a sanctuary
for al-Qaeda and Taliban fugitives.® This image of Bangladesh as a hotbed of
Islamic militancy was further strengthened by the sporadic—and later, in 20053,
systematic—terrorist activities by the two clandestine Ahl-e-Hadith groups,
Jamaat-ul-Mujahidin Bangladesh (JMB) and Jagarta Muslim Janata Bangladesh
(JMJB), led by Sheikh Abdur Rahman and Siddiqul Islam (popularly known as
Bangla Bhai), respectively.

In this chapter, I examine the dynamics of the interaction between the
state, politics, and Islam in Bangladesh within the context of both domestic and
international developments since its inception in 1971; and I identify the factors
that have contributed to the salience of Islam as an important player in the
politics of a nation that was established to uphold the ideals of secularism,
Bengali nationalism, socialism, and democracy. I examine the developments
that precipitated the shift, within less than a couple of decades, from the total
exclusion of Islam from politics to the emergence of Islamists as major power
brokers in national politics. In order to situate Islamic political develop-
ments within the larger societal context, I examine how Islam—in its diverse
manifestations—is embedded in the Bangladeshi society. Finally, I look into the
roots and the magnitude and influence of Islamic radicalism in Bangladeshi
politics and society.

I argue that neither the salience of Islam in Bangladeshi political discourse
nor the sporadic militant actions of some clandestine groups such as Jamaat-
ul-Mujahidin Bangladesh (JMB) necessarily leads to the conclusion that reli-
gious extremism has also become a principal mode of domestic politics or that
Bangladeshis will soon join the ranks of international terrorist groups.” The
current popularity of Islamic elements and Islamic discourse are shaped by
Bangladesh’s own national particularities and, as Ali Riaz has observed, can be
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described as “nationalization of Islamism” in Bangladesh. Thus, the rise of
Islamic forces as prominent legitimate political actors in Bangladesh is a pro-
duct of Bangladeshi political culture and is not symbolic of “a sympathetic
gesture to any extraneous organization or ideology.”*

That there is violence in Bangladesh is no news—more people are killed in
Bangladesh in confrontations between the two rival secular political parties and
their student wings than in religious conflicts."' The frequent clashes between
rival political groups, including those associated with some religious organi-
zations, may indicate a “primitive stage of democracy”'? but certainly do not
prove the rise of radical fundamentalism, jihadi Islam, Talibanism, and Bin
Ladenism in Bangladesh, as has been frequently described in some quarters.

Islam and the State in Bangladesh

Bangladesh started its career as an independent state in 1972, with a constitu-
tional commitment to uphold the principles of “nationalism, socialism, de-
mocracy, and secularism.”*? The Awami League that spearheaded the movement
for an independent Bangladesh was a secular political party that championed
Bengali nationalism and Bengali language as the raison d’étre of the new state
and rejected religion as a basis of state formation and nationhood."* The Awami
League’s aversion to Islam in public life was based both on its view that religion
plays a divisive role and on its experience of the blatant exploitation of Islam by
West Pakistani military and bureaucratic rulers in suppressing East Pakistan’s
demands for political participation and economic equality. Thus the 1972 con-
stitution of Bangladesh not only declared secularism as one of the fundamental
principles of state policy but also sought to (a) abolish all forms of “commu-
nalism,” (b) ban all political activities and parties in the name of religion,
(c) prohibit all forms of exploitation of religion for political ends, and (d) make it
illegal to discriminate on religious grounds.'® The Awami League leader and the
founder of the new nation, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, banned all Islamic political
groups—Jamaat-e-Islami, Nizam-e-Islam Party, Muslim League, and Jamiyat-e-
Ulama-e-Islam—and embarked on a path of neutralizing the role of Islam in
public affairs.'®

The anti-Islamic campaign of the secular zealots and the left-wing mili-
tants in the Awami League government during the early phase of the Mujib era
was so fervent that it provoked a backlash, not only from the religious estab-
lishment but also from the petit bourgeois and rural peasant social support base
of the Awami League itself. Thus we see a gradual shift toward a more accom-
modating attitude toward Islamic symbols in the latter years of Mujib’s rule.
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The fundamental shift in the state’s ideological orientation came when General
Ziaur Rahman (Zia) came to power in the aftermath of the assassination of
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman in 1975. Zia dropped secularism as one of the four
pillars of the state’s policy, withdrew the ban on Islamic political parties, and
replaced Bengali nationalism with Bangladeshi nationalism (that is, Bengali
nationalism with an Islamic content) and started recitation of the Qur’an on
radio and television, as well as in official ceremonies. President Zia also
strengthened Bangladesh’s relationships with Pakistan and the Middle Eastern
Muslim countries, emphasizing Bangladesh’s integral links with the world
Islamic ummah.

The first symbolic gesture of Zia toward the “Islamization” of the consti-
tution was to insert “Bismillah-ar-Rahman-ar-Rahim” (In the name of Allah,
the Beneficent, the Merciful) in the beginning of the preamble. Also, Article 8
of the constitution that mentioned secularism as one of the fundamental
principles of the state policy was amended to read in place of secularism “ab-
solute trust and faith in the Almighty Allah.” Article 12 that talked about the
measures to implement secular ideals was completely deleted, adding a new
clause in Article 25 to say that the state will stabilize, preserve, and strengthen
“fraternal ties with the Muslim states on the basis of Islamic solidarity.” Also,
the word “socialism” in the preamble was defined to mean “social and eco-
nomic justice.” Besides these constitutional changes, President Zia also un-
dertook a series of symbolic measures to emphasize the salience of Islam
in public affairs: radio and television programs on Islam were increased sub-
stantially; Islamic holidays and special occasions (Miladun Nabi, Muharram,
Ramadan, and Jummatul Wida’) were celebrated officially; and special gov-
ernment transport arrangements were made to facilitate the annual “Biswa
ijtema” of the Tablighi Jamaat. At the administrative level, two other important
measures were taken: a new government department of religious affairs was
created to coordinate policies and activities pertaining to Islam and other reli-
gions; and the previously dormant Islamic Academy was upgraded into the
Islamic Foundation, Bangladesh, with generous funding from the government
to promote Islamic research, education, and d’awa among Muslims."”

The trend toward Islamization at the state level was further strengthened by
the next military ruler, General Hussain Muhammad Ershad, who ruled Ban-
gladesh from 1982 to 199 0. Ershad made Islam the state religion of Bangladesh,
patronized Islamic religious activities, declared Friday instead of Sunday as the
weekly holiday, and doled out generous government funds to religious institu-
tions, including maktabs (elementary schools) and madrasas (religious schools).
Despite his personal life style, considered “hedonistic” by many of his country-
men,"'® President Ershad was most ostentatious in public display of his Islamic
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credentials. He also established a Zakat Fund for the collection and distribution
of the Islamic obligatory charity under his own supervision and emphasized the
teaching of Islam and the Arabic language in public schools."

On the face of it, it would appear that Bangladesh made a 18o-degree turn
in its ideological orientation from a secular state to an “Islamic state” in only ten
years of its history. But one should not read too much into the pious phrases of
constitutional changes introduced during the Zia and Ershad periods: these
changes have remained mostly symbolic and have never been invoked, either in
substantive public policies or in any of the major constitutional or legal cases
that have come up to the apex courts in Bangladesh. Neither the insertion of
“Bismillah” nor the “absolute trust and faith in Almighty Allah,” nor the proc-
lamation that “the state religion of the Republic is Islam” have any operational
significance for law making in Bangladesh.*

The most substantive effect of these constitutional changes and symbolic
measures was the re-legitimization of Islamic political parties and their par-
ticipation in national politics. The Jamaat-e-Islami and other Islamic political
groups were able to stage a comeback into the national political mainstream only
as a result of the legal changes that were introduced by the Zia government.
Also, these measures created an environment in which invocation of Islam in
public debates was no longer considered a taboo.

Several Bangladeshi writers have explained the Islamic policies pursued
by Zia and Ershad as a cynical exploitation of Islam to gain legitimacy for their
military regimes.?! This tired and rather simplistic explanation itself begs
an explanation: Why Islam? Rulers exploit only those sentiments that already
have a great deal of resonance in the masses. The fact that it was Islam that was
instrumentally used by the rulers to legitimize their regimes—and not any
other ideology or sentiment—only shows that the rulers were, in fact, re-
sponding to something that already had a strong popular base of support.
Otherwise, the whole exercise must be seen as counterproductive. Thus, the
“legitimacy” argument as an explanatory variable for the “return” of Islam at
the state level not only requires its own explanation but also does not tell the
whole story. One can identify several other factors that contributed to the ideo-
logical shift of the state from secularism to Islam.

First, of course, is the fact that Islam remains central to the lives of the
overwhelming majority of Bangladeshi Muslims, and it would not be a prag-
matic policy on the part of the state to continue to remain hostile toward Islam
or to marginalize its role in public life. Second, the abysmal failure of the
ideology of secular nationalism that culminated in 1975 in the one-party dicta-
torship in the name of “Mujibism” and widespread corruption and cronyism
also opened the doors for Islamic alternative. Third, there was a pervasive
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perception of the large number of Bangladeshis that a secular Bangladesh was
too close to India for comfort and that only a reassertion of Bangladesh’s Mus-
lim identity could justify its separate existence from its fellow Bengalis in the
Indian Bengal. Fourth, there was the factor of Bangladesh’s growing cultural
and economic relations (read: aid and labor export) with the oil-producing Mid-
dle Eastern Muslim countries and Malaysia that spurred the state-sponsored
Islamic activities with the generous official financial assistance from Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE). This funding was sup-
plemented after the mid 19770s with large amounts of money from private Arab
philanthropists and semi-government and private Islamic nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) that went to finance social welfare activities, as well as to
build mosques and madrasas.

Diversity of Islamic Expressions in Bangladesh

At the sociocultural level, Islam is central to the life of most Bangladeshis; as in
other Muslim societies, however, Bangladesh does not present a monolithic
structure of Islamic beliefs, practices, and interpretations. There is consider-
able variation in the ways people articulate, interpret, and practice their faith
and work out its implications in their individual and collective lives.** For
analytical purposes, one can discuss the religio-intellectual situation of Islam in
Bangladesh with reference to at least six distinct categories: orthodox Islam;
Sufi Islam; reformist/liberal Islam; revivalist/fundamentalist Islam; “Islamic
patriotism”; and a nascent postmodern, nonestablishmentarian Islam.

Orthodox Islam

Orthodox Islam is represented by the ulama, who are regarded as guardians of
the Sunnah of the Prophet and of the socioreligious institutional structures
developed under the guidance of the classical jurists. Included in this category
are three schools: the orthodox Deobandi school?® (the product of the Quomi
madrasas), which constitutes the largest group among the traditional ulama in
Bangladesh; the Sufi-oriented Barelvi school,** mostly the product of Alia ma-
drasas; and the extreme right wing Wahhabi school of Ahl-e-Hadith, the smallest
in number in Bangladesh but most active in radical politics in recent years.
The ulama, as the bearers of the legal and political tradition of the late
Abbasid period, have four primary concerns: the unity and integrity of the
Islamic ummah as a universal religious community; the integrity of the or-
thodox beliefs and practices of Islam as represented by ‘Asha’ari theology and
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the consensus (ijma’) of the classical jurists; the implementation of the Sharia
under their supervision, especially in matters pertaining to family law and
religious rituals; and the preservation and dissemination of the Islamic reli-
gious sciences under their guidance. As the interpreters of the divine law, they
resolve religious disputes and issue fatwas, providing the faithful with religious
guidance on all kinds of issues. As religious functionaries, they organize and
lead congregational prayers, supervise the celebration of Islamic religious oc-
casions and festivals, and conduct marriage ceremonies and burial rituals.?®

The persistence of orthodox Islam as a living and lived religious tradition
and as a powerful mode of Islamic religious discourse is nowhere more salient
than in the two central Islamic institutions, mosques and madrasas, which
constitute the base of the legitimacy, power, and authority of the ulama. A re-
cent government survey estimated that there were more than 200,000 mos-
ques of various sizes in Bangladesh, staffed by approximately 350,000 religi-
ous functionaries: imams (prayer leaders), khatibs (preachers), and khadims
(caretakers).”® Unlike most Middle Eastern Muslim countries, the network of
mosques and madrasas in Bangladesh operate outside state control and retain
considerable autonomy, despite several half-hearted moves by the state to
weaken their independence. In many small towns and cities, where there are no
public halls or similar civic facilities, the mosque is not only a place of worship
but also a forum in which to discuss public issues. A typical town will have at
least four or five major mosques (Jami’ahs) and at least one small mosque for
each muhallah (neighborhood). These small neighborhood mosques are
managed and funded by their local congregations and are thus closely linked
with the everyday lives of the faithful.

Madrasas have long been the centers of classical Islamic studies and the
guardians of orthodoxy in South Asian Islam. There are two kinds of madrasas
in Bangladesh: Quomi and ‘Alia.

Quomi madrasas—estimated at more than 6,500 at the secondary, in-
termediate, and tertiary levels, with about 1,462,500 students and 130,000
teachers—are a legacy of the spectacular resurgence of Islamic religious edu-
cation in India during the late nineteenth century.?” Since then, the madrasa
system has played an important historical role by preserving the orthodox tra-
dition of Islam, training generations of Islamic religious scholars and func-
tionaries, providing vigorous religio-political leadership, and, most important,
reawakening the consciousness of Islamic solidarity and the Islamic way of life
among the Muslims of South Asia.”® The Quomi madrasas in Bangladesh teach
a curriculum known as Dars-i-Nizami, a standard course of study in all Sunni
madrasas of India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. It consists of about twenty sub-
jects, broadly divided into transmitted sciences (al-'ulum al-naqliyah) and



56 RELIGION AND POLITICS IN MUSLIM MAJORITY SOCIETIES

rational sciences (al-'ulum al-’agliyah). The Quomi madrasas are private, re-
ceive no financial support from the government, and are supported by religi-
ous endowments (awqaf) or by Zakat, Sadaka, and donations from the faithful.
This financial autonomy of the mosques and madrasas has been a major source
of the independent religio-political power base of the ulama in Bangladesh. It
has also been responsible for resisting the efforts of state authorities to intro-
duce reforms into the Quomi madrasa system and to bridge the gap between
the traditional system of Islamic education and the modern, secular system.*

The other category is the government or ‘Alia madrasa system, a unique
system of Islamic religious education that has no parallel in the Muslim word.
Divided into four distinct levels—Dakhil (SSC), ‘Alim (HSC), Fazil (B.A.), and
Kamil (M.A.)—these madrasas teach all the required modern subjects like
English, Bangla, science, social studies, math, geography, history, and so on,
along with a revised and an abbreviated version of Dars-i-Nizami. Although
they are privately owned and managed, the government of Bangladesh spends
11.5 percent of its total education budget on madrasa education.>® The gov-
ernment pays 8o percent of the salaries of their teachers and administrators
and a considerable portion of their development expenditure as well.*" These
‘Alia madrasas are registered with, and supervised by, the government-
appointed Bangladesh Madrasa Education Board, which also prescribes their
curriculum and syllabi and conducts examinations. In 2006, the BNP gov-
ernment of Prime Minister Khalida Zia decided to recognize ‘Alia madrasa
degrees as equivalent to comparable general education degrees. According to
the Madrasa Education Board, there are 6,906 nongovernment ‘Alia madrasas
in Bangladesh, with the largest number, 4,826, at Dakhil level. The total
number of teachers in these madrasas is 100,732, and the number of students
at all four levels is 1,879,300. Unlike the graduates of Quomi madrasas, whose
degrees are not recognized by the government and who pursue their careers in
religious establishments and private businesses, a large number of the grad-
uates of ‘Alia madrasas merge into the general stream of education by con-
tinuing their education in colleges and universities.

There has been a phenomenal growth in the number of both the ‘Alia and
Quomi madrasas since the early 1990s. Data on the rate of growth in the
Quomi madrasas is not generally available, but anecdotal evidence suggests at
least 25 percent growth during 1995-2005.%* ‘Alia madrasas also registered
substantial growth during this period. In fact, the number of general educational
institutions in the public sector increased only 9.74 percent during 2001-2005
as against 22.22 percent growth in the ‘Alia madrasas during the same period.*?
It is interesting that the number of madrasa students in the ‘Alia sector in-
creased at a much higher rate (58 percent) during the secularly oriented Awami
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League government (1996—2000) than during the centrist-Islamist coalition
government (2001-2005) of BNP, which was only 10 percent.**

Then there are elementary-level madrasas, known as Ebtedayee madrasas,
first formally approved by President Ziaur Rahman in 19778. The Madrasa
Education Board has approved only 5,150 of all independent Ebtedayee
madrasas, with 23,176 teachers and 377,749 students. However, another report
suggested the existence of 18,000 independent Ebtedayee madrasas, with
85,000 teachers and close to 2 million students.** This figure should be closer
to reality since a 1992 Ministry of Education estimate puts the total number of
Ebtedayee madrasas at 17,2779. In any case, the Ebtedayee madrasas have pro-
vided elementary education in areas where no government primary schools are
available, and they are now acting as feeder institutions for both the ‘Alia and
Quomi madrasas. It is estimated that more than 50 percent of students in the
Quomi madrasas and more than 70 percent of students in the ‘Alia madrasas
come from an Ebtedayee background.*

A more graphic picture of madrasa education in Bangladesh is presented
in table 4.1, showing the magnitude and expanse of the civil society space that is
occupied by the religious sector in Bangladesh.

Although the ulama have vigorously resisted state efforts to introduce
changes in traditional religious practices, Muslim family law, and madrasas edu-
cation, they are not, contrary to the general perception, frozen in legal, theo-
logical, and intellectual rigidity. The ulama have shown a remarkable flexibility
in adapting to changing socioeconomic and political conditions, as is evident
in the important changes in the social organization of madrasas education. The
‘Alia madrasas system is one spectacular example of how the modern and tra-
ditional systems of education were combined, notwithstanding its well-known
inadequacies. But what is not widely known and appreciated are the important
changes that have been introduced in Quomi madrasas since the 1970s: Bangla
has replaced Urdu and Arabic as the medium of instruction, English has been

TABLE 4.1. Profile of Madrasas in Bangladesh, 2004-2005

Type Number of Schools Number of Students Number of Teachers
Quomi madrasas 6,500 1,462,500 130,000
‘Alia madrasas 6,906 1,878,300 100,732
Ebtedaee madrasas® 5,150 377,749 23,176
Total 18,556 3,718,549 253,908

“Government-approved.

Source: Data collected from publications of the Bangladesh Madrasa Education Board, four major Quomi
Madrasa Wafaqs (federations), and Bangladesh Ministry of Education documents.
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introduced in most Quomi madrasas at the elementary level, some important
changes have been made in the curriculum and textbooks, management practices
have been bureaucratized, and the examination system has been centralized.

The only major attempt by the state to reorganize madrasa education in
postindependence Bangladesh was made in 19772 when Sheikh Mujibur Rah-
man appointed a Commission on National Education under the chairmanship
of Muhammad Qudrat-i-Khuda. The commission nominated a special com-
mittee on religious education to suggest reforms in the madrasas. The general
perception that a large number of madrasa students and teachers had collab-
orated with the Pakistan military during the war of liberation had already cre-
ated a hostile political environment for the madrasas. A group of Awami League
intellectuals petitioned to the commission that these madrasas would keep on
producing “Dallals” (Pakistani agents and collaborators), which would under-
mine the spirit of Bengali nationalism—the ideological basis of the newly in-
dependent state of Bangladesh. They asked the commission to recommend that
the madrasa education be abolished and integrated into the general education.

Although the commission ignored the political aspects of the madrasa
education, they lashed out heavily at the outdated and “reactionary nature” of
its curriculum. The commission stated that madrasa education needed radical
change and should be reconstituted according to the demands of the modern
age. The main thrust of the commission’s recommendation was to gradually
integrate madrasa education with the general education stream and bring
all education under state control.*” What prevented the Awami League gov-
ernment from implementing the Qudrati-Khuda Commission report on
madrasa education was the opposition, not only from the traditional religious
sectors but also from the modern educated elites. When the commission sent
the questionnaire to elicit public opinion on madrasa education, 75 percent
of the respondents among the modern educated elite favored religious edu-
cation, and about 9o percent wanted to retain madrasa education in some
form.*®

Although the Quomi madrasas system of education remains an exclusive,
and relatively isolated, phenomenon, there are, nevertheless, powerful, social,
economic, and political forces and institutions that cut across socioeconomic
and cultural strata and tend to create new linkages, however weak, between the
traditional and modern sectors. These processual and institutional changes
have become more significant in the post-1971 era, as the changed political
context has created a series of symbolic and institutional linkages—shared
religious symbols; government and private-sponsored Islamic educational and
cultural activities, as well as projects and advisory institutions; political parties
and elected assemblies; and communication media, particularly the growing
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vernacular press—that facilitate increasing interaction between the ulama and
the modern educated elite.>® There have been several recent attempts to es-
tablish “modern-type” madrasas that may pave the way for some integration,
even at a very small level. One such example is Madrasas Darur Rashad in
Mirpur, Dhaka, which gives admission only to college graduates and has a
condensed five-year course of Islamic sciences. Then there is the Dhaka Cadet
Madrasa, which combines all subjects of college education along with the usual
Islamic sciences, with English as the medium of instruction for general sub-
jects and Arabic for Islamic religious subjects. Dhaka alone has at least five
major English medium secondary and higher secondary level schools that
combine Cambridge and London universities “A” and “O” level curricula with
traditional Islamic subjects. In Sylhet, a major Quomi madrasa has intro-
duced modern subjects, as well as compulsory English language, for its Dars-e-
Nizami students. Market forces, it appears, have done something here that the
governments couldn’t do, in that these madrasas have emerged in response to
the increasing demand for the English-speaking, modern-educated ulama who
can act as imams and khatibs in the United Kingdom and North America. The
Sylhet-based Quomi madrasa, Jamiatul Madina, alone has trained more than
100 graduates who are working as imams and khatibs in Bangladeshi neigh-
borhoods in various cities in the United Kingdom.*°

Although the top leadership of major Quomi madrasas is active in politics,
especially in Dhaka, most of the teachers and students are not included in a
unified voting bloc. Anecdotal evidence suggests that a majority of madrasa
students and graduates voted for the BNP during both the 1991 and 1996 elec-
tions, but some of their votes went to the Jatiya Party of General H. M. Ershad
and the Awami League, especially when the candidate was personally known
for his religiosity, but hardly any for the Jamaat-i-Islami, since the Jamaat, in
the view of most Deobandi ulama, represents a firqah-i-batyla (deviant sect). The
‘Alia madrasa teachers and students, in contrast, are the backbone of the
Jamaat-i-Islami’s central and regional leadership and social support base. The
Islami Chhatra Shibbir, the student wing of the Jamaat-e-Islami, dominates the
campuses of an overwhelming majority of the ‘Alia madrasas. However, a good
number of ‘Alia-associated teachers and students are BNP supporters as well.

Sufi Islam

Sufi Islam in Bangladesh is represented at two levels. The first is the folk,
populist Sufis of the rural masses, associated with unorthodox religious rituals
and practices, belief in supernatural powers of saints, a binding spiritual rela-
tionship between the pir (master) and murid (disciple), and visits to and vener-
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ation of shrines: Shah Jalal in Sylhet and Shah Makhdoom in Rajshahi, for
example. Sufi religious communities of Bauls, wandering from village to village
and singing devotional Sufi songs, enjoyed enormous popularity among ordi-
nary Bengali Muslims in the premodern period. This tradition has been pre-
served in puthi songs, a genre of Bengali poetry composed by fakirs and
dervishes, representing the best in Sufi devotionalism.*' Muhammad Abdur
Rahim lists the names of sixty-two prominent saints (both mythical and histor-
ical) whose shrines in different parts of today’s Bangladesh attract hundreds and
thousands of pilgrims every year.** Asim Roy describes three distinct features of
pirs in Muslim Bengal: (1) the term pir in Bengal includes not only saints and
spiritual guides but also “apotheosized soldiers,” pioneering settlers, and “meta-
morphosed Hindu and Buddhist divinities and anthromorphized animistic
spirits”; (2) the institution of pirs came to represent a folk religious transmutation
of Islamic orthodoxy; and (3) the pirs became “a binding force of authority,
stability and assurance in largely unstable physical and social situation” marked
by the “ferocity of nature and anarchical conditions in the active delta.”*?

Quite a large number of Muslims in Bangladesh identify themselves with
some pir, living or dead, and seek his spiritual guidance or his intercession for
the solution of their worldly problems. The pirs in Bangladesh exercise enor-
mous spiritual, but not much political, influence over their followers. Many
prominent pir families have tried their luck in electoral politics by forming their
own political parties in recent years but have failed to mobilize their spiritual
disciples for political gains. They are also known for their shifting political
alliances, moving from Awami League to BNP from election to election. What
is common among all the pir families, however, is their intense hostility to-
ward the Islamist Jamaat-e-Islami. Besides the established pir families of
Bangladesh—Sarsina Sharif (former Pakistani President Ayub Khan’s pir),
Athrassi pir (former Bangladesh President H. M. Ershad’s pir, who established
the Zakir Party), the Pir of Charminai (leader of the Islamic Constitution
Movement), and the Pir of Dewanbagh (“reviver of Muhammadi Islam”)—
there have emerged in recent years several new pirs in major urban centers,
with a large following among military officers, government officials, college
and university teachers, and businessmen and politicians. A Pakistani pir from
the Northwest Frontier Province—the elder brother of the former Chief Min-
ister of NWFP—has the largest following in the Chittagong area, which he
visits every year and from which he collects millions of taka from the rich
business community of Chittagong.

The other strain is the scholastic or intellectual Sufism, also a recent
phenomenon based in urban areas and becoming increasingly popular in ed-
ucated circles. Influenced by the writings of Abu Hamid al-Ghazzali and the
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spiritual experiences of the masters of the Suharwardiyah and Nagshbandiya
orders, these modern educated Muslims are rearticulating Islamic metaphysics
as an answer to Western materialism. For them, Sufism is the heart of Islam,
and Islamic revival means nothing if it does not begin with the spiritual
reawakening of individual Muslims. They believe in an integral Islamic tradi-
tion and, hence, are critical of both Islamic modernists and Islamic revivalists.
In recent years, this trend toward intellectual Sufism was popularized by the
late Seyyed Ali Ashraf and was strengthened by the writings of the Iranian
scholar Seyyed Hossein Nasr, the French Muslim thinker René Guénon, and
Martin Lings and Frithjof Schuon, all with their penetrating discussions of the
metaphysical questions of Islamic gnosis.

Revivalist Islam

Revivalist Islam in today’s Bangladesh is represented by two distinct and op-
posing streams: the politically activist revivalism is represented by the Jamaat-i-
Islami, and the quietist, nonpolitical d’awa-oriented revivalism is represented
by the Tablighi Jamaat.

JAMAAT-I-ISLAMI BANGLADESH. Regarded as one of the most effectively orga-
nized religio-political movements, the Jamaat-i-Islami has staged a remarkable
comeback, despite the enormous liability that its leadership carries from the
1971 experience when it sided with the Pakistani forces and fought against the
independence of Bangladesh. It was banned, along with the other Islamic po-
litical groups, after the liberation of Bangladesh. Soon after its reemergence on
the national political stage in the late 1970s, however, the Jamaat became the
most powerful Islamist group in Bangladesh.** Compared with fewer than
2 percent of the votes polled by all Islamic parties, the Jamaat candidates re-
ceived 12.13 percent and 8.63 percent of votes during the 1991 and 1996 par-
liamentary elections, respectively. In the October 2001 parliamentary elections,
the Jamaat-i-Islami participated as part of a center-right coalition and won
seventeen seats in Parliament. The Jamaat-i-Islami was given two positions in
Prime Minister Khalida Zia’s cabinet, which was quite a transformation for a
nation that came into being in the name of Bengali nationalism, secularism,
and socialism.

The majority of the Jamaat leadership consists of those educated at mod-
ern institutions of higher learning, as well as of ‘Alia associated graduates and
semimodern-educated lay Muslims, who came to revivalist Islam via Maulana
Abul Ala Maududi’s writings. Its support base is lower-middle-class Muslims
from both the traditional petite bourgeoisie and the lower echelons of the more
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modern economic sectors of Bangladeshi society. Its student’s wing, Islami
Chhatra Shibbir (ICS), claims a large following among students in major
campuses all over Bangladesh, except Dhaka University, which is regarded as
the bastion of secular/nationalist student politics in Bangladesh.*®

The Jamaat seeks Islamic revival through the establishment of an Islamic
state with the Qur’an and Sunnah as its constitution and the Sharia as its law. It
regards Islam as a comprehensive way of life that provides guidance in all
human activities. Its political struggle, since its reemergence in the early 1980s,
has focused primarily, through shifting political alliances, to relegitimize itself
in the new political context of postindependence Bangladesh. During the early
1990s, it formed a political alliance with its archenemy, the Awami League, to
launch a joint movement against the BNP government of Prime Minister Zia.
But then in 2001, it joined the BNP-led coalition to oppose the Awami League
government of Sheikh Hasina Wazed. Having thus gained political legitimacy
in the eyes of both major political forces, the Jamaat-e-Islami has emerged
as an important power broker in Bangladeshi politics. The Jamaat has also
recently tried to build bridges with the Deobandi ulama through its contacts
with the Islami Oiyko Jote (IOJ), “a potpourri of traditional-orthodox Islamic
groups.”*®

The Jamaat is also reaching out to the modern educated sectors of Ban-
gladeshi society through its concerted efforts to develop contacts with college
and university faculties, establish its own colleges and universities, organize
seminars and conferences on public policy issues, and establish “think tanks.”
Nevertheless, in the course of its intense ideological and political battles against
secular liberalism and Islamic modernism, the Jamaat, along with the ulama,
still remains a major spokesman of Islamic conservatism in socioreligious
matters in contemporary Bangladesh.

TABLIGHI JAMAAT. The Tablighi Jamaat is one of the very few, and probably
the most important, grassroots Islamic revivalist movements in contemporary
Islam. Founded in 1926 as a d’awa movement in Mewat near Delhi, with a
few dozen disciples of Maulana Muhammad Ilyas (1885-1944), the Tablighi
Jamaat today claims to have influenced millions throughout the Muslim world
and the West. Its growth and popularity in Bangladesh has been most spec-
tacular: Its annual conference, called Biswa Ijtema, is held in Tongi near Dhaka
and is attended by about 1.7 million Muslims; it is the second largest con-
gregation of the Muslim world after Hajj.*’

The success of the Jamaat in Bangladesh, as elsewhere, owes much to the
dedicated missionary work of its followers; its simple noncontroversial and
nonsectarian message; and its direct, personal appeal to and contacts with
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individual Muslims. Instead of publishing books or addressing large gather-
ings, Jamaat members go door to door and invite people to join their ranks and
spread the word of God. Their program of asking Muslims to leave their
families, jobs, and hometowns for a time and join in a system of communal
learning, worship, preaching, and other devotional activities has proved enor-
mously effective in building community-type structures with close personal
relationships and mutual moral-psychological support. Because the basic mes-
sage of Tabligh is simple enough to be imparted by anyone willing to volun-
teer, it is ideally suited for ordinary Muslims with little or no pervious Islamic
education. The Tablighi’s reliance on lay preachers, rather than on ulama, has
helped it reach and attract the Muslim masses in rural communities and small
towns. But the Jamaat is equally popular among the educated classes in the
urban areas. In fact, in recent years, it has attracted a large number of senior
military officers (both active-duty and retired) and highly placed civil servants,
as well as engineers, doctors, professionals, and paraprofessionals in Bangla-
desh. In terms of its ideological appeal, it is the only Islamic movement that
seems to cut across socioeconomic class barriers.

From its inception, the Tabligh movement has deliberately stayed away
from politics and political controversies. The Jamaat has rigidly maintained this
nonpolitical posture and has scrupulously observed its founder’s ban on po-
litical activities by refusing to take positions on political issues. This nonpo-
litical stance has helped it recruit followers from the military and civil service
and has spared the movement from the vicissitudes of the conflicting ideo-
logical orientations of various political regimes in Bangladesh. Indeed, all pres-
idents and prime ministers of Bangladesh have made a point of being seen
(or reported in the press) attending the Biswa ijtema. As a general argument,
the Tabligh movement justifies its repudiation of politics on the ground that,
compared with much more important concerns, political involvement is a low-
level activity and hence not worthy of the time, efforts, and energy of a reli-
giously motivated person. But the politics of the Tablighi Jamaat’s antipolitics
hasled to a situation in which the Tabligh movement’s nonpolitical approach to
Islamization of society has posed a serious challenge to the Islamic legitimacy
of the politicized alternative offered by the Jamaat-i-Islami in Bangladesh.

Reformist/Liberal Islam

Reformist or liberal Islam in Bangladesh, as in India and Pakistan, owes its
origin to the writings of the following: Sayyid Ahmad Khan (d. 1898), who
emphasized the role of rational thinking in understanding the purposes of
Sharia; Sayyid Ameer Ali (d. 1928), who argued for the essential compatibility
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between Islam and Western liberal values; and the poet-philosopher Muham-
mad Igbal (d. 1938), who vigorously pleaded to reactivate the “principle of
movement” in Islam—ijtehad—to reinterpret the fundamental legal principles
of Islam in light of modern conditions and ideas, and to work toward the
reconstruction of Islamic religious thought. In Muslim Bengal, the major ex-
ponents of Islamic modernism were Nawab Abdul Latif (d. 1893), Maulana
Karamat Ali (d. 1873), and Sayyid Ameer Ali.*® The Islamic modernist tradition
was further strengthened by the modern educated Muslims, largely the product
of Muslim educational renaissance in Bengal, especially after the establish-
ment of Dhaka University.

The Islamic liberal/modernist alternative remained a viable alternative up
until 1960s but seems to have eclipsed as an intellectual movement since
the 1970s. Today, it remains the weakest link in the chain of Islamic religio-
intellectual alternatives in Bangladesh. Modern, Western-educated Muslim in-
tellectuals in the recent history of Bangladesh, both from the humanities and
social sciences, have rarely, if ever, expressed their creative genius through their
sustained interventions in the debates that currently engage Muslim intellec-
tuals elsewhere. There is no dearth of polemical writings—mostly journalistic—
that seek to belittle the significance of Islam as a focal point of public life in
Bangladesh or to cast aspersions on some orthodox Islamic practices—a la Ta-
slima Nasrin*® and Shamsur Rahman—but a serious and sustained critique of
the foundational structures of Islamic orthodoxy and its intellectual inadequa-
cies has yet to come from either the secularists or Islamic liberals/modernists.>°

“Islamic Patriotism”

Among the senior intellectuals, both institutional and noninstitutional, one can
also witness a rediscovery of their Islamic identity, which, not surprisingly, has
come through a route that, in earlier formulations, was considered antithetical
to Islam: that is, nationalism. In the late 1940s, Hamilton Gibb was among the
first Western scholars who were perceptive enough to foresee the eventual
transformation of nationalism in Muslim societies to what he aptly called
“Islamic patriotism.” This, he argued, could happen as a result of reaction to
external forces, as well as of the inner dynamics of Islam.

In the case of Bangladeshi intellectuals, two factors have contributed
enormously to this generalized sense of Muslimness. First, the articulation of
the hyphenated “Muslim-Bangladeshi” nationalism was as much a result of a
conscious attempt to affirm moral-psychological alienation from India as it was
an effort to relink the historical roots of the new nation with the struggle for
freedom of Muslim Bengal, which was often parallel to, and juxtaposed with,
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those of the Hindus. The vacant space in the ideological divide of the 1970s
and 1980s between, what Sufia M. Uddin described as “secular nationalists”
and “religious nationalists,” has now been occupied by “Muslim nationalists.”
In other words, “the primacy of Islamic traditions and sentiments, cast aside”
by secular Bengali nationalists, “subsequently returned. ..as a broader quest
for Muslim identity.”>!

But the second factor is no less important. This is what I call the “CNN
Factor,” CNN, of course, serving as a metaphor for the global media that bring
closer to our homes the events of far away places. In this connection, one can
mention several milestone events in the Islamic world—the plight of the
Palestinian people; the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982 and then in 2006;
the Gulf War of 1991; the decade-long economic sanctions against the Iraqi
people; the genocide of Muslims in Bosnia, Kosovo, and Chechnya; the Afghan
war of 2001; and the invasion of Iraq in 2003—that caused a great deal of an-
guish and reawakened among the modern educated intellectuals of Bangla-
desh, as elsewhere in the Muslim world, both emotional and political-cultural
solidarity with the historical community of Islam.

What awakened these intellectuals to rediscover their Muslim identity
and solidarity with the Muslim causes was, first, the West’s feverish and
indiscriminately hostile reaction to the worldwide resurgence of Islam in the
wake of the Iranian revolution; second, the destruction of a Muslim capital,
Beirut, and the massacre in Sabra and Chatila during the Israeli invasion of
Lebanon; third, the capture of another Muslim capital, Baghdad (the citadel
of Islamic civilization and political glory during the Abbasid period), and the
decimation of Iraq, killing of innocent people, and bombing its socioeconomic
infrastructure during the 1991 and 2003 wars; and, finally, the initial indif-
ference of the Western powers toward the ethnic cleansing of Muslims in
Bosnia and the genocide of Chechen Muslims since the mid 199os.

I call these Bangladeshi Muslim intellectuals “CNN Muslims”—only
metaphorically, of course—for two reasons, based on their interpretations of
the following: (1) CNN (as well as BBC television) provided the horrible scenes
of massacres, concentration camps, and death camps of Muslims in Bosnia;
showed the real-time destruction of the West Bank and Gaza cities and towns
by Israeli bulldozers; and brought the pictures of Abu Ghraib prison to living
rooms, showing in strong and vivid pictures the plight of their co-religionists.
(2) The Western media allowed subtle, and often not very subtle, biases against
Islam and Muslims to be demonstrated in the coverage of these events. Most of
the writings of these senior intellectuals—university professors, retired diplo-
mats, civil servants and military officers, journalists, and professionals—are
found in daily and weekly newspapers, in both Bangla and English. Unlike the
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ulama and the Islamists, they know that they cannot be accused of having any
sympathy with the Taliban or other international Islamic extremist groups. In
fact, an overwhelming majority of them in the recent past were identified with
the secular/nationalist political groups in Bangladesh.

It appears that recent international Islamic developments have tended to
erode the so far “deliberate and sometimes scornful distancing” of Bangladeshi
secular intelligentsia from their Islamic moorings.’* Will these shifting atti-
tudes toward Islam and Muslim solidarity engender a new trend toward a
shared Muslim consciousness that is compatible with Bengali cultural sensi-
bilities and Bengali nationalism, and will they open up new intellectual spaces
that provide a wide audience with common interpretive framework of mean-
ing? The answer to this question will depend not only on how the new Islamic
voices cross the boundaries between secularism and Islam—or else make these
boundaries interpenetrative—but also on whether the established ideological
core of Islamists is willing to redefine the Islamic public space in more plu-
ralistic terms.

Only a few of these intellectuals, however, have yet been engaged in a
sustained articulation of what their new Islamic experience means and implies
for debate on the role of Islam in Bangladesh.>® There are visible elements of
progressive, liberal Islamic thought in their orientations, but a full-fledged and
public articulation of Islamic/Muslim elements in their ideas has been con-
strained by the political context of Bangladesh that still tends to bracket Islam,
Muslim identity, and “Pakistani collaborators” in a single conceptual and polit-
ical category.

A Postmodern Islam?

The last category consists of a nascent and amorphous group of young Mus-
lims, mostly from the middle class and with a good grasp of the English lan-
guage, who are trying to find their own religio-intellectual niche at a distance
from both the traditional orthodoxy and the established Islamist groups. Al-
though many of them had some previous connections with the Islamists, most
of these young Muslim men and women seem to have rediscovered their
Islamic identity independent of the established Islamic groups in Bangladesh
and in an intellectual environment free of political combativeness. Their
wellsprings of intellectual inspirations are quite diverse, eclectic, and mostly
non-South Asian thinkers. There is no identifiable founder or domestic mentor
of this group of young Muslim intellectuals, although some of them had some
association with the late Seyyed Ali Ashraf during his brief tenure as vice-
chancellor of Darul Ahsan University.
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Allin all, it is a spontaneous movement rooted in deep yearning for Islamic
intellectual renaissance, but it is equally engendered by dissatisfaction with the
current state of Islamic scholarship among the known Islamic groups in Ban-
gladesh. These young people are writing fiction, poetry, and literary criticism,
and they describe themselves as postmodernist Islamic writers. Their favorite
reading list consists of Edward Said’s anti-orientalism, Malek Bennabi’s Islamic
self-criticism, Muhammad Arkoun’s Islamic deconstructionism, Seyyed Hos-
sein Nasr’s and Seyyed Ali Ashraf’s Islamic neo-traditional mysticism, and
Yusuf al-Qardhawi’s ijtehadic legal thought. One can also see elements of ‘Ali
Shariati in this generation of young Bangladeshi Muslim intellectuals, as is
evident in their liberal use of diverse philosophical streams, their eclecticism,
and their intellectual activism; their scholarly pursuits burst with passion.

Their movement, if one calls it a movement, privileges ijtehad over tag-
lid, pietistic Sufism over institutionalized rituals and legalistic hair-splitting,
Muslim-Bangladeshi identity over Bengali nationalism, and tentativeness over
predetermined and fixed meanings of the texts. Much of their intellectual
production takes place in the forms of open discussions, study circles, and
discourse workshops rather than in formal and written texts. “We are practicing
Islam aesthetically, not ideologically,” one of them said.>*

This new Islamic discourse in Bangladesh is not only contributing toward
the fragmentation—and subversion—of traditional religious authority but is
also forcing Islamist intellectual thought to engage itself with the issues that it
had neglected in the past: issues of gender equality, social justice, the envi-
ronment, human rights, rights of religious minorities, and acceptance of the
legitimacy of diverse Islamic religious experiences. What is most important
in their eclectic approach is their willingness to extend the boundaries of Is-
lam to encompass a wide variety of sensibilities, aesthetics, imaginaries, and
practices—in the tradition of Sufis—as long as they do not explicitly conflict
with Islamic Sharia.

Ahl-e-Hadith and Islamic Militancy in Bangladesh

Ahl-e-Hadith in Bangladesh, who are mostly concentrated in northern districts,
largely remained unheard of until a mystery man, popularly known as “Bangla
Bhai” (Bengali brother), a hitherto unknown Ahl-e-Hadith activist, hit the
headlines of Bangladeshi newspapers in 2005. Bangla Bhai, whose real name
is Siddiqul Islam, founded an underground militant organization, Jagarta
Muslim Janata Bangladesh (JM]B) in northern Bangladesh to counter the in-
creasingly violent activities of some Marxist groups and some powerful local
gangs. Initially, Bangla Bhai received the full support of the local law en-
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forcement agencies, as well as of some influential politicians. Once he gained
some popular support because of his vigilante activities, Bangla Bhai extended
his murderous operations to target government officials that he considered not
sufficiently Islamic. Then, in February 2003, the Bangladesh government an-
nounced the arrest of Asadullah Ghalib, chair of the Arabic department at
Rajshahi University and president of the largest and most well-organized Ahl-e-
Hadith group in Bangladesh, Ahl-e-Hadith Andolan Bangladesh (AHAB), on
charges of possession of explosives and bomb blasts. But the worst was yet to
come: in August 2005, bombs exploded in sixty-three of sixty-four districts of
Bangladesh at almost around the same time in crowded market places, gov-
ernment offices, and public transport points. This time it was another Ahl-e-
Hadith activist, Sheikh Abdur Rahman, the chief of another underground
militant outfit, Jamaatul Mujahidin Bangladesh (JMB), who claimed the re-
sponsibility for these well-coordinated terrorist attacks.

What was common between Siddiqul Islam alias Bangla Bhai of JMJB,
Asadullah Ghalib of AHAB, and Sheikh Abdur Rahman of JMB was that all
three belonged to the Ahl-e-Hadith school; all three had worked in the same
Ahl-e-Hadith organizations at one time or another; all three had developed,
directly or through the local Islamic NGOs, “Middle Eastern” connections; all
three had close contacts with the veterans of the Afghan jihad; and their religio-
political and ideological paths had frequently crossed each other.

Ahl-e-Hadith operated primarily as a religious group after the establish-
ment of Bangladesh as an independent state. The Jamiyat-e-Ahl-e-Hadith East
Pakistan did not take any formal position on the issue of the separation of the
Eastern wing of united Pakistan, but many prominent Ahl-e-Hadith ulama, like
the ulama of other schools of thought, were not sympathetic to the idea of
independent Bangladesh since, in their view, it hurt the cause of Muslim unity.
Unlike the Jamaat-e-Islami, which vigorously opposed the break-up of Pakistan
and fought side by side with the Pakistan military against the Mukti Bahini—
the guerrilla army created for the liberation of Bangladesh—the Ahl-e-Hadith
rank and file remained low-profile during the entire period of the civil war.
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the leadership of the Ahl-e-Hadith remained
firmly in the hands of academicians who steered their group safely and un-
scathed from the then political controversies and turmoil. Nevertheless, deeply
concerned about the secular-nationalist shift in politics in the postliberation
rule of the Awami League under Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, they rallied their
forces with the ulama of other schools of thought to oppose the proposed move
by the Awami League government to do away with, or restrict the autonomy of,
the private (Quomi) madrasa system. Noted academician Abdul Bari, who had
done his doctoral research at Oxford in the early 1950s on the comparative study
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of the Wahhabi movement in Arabia and the Islamic reform movements of
nineteenth-century India, served as president of the JAHB until the mid 1980s.
A writer of great erudition, who was highly respected by his peers, as well as by
the ulama of all schools of thought, Bari served as the vice-chancellor of Raj-
shahi University.

The transition from Bari to Ghalib to Rahman is a move from scholarly
defense of the dogma, to metaphorical jihad, to literal jihad. Bari and other
mainstream Ahl-e-Hadith ulama of the 1950s to the late 1970s were concerned
primarily with the preservation and preaching of the Ahl-e-Hadith doctrines
and also with the vigorous defense of the doctrine in the wake of sectarian
assaults from the Hanafis (Brevlis). The old guard of the Ahl-e-Hadith in
Bangladesh had steered the movement unblemished by partisan politics and
had vigorously guarded it against the vicissitudes of Bangladesh’s tumultuous
politics during the Pakistan period and after the liberation. They were vigilant
against the efforts by the zealots in the movement either to engage in sectarian
confrontation with other sects and schools of thought or to politicize the
movement by taking sides in political controversies.

The central, or intermediate, figure in the transition of the Ahl-e-Hadith in
Bangladesh from the quietism and nonpolitical orientation of Abdul Bari to the
militancy and terrorism of Abdur Rahman and Siddiqul Islam (Bangla Bhai) is
then-sixty-year-old Asadullah Ghalib, amir (president) of the Ahl-e-Hadith
Andolan, Bangladesh, and principal and chief administrator of Al-Markaz-ul-
Islami, Nawdapara, Rajshahi, the largest Ahl-e-Hadith educational establish-
ment in Bangladesh. In jail since February 23, 2005, on charges of involvement
in militant activities, Ghalib, a graduate of Madina University in Saudi Arabia,
has been described by his Rajshahi University colleagues as “an ardent sec-

” o«

tarian,” “politically ambitious,” and “a religious entrepreneur.”>> Ghalib was
not satisfied with the slow growth and low-key posture of his predecessors, and
he wanted the Ahl-e-Hadith to assert their distinct religious (read: sectarian)
identity and then translate this religious identity into an organized political
movement with a clear religious agenda. Because the Ahl-e-Hadith constitute a
considerable majority in many northern districts of Bangladesh, Ghalib’s
political ambitions were not unrealistic, if only the majority of his sectarian
brothers and sisters could be mobilized on a single religio-political platform.
Ghalib wanted the Ahl-e-Hadith to emerge as a major, if not the most influ-
ential, regional power broker in northern Bengal and thus be able to wield
political influence in national politics. His model in this respect was the Jamaat-
i-Islami, which had emerged as a power broker between the two main con-
tenders for power—the Awami League (AL) and the Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP). While other religious groups—the Jamaat-e-Islami, the pirs (the
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Brelvi-oriented spiritual leaders), and the Deobandi ulama (who were orga-
nized as Khilafat Majlis and Khilafat Andolan)—had established a niche in
national politics, Ghalib didn’t want the Ahl-e-Hadith to be left behind and
serve merely as cheerleaders for them.

It was this dream that drove Ghalib to establish his own separate orga-
nization known as Ahl-e-Hadith Andolan, Bangladesh, in 1994.>® A skillful
institution-builder, Ghalib soon developed a network of mosques, madrasas,
publishing houses, NGOs, and dozens of other Ahl-e-Hadith—affiliated orga-
nizations, including the Ahl-e-Hadith Mohila Sangstha (Ahl-e-Hadith Women’s
Association) and Sonamoni, a network of clubs for Ahl-e-Hadith children.
Ghalib also took full advantage of both the domestic political environment
created by then-president General Ziaur Rahman’s pro-Islamic policies and the
international political environment created by the Islamic revolution in Iran
and the subsequent Saudi policy of patronizing the anti-Shia salafi groups in
South Asia and elsewhere in the Muslim world. Ghalib also used his Saudi
contacts to send a large number of Ahl-e-Hadith madrasa graduates for higher
studies at Medina University; they came back with a strong dose of Wahhabi
indoctrination and, in many cases, with a reinvigorated jihadi spirit.

Ghalib’s efforts to consolidate his hold over the Ahl-e-Hadith movement,
ulama, madrasas, and NGOs were greatly facilitated by the generous funds he
was able to collect from his Saudi and Kuwaiti contacts—both official and
private. From Saudi Arabia, he received “donations” for his madrasas and the
NGOs controlled by his organization, AHAB, through the Rabita-al-’Alam
al-Islami (World Muslim League)—a Saudi government-funded organization
to promote Islamic activities around the world—and through Al-Harmain
Foundation, a Saudi-based international NGO that has since been blacklisted
by the U.S. Treasury Department for its funding of militant groups in many
countries. Other major donors for Ghalib’s various outfits were the Kuwait-
based Al-Jamiyat-ul-Ahyah-asaurah al-Islami (Revival of Islamic Heritage So-
ciety) and Al-Jamiyat-ul-Ahya-assunnah (Society for the Revival of the Sunnah
of the Prophet), which provided him generous funds to build mosques, estab-
lish and run madrasas, and organize Islamic NGOs in the field of education
and social welfare to neutralize the influence of secular, and especially the
Christian missionary-sponsored, international NGOs.>’

The second person in the Ahl-e-Hadith radical circuit is Sheikh Abdur
Rahman of Jamaatul Mujahidin Bangladesh (JMB), now awaiting death by
hanging in a Dhaka jail, pending his appeal for clemency before the president
of Bangladesh. His early recruits for his JMB were the Bengali veterans of the
Afghan Jihad from Rajshahi and Sylhet regions: young, unemployed Ahl-e-
Hadith madrasa graduates, who had already been radicalized by Ghalib’s
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rhetoric about the imminent warfare between the forces of good and evil—
although Ghalib was always careful to add that this “metaphorical warfare”
does not imply engagement in actual, physical violence.

Both the JMB and the JMJB leaders seem to have been influenced im-
mensely by the experience of the Afghan jihad, both through direct partici-
pation, and through its legends. They believe that an Islamic state can only be
established after overthrowing the present political system through an armed
struggle (jihad). Their model of an Islamic government is that of the Taliban
rule in Afghanistan with its literal interpretation, and strict enforcement, of the
Qur’anic injunctions, prophetic teachings, and Sharia rules. Another model
that inspired them was that of Saudi Arabia where the Salafi-Wahhabi ulama
exercised near monopoly of power over religious/Sharia matters.

Beyond their great fascination for the Taliban rule and the Saudi example,
both Abdur Rahman of JMB and Bangla Bhai of JMJB had no clear vision or
detailed blueprint of an Islamic government. Their half-baked ideas on Islamic
revolution are contained in a few pamphlets—some of them are not even more
than four pages long—that were being clandestinely circulated in mosques
around the country during 2004-2005. Ghalib also rejects the modern dem-
ocratic system as un-Islamic because “it is based on the idea of popular sov-
ereignty and majority opinion,” but he says that there is nothing wrong with
elections if both the voters and the candidates for public offices are practicing
Muslims and fulfill the condition of public trust as prescribed by Islam. But if
democracy means following the desires of people who have no Islamic
knowledge or Islamic commitment, then they are more likely to vote for can-
didates “who would support casinos, alcoholic drinks, bars, free mixing of
sexes, prostitution, usury, etc. In other words, all these vices can be legalized if
you can get 51 percent of votes in the parliament. It is this risk in democracy that
we Muslims cannot take.”*®

Ghalib is not in favor of violent overthrow of the present system, nor does
he advocate subversion of the system through clandestine tactics. According to
a booklet he wrote in Bangla two years ago,”® d’awa (call, preaching) and
educational efforts by an organized movement—such as his own, AHAB—will
eventually lead to the transformation of society on Islamic principles, and an
Islamic society will then culminate in the establishment of an Islamic state
based on the model of the Prophetic state in Medina and the early, rightly
guided caliphate. In this publication, Ghalib rejects violence as a means of
Islamic change and argues for a peaceful, “educational jihad” to transform
society and to press rulers to attend to their Islamic duties.

Despite their ability to stage a spectacular scene of terrorist violence in
August 2005, however, the JMB and the JM]JB have no power. These organi-
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zations lack any social embeddedness in the larger Bangladeshi society, and
they have been roundly condemned by an overwhelming majority of the ulama
and religious political groups.®® The mainstream Ahl-e-Hadith organizations,
including Ghalib’s Ahl-e-Hadith Andolan, have disassociated themselves from
the terrorist violence perpetrated by the JMB and the JMJB. Most observers of
Bangladesh politics agree that religiously inspired violence as witnessed in the
early 2000s may continue in some small measure as an irritant and a nuisance
for the authorities, but it is doomed to extinction in a sociopolitical environment
as inhospitable as that of Bangladesh. As Talukdar Maniruzzaman, arguably
the most prominent political scientist of Bangladesh and an acute observer of
his country’s development, noted: “A fish, in order to survive, needs ocean, or at
least a pond. The JMB fish has no water to swim . .. no popular support. They
have made a few splashes and that’s it; they will have no impact on Bangladesh
society.”®! Ahl-e-Hadith, with its theocratic particularism and a highly exag-
gerated notion of its own role as a puritanical, religious reform movement, will
continue to remain an important part of the religious landscape of Bangladesh.
However, a section of the Ahl-e-Hadith’s stint in politics, and especially radical
politics and militancy, has turned out to be both short-lived and disastrous for
the rank and file of the community. The mainstream Ahl-e-Hadith community
and leadership have now awakened to the need for wresting the leadership of
the movement from the radicals and refocusing their activities on their tradi-
tional religious concerns.

Conclusion

The predominant trend in the official historiography of postindependence
Bangladesh has emphasized the role of an all-inclusive Bengali nationalism
over Islam and Muslim identity. Islamic developments have been studied by
scholars of this school within the context of the conflict between the religious
and ethnonational identities of Bengali Muslims. But while it is true that
Bangladesh was created in the name of modern, secular nationalism and a deep
sense of a separate Bengali identity—as was articulated in the original 1972
constitution that identified Bengali nationalism, secularism, socialism, and
democracy as the four pillars of national ideology—it was, nevertheless, de-
pendent on the religious experience of Bengali Muslims. With the creation of
Bangladesh, ethnonationalism apparently triumphed, but not necessarily at the
cost of a permanent damage to Islam. At the popular level, the overwhelming
majority of Muslims in former East Pakistan did not see any inherent contra-
diction between their being good Muslims and their demand for political,
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cultural, and linguistic autonomy. In fact, the West Pakistani elite and the
Pakistani military establishment asserted that (a) East Pakistan’s continued
unity with West Pakistan is imperative for the future of Islam in South Asia,
and (b) by abandoning Pakistan, East Pakistanis would have abandoned Islam
as well (“Agar Pakistan ko chhora to jaisey Islam Ko chhora”). Obviously, this
was a convenient formulation to obfuscate the structural crisis of the state with
the normative cloak of Islam. To be sure, the vanguard secular intellectuals in
postliberation Bangladesh proclaimed precisely the same formulation when
they asserted that (a) liberation of Bangladesh from Pakistan had affirmed the
triumph of secularism over Islam, and (b) by abandoning Pakistan, the peo-
ple in Bangladesh seemed to have abandoned their Islamic identity as well
(“Pakistan sey alag hooe, to Islam sey bhi alag ho gaey”).

Irrespective of the motives, ideas, and interests of the intellectual and
political elites who sought to articulate a secular and, at times, deliberately de-
Islamization policy framework for the new nation, there is ample evidence that
the overwhelming majority of the Muslim masses did not see any contradic-
tion between their Islamic identity on the one hand and their struggle for
socioeconomic justice and political rights on the other. In their perception, to
seek justice and affirm their political rights—either within a united Pakistan
or by carving a new, sovereign state of their own—did not, in any way, ad-
versely affect their commitment to Islam. Bangladesh, as M. Rashiduzzaman
has noted, soon returned to its “center,” defined both by Islam and Bangladeshi
nationalism.®

Recently, Bangladesh became a focus of international attention because of
the terrorist activities of certain clandestine Islamic groups during 2002-2005.
It is, therefore, befitting that I conclude this essay by examining the factors,
both domestic and international, that created a conducive religio-political en-
vironment for the rise of Islamic militancy in Bangladesh. Notwithstanding the
rhetorical outbursts of some Deobandi ulama, Islamic militancy in the form
of violent activities in recent years has been confined primarily to the Ahl-e-
Hadith group, which, in its earlier phase, was mainly engaged in nonpolitical,
peaceful religious activities. The transformation of the Ahl-e-Hadith in Ban-
gladesh from political quietism to political activism to militancy—that is, from
Abdul Bari to Asadullah Ghalib to Sheikh Abdur Rahman and Siddiqul Islam,
was caused by multiplicity of factors:

1. Internal dynamics within the Ahl-e-Hadith movement in Bangladesh
that first factionalized the movement and then led to the radicalization
of the splinter groups

2. The gradual weakening of hold over the movement by the old guard



74 RELIGION AND POLITICS IN MUSLIM MAJORITY SOCIETIES

3. The political environment of Bangladesh during Ziaur Rahman’s and
Ershad’s periods that encouraged Islamic political activities to counter
the influence of the secularly oriented Awami League

4. The rise of the Jamaat-e-Islami and the Deobandi-oriented religio-
political parties in 1980, which showed to the politically ambitious
elements within the Ahl-e-Hadith movement that they, too, could
become a political force to be reckoned with

5. The international environment created by the Islamic revolution in
Iran that prompted the Saudis to counter the Iranian influence in
Muslim South Asia, and elsewhere, by mobilizing and patronizing
their natural, doctrinal allies, the Ahl-e-Hadith, through generous
funds, both from official and semiofficial sources

6. The culture of political violence in Bangladesh that seems to have encom-
passed all political spectrums—from religious to nationalist to secular

7. The internecine conflict between the two main political parties, the
Awami League and the BNP, which seems to have paralyzed the ad-
ministrative structures, thus creating a fertile ground for militants

8. The almost total ideological disorientation, and the lack of social em-
beddedness and a well-defined class base of the Bangladeshi state, that
creates a space for militant ideological and political alternatives

9. The existence of a large number of unemployed young men, mostly
madrasa graduates from poor families, who have no prospects for any
productive employment but are, at the same time, witness to highly
ostentatious display of wealth and prosperity by corrupt officials, un-
scrupulous politicians, and nouveau riche businessmen

It is this large army of the poor, unemployed young men, many of them
religiously motivated as well, who were most vulnerable to the radical ideas of
the JMB and JMJB—those ideas that promised them a quick solution to their
existential problems, as well as justice in a cruel world.
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Malaysian Islam in

the Twenty-First Century:
The Promise of a Democratic
Transformation?

Osman Bakar

Issues and Challenges for Malaysian Islam
in the Twenty-First Century

In both geographical and demographic terms, Malaysia is not a big
country. It is much smaller in physical and population size than many
other Muslim countries. In the domain of modern nation building,
however, this multiethnic and multireligious Southeast Asian
country—with just 12 million Muslim inhabitants, who constitute
barely half of the total population—is a “towering figure” in the
Islamic world. From its architectural feat of having the tallest twin
towers in the world to its political feat of championing global Muslim
interests in international forums Malaysia,' especially under the
twenty-two-year rule of controversial former Prime Minister Mahathir
Mohamed, has attracted considerable attention from the worldwide
Muslim ummah.?

Indeed, as Malaysian Islam enters the twenty-first century, it
finds itself in an envious position to boast of a number of societal
achievements that most Muslim countries can only dream of. To start
with, it is one of the most stable and peaceful religious and sociopo-
litical orders in the Islamic world. It has enjoyed this remarkable feat
over the past half-century. This feat has been made possible thanks
largely to another acquired feature of Malaysian Islam that critics,
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however, say is not good in the long term for the country: of all nationally
organized and administered Islamic beliefs and practices in the Islamic world,
Malaysian Islam is perhaps the most monolithic and most state-regulated.

The state regulation is to all intents and purposes to ensure that only in-
terpretations of Islam sanctioned by the state as recommended by the official
religious establishments prevail. On matters pertaining to Islamic law (Sharia),
these interpretations generally follow the ethical-legal teachings of the Shafi’i
school of thought that have shaped and dominated the Malay-Indonesian reli-
gious outlook ever since Islam created its first state in the region in the thir-
teenth century. On theological matters, Malay interpretations have been largely
guided by the teachings of the Ash’arite school of Sunni theology, especially as
interpreted and synthesized by Abu Hamid al-Ghazzali whom the Malays
generally regarded as the greatest Muslim theologian. This kind of homogeneity
that has characterized Malay Islam for centuries® has helped to make Malaysia
free of intra-Islamic conflicts. But it has also made the Malay Muslims untu-
tored and inexperienced in the art of living together and sharing the public space
with fellow Muslims from other schools of thought (madhahib), particularly
with Shiites. In fact, they do not tolerate any form of acknowledgement of a
Shiite presence in the Malaysian public square.

Malaysia’s lack of experience in dealing with intra-Islamic pluralism within
its borders has been compensated by its relatively successful management of
ethnic pluralism that involves the Malay-Muslims in a sharing of political
power with its various non-Muslim ethnic groups.* Its postindependence
political stability owes much to this unique mechanism of ethnic power shar-
ing, which, while ensuring Malay political dominance, allows the overwhelm-
ingly non-Muslim non-Malays to continue to outclass the Malays in educational
and economic achievements.

In the face of the formidable challenge posed to nation building and na-
tional unity by its ethnic and religious pluralism and diversity, Malaysia’s well-
tested formula of political stability has consistently linked Malay political
dominance to economic freedom for the non-Malays. In its ambition to bring
about a more equitable distribution of economic wealth among its ethnic
groups, in 1970 Malaysia’s government adopted a national policy that calls for a
Malay-bumiputera (indigenous people) ownership of 30 percent of the country’s
wealth within three decades. On the surface, the target appears to be within
practical reach, but until now, when the end of the twentieth century deadline
for its realization has already passed, the target continues to elude the nation’s
policy makers, strategists, and implementers.

According to the Economic Planning Unit (EPU) of the Prime Minister’s
Department, the Malays have managed so far to secure only 18.9 percent of the
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nation’s wealth. But recently, a Center for Public Policy Study (CPPS) of the
Asian Strategy and Leadership Institute (ASLI), a respected independent think
tank, claims the Malays and other bumiputeras now own 45 percent of the
Malaysian equity. Since the study’s findings have great political implications,
its revelation to the public has sparked an uproar that has not yet subsided, with
Malay government leaders, including Abdullah Ahmad Badawi himself, and
other politicians defending the EPU’s figures and dismissing the study as being
based on “wrong assumptions and methodology.” Apparently under pressure,
ASLI’s president, Mirzan Mahathir, a son of former Premier Mahathir Mo-
hamad, withdrew the study’s report. The lead researcher and author of the
report, a former academic, who is also CPPS’s research director, resigned “as a
matter of principle, because he disagreed with the ASLI hierarchy’s conclusion
on the matter.”® Now that views for and against the study are posted both in the
print and electronic media, the public is confused as to who is telling the truth.®

Regardless of which figures are nearer to the truth, there are serious im-
plications for the United Malays National Organization (UMNO), the dominant
partner in the ruling coalition, Barisan Nasional (BN). If ASLI’s findings are
true, then Abdullah and the UMNO leadership have the moral duty to reveal to
the public which groups of Malays and bumiputeras now own the 45 percent
of the national equity, since the majority of these ethnic groups are still the
nation’s poorest. If EPU’s figures are correct, then the failure of the UMNO-led
government to achieve the target could have far-reaching political and perhaps
even religious consequences for the country. It would provide strong ammu-
nition for the Malay opposition, mainly from the Islamic Party (PAS) and the
People’s Justice Party (Keadilan Rakyat) to criticize UMNO as an incompetent
party to deliver economic justice to the Malays.

Up till now, Islam as a source of inspiration for the economic salvation of
the Malays has received very little attention of a serious nature from the ethnic
community’s political, economic, and intellectual leaders, either in the main-
stream national discourse on the Malay relative underachievement in economic
performance or in the implementation of sizeable economic programs. Al-
though various strategies tried to achieve the target—and are still failing, de-
spite the many institutional facilities provided by the government’—it is likely
that, in the coming decade, Islam will feature more prominently in the nation’s
perennial debate on the economic plight of the Malays. For a growing number
of well-educated Malays, Islam is now seen as the last savior to deliver Malay
economic goals.

Notwithstanding the domestic interethnic rivalry for the national wealth,
and the significant fact that the politically dominant Malay-Muslims are losing
the economic race to the non-Muslim communities, Malaysia as a nation is
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quite economically advanced. Next to political stability and interreligious peace,
an impressive economic development is Malaysia’s most widely known item of
national pride and achievement. Malaysia can boast of a world-class infra-
structure of economic development. It is the seventeenth largest trading nation
in the world. It has joined the information technology age, not just as con-
sumers but also as producers. It has even launched the Multi-Media Super
Corridor (MSC), its answer to Silicon Valley.® Viewed by its critics as extrava-
gant, the nation’s new administrative capital, Putrajaya, just outside the old city
of Kuala Lumpur, boasts of a fully electronic government. Malaysia today is
easily the most electronically wired country in the Islamic world. Its national
vision for the twenty-first century, popularly known by its Malay term “Wa-
wasan 2020” (Vision 2020),” formulated when Mahathir was in power, har-

bors the dream of becoming the “Japan of the Islamic world”'°

and thus joining
the world club of most advanced nations.

In short, Malaysia has entered the twenty-first century with a clear vision,
fully equipped with well-defined national goals and objectives. In many re-
spects, especially in the economic and technological domain, it appears to have
made the necessary preparations for meeting the challenges of the new century.
In the political, cultural, and religious spheres, the nation’s leaders are hoping
that they can still bank on the same traditional formulas of political stability,
interethnic and interreligious peace, which prove to have worked relatively well
all these years, to help steer the nation through the challenges and uncertainties
of the new century. Domestic critics of government policies, however, are far
less optimistic. In their contention, the nation’s interethnic and interreligious
peace is fragile, and therefore it needs a real strengthening. They see long-
standing problems emanating from issues of ethnicity and religiosity that have
not yet been satisfactorily tackled. Some critics even maintain that, far from
progressing, ethnic relations have actually deteriorated, as might be observed
among students in the nationwide college and university campuses.

There is also the often-heard critique that, despite the fact that Malaysia has
practiced Westminster-style parliamentary democracy for half-century, the
quality of its democracy has not made any visible progress since Mahathir
assumed power in 1981. On the contrary, critics argue that his authoritarian-
style leadership has caused the country’s democratic space to shrink to an
unprecedented low."" When he voluntarily left office in 2002, many Malaysians
entertained the hope that under his hand-picked successor, Abdullah Badawi,
Malaysia would usher in a new era of political liberalization. After nearly four
years at the nation’s helm, Abdullah has received mixed reactions to his
achievement thus far in democratization. Later in this chapter, I take a closer
look at the prospects for further democratization in the post-Mahathir era.
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In an age of American-dominated globalization, issues current and dear to
American society are bound to either freely overflow or be exported to the rest
of the world. The Muslim world has begun to feel and also to talk about the
impact of American and other Western discourses on the pet subjects of de-
mocracy and democratization, women and minorities’ rights, and religious
freedom. In fact, the impact has been felt to a much greater degree in the
aftermath of September 11, as many American and European interests groups
energetically pursue their purportedly “transnational” discourses right to the
capitals of the Muslim world. In Malaysia, as in many other Muslim countries,
the traditionally influential position of Islam in society has inevitably dragged
the religion deeper into these discourses.'”

Both new and older, more-established, Muslim groups have been dis-
coursing or debating with each other on the place and role of Islam in society in
the new century, be it in relation to democracy, rights of women and minorities,
or religious freedom in the context of a religiously plural society. But there is
also the perennial issue of the relationship between Islam and the state that is
indigenous to Malaysia."> In deeds, if not in words, silently but visibly,
Abdullah has abandoned Mahathir’s Islamization policy’* and his “Malaysia
is already an Islamic state” stance in favor of a new policy, popularly known
as “Islam hadhari” (civilizational Islam).'® Later I discuss some of the major
issues that are now at the heart of the national discourse on Islam and examine
the possible long-term effect that present responses to these issues could have
on the development of Islam in the country.

An Evolving Fellowship of Believers: From Malay to Malaysian Islam?

There is no doubt in my mind that the shape and contours of Malaysian Islam
in the next few decades is going to be largely determined by the outcome of the
country’s responses to the issues and challenges just outlined. In the final
analysis, however, it is the overall response of the majority Muslim community
that is going to prove decisive. The Malay community in particular—the ma-
jority ethnic group within the majority multiethnic Muslim community—
which has been regularly monitoring new challenges to Islam, is now reading
their pulse on a good number of national screens, especially on the religious,
political, economic, sociocultural, and demographic ones.

To begin exploring possibilities in the future terrains of Islam in Malaysia
within the next several decades, we can look at a presently emerging growth
pattern in the Muslim community that makes it more truly multiethnic in its
composition. This changing terrain in the general demographic landscape of
Malaysia is a good introduction to a discussion of possibilities within Malaysian
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Islam in the twenty-first century. According to the most recent national census,
the Muslim percentage of the population has increased from 55 percent to
nearly 60 percent since the 1980s. Several demographic trends, if left undis-
turbed, would point to an even bigger Muslim percentage by the end of the first
decade of this century. The most important of these trends is a significantly
higher Muslim birth rate that has been registered in contrast to the non-
Muslim one. Two other trends are minor, but nonetheless these are contrib-
utory factors to the relatively higher growth of the Muslim population. One is
the growing number of foreign Muslims residing in Malaysia, particularly
workers from neighboring Indonesia, who have been granted citizenship
during the past decades, when the country was forced to recruit a large labor
force from neighboring countries to serve its fast expanding economy. The
other is religious conversion to Islam.

Because of its many implications and growing significance for Malaysian
pluralism, both religiously and politically, the issue of religious conversion is
what attracts us here the most. Although numerically speaking, new conver-
sion to Islam in Malaysia is nothing compared to its corresponding phenom-
enon in the United States, it has become more visible during the last two
decades, bringing about gradual changes to the identity pattern of the Malay-
sian Muslim community. An increasing number of ethnic Chinese, Indians,
and non-Malay bumiputeras have joined the community of believers in Islam.
Significantly, many of these converts are young and highly educated profes-
sionals. Converts who are academics and intellectuals are still few, but their
number is on the increase, with several of them now nationally acknowledged
as experts on different aspects of Islam.

Somewhat surprising in the case of the young ethnic Chinese converts is the
revelation that most of them had made the spiritual passage to Islam through
Christianity, not directly from one of their traditional religions: Taoism, Con-
fucianism, or Buddhism. Many factors influence conversion, but three stand out
as the most important: marriage, appreciation of Islam through acquaintance
and friendship with Muslims at work places, and appreciation of Islam either
through personal study or through Muslim missionary works. In Malaysia, there
is a good reason for marriage to feature prominently as a factor of conversion.
Islamic law in the land requires anyone who wants to take a Muslim spouse to
embrace Islam. There are no exceptions to the rule, even when the Qur’an itself
takes a contrary stand. At least, the Qur'an allows a Muslim man to marry a
Christian or a Jewish woman without her having to embrace Islam. Clearly, in
this case, cultural tradition prevails over scriptural prescription.

In the long run, however, it is the changing non-Malay perception of
Islam, largely favorable to the religion, which might prove the most decisive in
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influencing the emergence of a cross-ethnic Muslim community. Its sig-
nificance can hardly be overemphasized. Ethnic and religious pluralism in
Malaysia is of a peculiar kind. Until recent times, the identification of religion
with race and ethnicity is almost complete: the Malays with Islam, the ethnic
Chinese with the traditional Chinese religions, and the ethnic Indians with
Hinduism. This sort of religious-ethnic identification was to have unfortunate
consequences for the progress of the Muslim community in the country. The
Malays tend to communalize Islam by equating their ethnic interests with the
interests of the religion itself. Thus, they help fortify the non-Malay perception
of Islam as a Malay religion. As for the non-Malays, given this misleading
perception, they tend to view Malay underachievement in development as
attributable to the teachings of Islam itself.

As an ethnic group far more advanced than the Malays in modern edu-
cation, business, trade, and so on, the ethnic Chinese fail to see any good reason
why they should show interest in a religion that has been identified culturally
with “an inferior ethnic group.” Traditionally, the ethnic Chinese attitude to-
ward Malay Islam has been largely one of indifference rather than of hostility.
Conversely, the Malay attitude toward ethnic Chinese culture has been per-
petuated through a lot of misunderstanding of its real Islamic worth. For ex-
ample, the Malays had condemned the use of chopsticks when eating as un-
Islamic, when, in fact, the custom was merely unacceptable to traditional Malay
culture. This sort of value judgment on ethnic Chinese culture in the name of
Islam certainly did not help the Chinese community to have a favorable im-
pression of Islam. Moreover, with educated and successful Chinese nowhere to
be seen embracing the Islamic faith, the community becomes more convinced
that the religion of Islam is not meant for them.

But many of the traditional cultural barriers separating the Malays from
the non-Malays have been broken down, interestingly thanks largely to Malay-
sia’s modernization. As a result, a new social and cultural climate has been
created, conducive to a better understanding of Islam among the non-Malays. A
changing perception of Islam within the non-Malay communities is now dis-
cernible, leaving in its wake the first visible demographic changes. The Islamic
faith has broken new grounds in its ethnic distribution, registering a growing
representation in each one of the country’s ethnic groups. With these demo-
graphic changes, the identity pattern of the Malaysian Muslim community
becomes transformed from one that was exclusively of Malay ethnicity in
character to one that is increasingly multiethnic.

One important factor that could help explain the changing perception of
Islam within the non-Muslim communities during the last few decades is
the worldwide Islamic resurgence that began in the 1970s. Non-Muslims in
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Malaysia had their first major exposure to Islam through both national and
international media coverage of events and personalities of the decade, relating
primarily to political Islam but quite often also to Islam the religion and its
history, culture, and civilization. Within Malaysia of the 1970s, two nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) had been more helpful than any other na-
tional organization in projecting a favorable impression of Islam to the non-
Muslim communities. These were the Muslim Youth Movement of Malaysia
(ABIM) and the National Awareness Current (ALIRAN), founded by Anwar
Ibrahim and Chandra Muzaffar, respectively, two young, intellectual activists
who were later to have an even greater visibility on the national and interna-
tional stages.

ABIM and ALIRAN were instrumental in initiating and popularizing
discourses on Islamic universalism and its relevance to plural societies, espe-
cially in colleges and universities.'® For example, Anwar’s presidential address
to ABIM’s 19777 annual conference was devoted to the theme of universal Islam
as a major source of ideas and values for solving the delicate problems of
Malaysia’s ethnic and religious diversity and pluralism."” Attended by top po-
litical, religious, and youth leaders of the non-Muslim communities, the high-
profile conference was indicative of their enthusiastic response to Anwar’s
exposition of the theme, as well as ABIM’s dedicated work at reaching out to
those communities. Widely viewed as an unprecedented move in Malaysia’s
history of interethnic relations, the conference, and Anwar’s speech in partic-
ular, represented a bold departure from the kind of communal Islam with
which both Malays and non-Malays have been acquainted for so long. To our
knowledge, ABIM made a significant contribution toward a better perception of
Islam among the non-Malays in the decades of the 1970s and 1980s, although
its details remain to be studied.

Chandra, a Hindu convert to Islam, and his ALIRAN colleagues have
sought through their writings and speeches to secure a space for Islamic uni-
versalism by criticizing both “Malayism” and “bumiputeraism,”'® which they
claimed could hardly be defended from the Islamic point of view. Chandra has
proved to be an effective communicator of the universal message of Islam to the
non-Malay audience, especially the educated groups.

Another important factor that positively influenced the non-Malay per-
ception of Islam is the Malay involvement in interreligious dialogues. These
dialogues help non-Muslims better understand Islam’s attitudes toward other
religions, providing evidence that Islam is an inclusive religion, far more than
they had previously thought. A major breakthrough in Malaysian interreligious
and intercultural dialogues occurred in March 1995, when the University of
Malaya organized an international seminar on Islam and Confucianism.'® The



MALAYSIAN ISLAM IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 89

seminar was well attended, with a good representation from the Malay and
Chinese communities. With excellent media coverage, thanks to its patroni-
zation by Anwar, who was then the second most powerful man in the country,
the issue of Islam and Confucianism became a major topic of conversation in
the country. The Malay organizers of the historic event had justified it on the
basis of a new vision and understanding of Islam. Many Chinese responded in
kind to the Malay initiative, welcoming the latter’s new openness toward their
religions and cultural heritage as a significant departure from the traditional
position of communal Islam.

Yet another factor that must have influenced many Chinese to reassess
their perception of Islam was the regular broadcast of Islamic religious pro-
grams in the Chinese language on government-controlled radio and television
channels. Under Mahathir’s Islamization policy, such programs had been in-
tensified. These programs, featuring Chinese Muslim speakers, locals as well
as guests specifically brought from China, proved effective in convincing the
ethnic Chinese community that Islam is not just a Malay religion. What is
more, they have come to realize that millions of Chinese outside Malaysia are
believers in Islam. The message to them is clear: a Chinese could be a Muslim
while remaining proud of his or her own ethnic culture, which is contrary to the
hitherto popular perception that an ethnic Chinese who wishes to convert to
Islam has to embrace Malay culture and custom as well. Religious and cultural
contacts between Malaysia and Chinese Muslims in China have been on the
increase since the 199os. Private colleges and universities in Malaysia, in-
cluding the well-known International Islamic University in Gombak, are now
hosts to a growing number of Muslim students from China.

Now that non-Malay Muslims themselves are propagating Islam in their
own ethnic communities, not to mention other favorable factors, one could
expect to see a continuing expansion of the non-Malay component of the Ma-
laysian ummah. For example, ethnic Chinese Muslims are getting better orga-
nized around the few small organizations they had established with the view of
catering to the general welfare of their respective members,?® as well as spreading
the Islamic faith among the larger Chinese community. Although non-Malay
Muslims still constitute a minority within their respective ethnic communities,*
they have already made their presence felt in various ways, including in politics,
business, and education. Even if conversion to the faith stays at the present rate
into the coming decades, we could be witnessing the historic evolution of a
Muslim community that is largely Malay in its ethnic composition and character
into a multiethnic Muslim community that is more reflective of Malaysia’s
pluralistic character and more inclined to taking a noncommunal and universal
approach to the country’s ethnic and religious problems.



90 RELIGION AND POLITICS IN MUSLIM MAJORITY SOCIETIES

As a small minority living in a majority Muslim country in which ethnic
consciousness is rather strong, non-Malay Muslims have to struggle hard to live
as believers in the Islamic faith and as an integral part of mainstream Malay-
sian Islam, while yet proudly retaining their respective ethnic identities.*?
Fortunately, partly thanks to the new Malay openness in their general attitudes
toward other cultures and religions, invaluable help and understanding is
coming from various Malay-dominated organizations representing main-
stream Islam. These organizations, such as ABIM, the Islamic Party (PAS), and
the Malaysian Islamic Welfare Association (PERKIM), have opened their doors
wide to non-Malay Muslims, especially new converts, to fully participate in their
wide range of Islamic activities.

ABIM has succeeded in enlisting the services of non-Malay Muslim mem-
bers to run and expand the interfaith activities of its Islamic outreach, which
has been specifically established to explain Islam to the non-Muslim commu-
nities. As for PAS, its interest in securing a significant non-Malay Muslim
membership has been motivated by its political strategy to portray itself as a
Muslim political party with a new image that is both noncommunal and pro-
pluralism. This strategy is also aimed at garnering political support among
non-Malay voters. Toward that end, it had recruited Chinese Muslims as its
members, with a few of them having run for political office through general
elections at both state and federal levels.

One successful candidate from this closely watched group, Anuar Tan, is
now a familiar figure both in PAS and on the national political scene. At the
time of this writing, he is in his second term of service as a member of the PAS-
led state cabinet running the state of Kelantan, the sole opposition-controlled
state in Malaysia. Another Chinese Muslim, Kamal Koh, did not succeed in his
candidature, but he has been made a member of the party’s national leadership
committee. An even more radical departure from its traditional party policy is
its intention to invite non-Muslims to become associate members of the party.
All these strategic moves by PAS, especially the high-profile role given to several
of its Chinese Muslim members, have enabled it to score a psychological victory
over UMNO, insofar as it deprives the latter of ammunition to continuously
portray it as a political party incapable of working together with non-Malays.

Religious Conversion and Muslim Apostasy: The New Challenge

There is perhaps no other nation on earth where religious conversion to, or
apostasy from, Islam could have such a major influence on interethnic relations
as in Malaysia. Undoubtedly, the multidimensional effect of religious conver-
sion in Malaysia has a lot to do with the country’s peculiarly complex pattern of
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intertwining of ethnicity, religiosity, and power structure. The existing state
structure was erected half -century ago on the basis of Malay political domi-
nance. Malays have always dominated the country’s multiethnic ruling coa-
lition. Their religion, Islam, is the state religion, which, in the postcolonial
period, has exercised an increasingly influential role in the public sphere.

The most fateful decision ever made in the foundation of the Malaysian
state—at least from the point of view of its effect on the collective Malay stand
on apostasy from Islam—was perhaps the complete identification of Malay
ethnicity with Islam. The federal constitution defines “Malay” as a person “who
professes the religion of Islam, habitually speaks the Malay language, [and]
conforms to Malay custom.”?* Although this definition establishes and ensures
an inextricable link between Islam and Malay ethnic identity, it would be in-
correct, as some have maintained, to view this link as having originated with the
constitution. The link had been fostered centuries earlier, dating back to the
early Malay responses to European colonialism and imperialism in the region
in the sixteenth century.”* It is an entrenched belief in the modern Malay-
Muslim consciousness that the Malays as a race and Islam as a religion have
been destined to be mutual protectors. This close identification of religion with
race has been both a source of strength and a source of weakness of Malaysian
Islam.

Islam has helped the Malays forge a united front against colonialism and
confront challenges posed to their postcolonial political dominance by plural-
ism, which is itself a product of Western colonialism. But this same phe-
nomenon of ethnic and religious pluralism is now posing new challenges to the
traditional political doctrine of identification of Malay ethnicity with Islam. One
of these new challenges is the extremely small but increasing number of Malay-
Muslim apostasy cases in recent years, which has raised considerable alarm in
the Malay-Muslim community. Reactions from various segments of the com-
munity range from calls on the government to implement the hudood law on
apostasy, which brings the death penalty, so as to discourage it, to attempts to
raise the community’s awareness of the dangers of apostasy to Malay-Muslim
political power.

Another new challenge is the increasing uneasiness of non-Muslims with
the phenomenal rise of conversions to Islam. Arguing that such conversions
have often resulted in family disputes, breakups, and dislocations, especially
when the convert at the time of conversion is legally married with young
children but with the spouse refusing to go along with the conversion, non-
Muslim organizations and community leaders have pressured the government
to institute new laws to help spare non-Muslim families of converts from be-
ing burdened with unfavorable consequences of conversion. Many Muslims,
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however, see such moves by non-Muslim religious leaders as a clear attempt
to make conversion to Islam more difficult. It is understandable that many
Malaysians are increasingly worried about the interreligious feud that has
begun to build up around the issue of religious conversion.

The problem is that religious conversion is on the rise. It is expected to be
even more widespread in the days ahead. Living in a multireligious society like
Malaysia, one is always open to the influence of religions other than one’s own.
Increased social interactions in the last three decades have led Malaysians to a
greater awareness of each other’s religious beliefs and customs. Such inter-
actions have led to an increase in interethnic marriages and, consequently,
religious conversions. For various reasons, however, particularly the strict Mus-
lim views on apostasy and the legal provisions on mixed marriages that require
non-Muslims to convert to Islam before they can take Muslim spouses, more
Malaysians are entering than leaving Islam through such avenues.

If religious conversion of one individual could easily lead to societal tension
with the possibility of even escalating into an open ethnic or interreligious con-
flict, it is because in Malaysia it is never simply viewed as a private matter
between the individual convert and God. It also has a communal dimension
that happens to be far more expressive in the Malaysian interfaith setting than
anywhere else in the world. What is more, the legal dimension involves the
state, through its administrative powers that govern religious conversions.

Issues arising from religious conversion have already proved to be sensitive
and controversial, as well as difficult for the government to deal with to the
satisfaction of all religious groups. These issues could strain ethnic and in-
terreligious relations to the point of erupting into open sectarian conflicts. Both
sides of the religious divide, Muslims and non-Muslims, have resorted to legal
means and invoked the constitution to strengthen their respective positions on
a wide range of issues pertaining to the place and role of Islam in relation to
other religions and non-Muslim communities.”® An open debate on these is-
sues, which the government has recently suppressed, could even have the
potential of causing cracks in the foundational structure of the country’s plu-
ralism, as recent controversies on constitutional matters pertaining to the re-
spective jurisdictions of the civil and Sharia courts have amply demonstrated.

The state reacted to the religious controversy by suppressing public de-
bates, but this official act alone could not help resolve the burning controversy.
The role of the state in Islamic matters is extensive, but little explanation is
offered to the non-Muslim public by the Muslim religious establishment on
why the former has to accept this role and its implications for the life of non-
Muslims. The nature and extent of state involvement in matters pertaining to
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the religion of Islam—not just religious conversion—appears to be both unique
and potentially explosive. The judiciary has been structured to branch out into
two distinct legal systems; one the Sharia and the other civil. The Sharia and
civil courts are supposed to be mutually exclusive in their jurisdictions, with
neither being able to claim superiority over the other. The Sharia courts ad-
minister Islamic laws; the civil courts, civil laws. This sort of legal arrangement
putin place by a 1988 amendment to the federal constitution is both religiously
and politically motivated.? It seeks to provide religious appeasement to the
Muslim community, who, prior to the constitutional amendment, had long
been disillusioned with the frequent decisions by the highest civil courts to
overrule Sharia court rulings.

Muslims see interference by the supreme (civil) courts as acts of blatant
disregard of their religious sensitivities and as a deliberate attempt to perpet-
uate the British colonial policy of subordinating Sharia courts to civil courts.
Delightedly, they view the amendment as the fruit of a long struggle to secure a
rightful and respectable place for Islamic laws and the Sharia court system in
compatibility with the position of Islam as the official religion of the country.
Understandably, they take seriously any attempt, especially by non-Muslim
quarters, to revert to the pre-1988 legal status of the Sharia and civil courts.

The separate yet seemingly equal powers of the two court systems also seek
to appease the non-Muslim communities, who do not want to live under the rule
of the Sharia. Under the existing legal system, non-Muslims enjoy immunity
from prosecution by a Sharia court if and when they are a party to a wrongdoing
under Sharia law, in which case only the Muslim party is prosecuted.

Muslims seek to protect their religious interests through the Sharia courts,
non-Muslims through the civil. But as recent debates have shown, as Malay-
sians begin to examine more deeply the interreligious issues that divide them,
they have come to realize that the jurisdictional boundaries of the civil and
Sharia courts are by no means clear. In theory, the constitution posits an equal
status but separate powers for the two court systems. In practice, however, there
have emerged new legal issues from the religious conversion controversy that
point to the need for collaboration between the two court systems. Even though
an absolute separation between them is simply impracticable, legal authorities
and experts insist on identifying all legal issues as falling under the jurisdiction
of either court but not of both. It now remains to be seen whether there is
enough wisdom and courage in the country to deal with this new chapter in the
history of conflicts between secular and religious laws by exploring the possi-
bility of a common jurisdiction instead of affirming two mutually exclusive
legal domains.
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Malaysian Political Islam in the Post-Mahathir
Era: Trends and Possibilities

We define political Islam as that aspect of Islam that has to do with political
ideas, values, practices, and culture, including institutions. Political Islam may
be either directly connected to the religion of Islam or to Muslim political
history. In trying to predict the future of political Islam in Malaysia, we have to
rely on empirical facts pertaining to Malaysian politics. However, there are
empirical political facts that are transient in nature and that refer to just passing
phenomena. Then there are political facts that are more enduring in nature.
This latter category helps us better foretell a state’s political future.

After more than twenty-two years in power, Mahathir voluntarily resigned
as prime minster of Malaysia on October 1, 2003. He was Malaysia’s longest-
serving prime minister and also one of the best-known political leaders of the
Muslim world since the late 1980s.”” With his exit from the corridors of power,
Malaysia enters a new political phase. In this new phase, a key role will be played
by the new prime minister, Abdullah Badawi, who, even in his first few months
in office, was already seen to be moving away from his predecessor’s policies. He
has since then departed further and further away from his former boss, not only
in style and approaches but also in policies, so much so that the latter has
“disowned” him as his successor. Mahathir has publicly expressed his great
regret for choosing Abdullah as his successor, sidestepping Najib Tun Abdul
Razak, the current deputy prime minister, who has emerged as the most vocal
critic of Abdullah’s policies. Abdullah justified his leadership by invoking the
strong mandate he received from the electorate in the elections of March 2004.

Since Mahathir’s departure, there has been a great deal of discussion in
Malaysian political circles regarding limits on the prime minister’s terms.
Many believe that the prime minister should serve only for two terms., and it
may be that the idea of term limits will translate into law. The real opinion that
counts in Malaysian politics is that of UMNO, however. Regardless of the
opinions of groups outside of UMNO, including its partners in BN, the out-
come of any proposal on term limits will depend on Abdullah’s own stand
on the matter. At the moment, Abdullah has not given any indication of his
inclination. What looks certain is that he will again lead UMNO and BN into the
next general elections, which must be held at the latest by 2008, to secure his
second-term mandate from voters. He is expected to easily win the elections,
albeit perhaps with a reduced majority.

In the post-Mahathir era—under Abdullah, as well as beyond—there are
strong reasons to believe that Islam will continue to be the most powerful and
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most influential ideological force in Malaysia’s political life. Political Islam is
not going to lose much of its appeal, just because Abdullah and his adminis-
tration, with the full backing of his state-controlled media, have diverted the
national attention from “Islamic state” issues to his brand of civilizational
Islam (“Islam hadhari”). Political Islam in the sense we have defined is not a
fringe or peripheral political force. Rather, it has been part of mainstream
Malay-Muslim politics for a long time, even during the British colonial period.
Importantly, political teachings in the Qur’an and the prophetic hadiths will
always be there to remind Muslims of the inseparable link between religion and
politics. Furthermore, Malay political Islam has been dynamic—able to adapt to
changing situations by taking on new forms and in the postindependence
period to adjust to the requirements of a “pluralistic and democratic” political
order.

The question, then, is not whether political Islam will emerge as a central
force—since it is already so—but, rather, what shape will it take and how will it
change in the coming years? How will the various domestic and international
factors influence the shaping of political Islam in the context of Malaysian
politics? UMNO’s political Islam has been evolving through the decades of
independence, just as PAS’s political Islam has also been changing. For ex-
ample, political Islam as pursued by Mahathir was certainly different from that
accommodated by the three prime ministers before him (Tunku Abdul Rah-
man, Tun Abdul Razak, and Tun Hussein Onn).28 Under Abdullah, a new
Islam policy has been put in place. His “Islam hadhari” (civilizational Islam)
policy deemphasizes the idea of an Islamic state, thus rejecting both Mahathir’s
Islamic state and PAS’s version of it.

Why Political Islam Will Remain a Central Force

The continuing centrality of political Islam, first of all, may be inferred from
both demographic and historical facts. Malay-Muslims who form the majority of
the country’s population would appeal to both facts in justifying their traditional
position as the backbone of Malaysian politics. The first argument favoring
Malaysian political Islam’s persisting dominance is demographic. Demographic
trends point to a bigger Muslim percentage of the population in Malaysian
democracy, and demographic strength is translatable into political capital.
Reacting to this development, as if sensing its political significance beyond
Malaysia’s borders, a Singaporean newspaper expressed in an editorial the con-
cern that, with the growing Muslim population, support for the opposition
Islamic Party (PAS) and its goal to turn Malaysia into an Islamic state is likely to
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increase. The opposition Chinese-dominated Democratic Action Party (DAP)
has reacted to the swelling Muslim majority with similar sentiment. But such
reactions appear to have been hasty. In the March 2004 general elections, the
majority of first-time young Malay voters rejected PAS in favor of UMNO. One
clear message from the election results is this: a significant increase in the nu-
merical superiority of Malay-Muslims in the ballot box does not necessarily
translate into support for PAS’s vision of an Islamic state.

UMNO'’s electoral victory over PAS may be interpreted as the Malays’
rejection of the latter’s Islamic state agenda, but certainly not the defeat of po-
litical Islam. Rather, it should be seen as the victory of one brand of Malay
political Islam over another. As earlier asserted, both parties are committed to
their respective brands of political Islam. Ever since parliamentary elections
were held in Malaysia in 1955, the Malay-Muslim electorate has been presented
with the choice of settling for either UMNO’s Islamic agenda or that of PAS.
While both are committed to defending Islam as the official religion of the
country, they emphasize and promise to deliver different Islamic programs for
the Muslim community. PAS emphasizes the total implementation of Islamic
law, and UMNO emphasizes physical and economic development and its
greater creditability to govern a pluralistic Malaysia. In defending their re-
spective brands of political Islam, both try their level best to find support in the
teachings of the religion.

Another argument is historical. Because postindependence governments
have been Malay-dominated until now, is it possible that a change in the ethnic
makeup of the government would result in a new balance of power within the
next ten years? Is it possible that, instead of the government continuing to be
Malay-dominated, members of other ethnic groups could secure the highest
political positions in the country, either as prime minister or deputy prime
minister? The possibility of such change is premised on nonpolitical factors,
which are not likely to materialize in the near future. Moreover, it is difficult to
see how, with so many interests at stake, UMNO could allow that to happen as
long as it remains in power. And PAS would also not allow it to happen, except
for appointing non-Malays who are Muslims to the highest political posts.

While the traditional Malay political dominance is expected to survive for a
still-considerable period of time, political realignments among the ethnic-based
political parties might occur, especially if PAS succeeds in capturing more
states. In other words, Islam as a political force is unlikely to vacate its center
stage position, but the shape of Islamic politics and the rules of the political
game may undergo significant changes. Even in the multiracial Peoples Justice
Party (PKR) headed by Wan Azizah, Anwar Ibrahim’s wife, we can expect
Islam’s influence to be considerable, though it is still not clear what the precise
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shape of this influence would be. Anwar’s position as the party’s chief advisor,
his charisma and his well-known Islamic inclinations, all would help guarantee
that influence. It is true, however, that at the moment, the party does not have a
clear-cut Islam policy specifically packaged for public consumption. Many of
Anwar’s “Islamist” supporters outside the party are wondering how he is going
to translate his Islamic ideals into a pragmatic political agenda and programs
for his multiethnic and multireligious party.

Malaysian political realities would demand him, sooner or later, to articulate
his Islam policy that would distinguish the party from both UMNO and PAS. In
other words, PKR needs to have its own brand of political Islam to outwit the
political Islam of UMNO and PAS. Anwar is known to be critical of PAS’s
Islamic state and its legalistic approach through hudood laws to solve social
problems. He is also critical of Abdullah’s “Islam hadhari” policy, not in its
principles but because of government practices that he sees as blatantly con-
tradictory to the core teachings of Islam.”® For him, justice and anticorruption
are the pillars of Islamic sociopolitical teachings. He sees no point in preaching
about “Islam hadhari,” if issues of social justice and corruption are not seriously
discussed and resolved. Judging from his political speeches since his release
from jail, one could say that he is leading PKR to embrace an Islam policy that
would emphasize social justice (especially for the poor), anticorruption, and the
virtues of democracy and civil society. He had an impeccable track record in
championing all these issues. After all, he was jailed twice for speaking force-
fully and leading street demonstrations against poverty and corruption in high
places. Young voters may well be drawn to his brand of political Islam.

The final argument considered here is derived from the special character of
Malay Islam. The destiny of the Malay identity is too closely tied up to religion,
ethnicity, and the country’s entrenched political institutions—both traditional,
such as the monarchy, and modern. In consequence, political Islam is deeply
structured in Malaysian sociopolitical life, thus guaranteeing its enduring in-
fluence. The two major characteristics that define Malay Islam are “Malayness”
and a particular interpretation of Islam based on Sunni theology and the Shafi’i
legal school of thought. For many Malays, race prevails over religion. Still,
Islam is considered to be an important component of Malay identity since it
defines and strengthens that identity. The Malay sense of belonging to a
community is nurtured by their attachment to Islam, but the strong Malay
ethnic consciousness also means that the Malays can be quite selective in their
understanding and appreciation of Islam, thus preferring Islamic expressions
that conform to the Malay psyche.

Despite the emergence of numerous civil rights groups and NGOs that
argue for a universal rather than an ethnic approach to Islam and a multiracial
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Malaysian politics, the dominant Malay mindset continues to favor a politics
based on the marriage between ethnic “nationalism” and religion (Islam). This
partly explains Abdullah’s appeal to many Malays. In traditional Malay eyes, he
is seen as a pious and devout Muslim, yet he is also regarded as a Malay
nationalist loyal to Malay interests. He is surrounded by advisors who strongly
believe in Malay political supremacy and a “moderate” brand of Islam, a factor
that helped him become prime minister and win a resounding victory in the
last general elections at the expense of PAS’s political Islam.

What can best guarantee the continuing vitality of political Islam into the
foreseeable future is the close intertwining of ethnicity and religiosity in the
Malay identity. The pre-independence historical fact of this intertwining be-
came enshrined in the constitution with independence. For both UMNO and
PAS, the constitutional definition of Malay in Islamic terms has become a source
of legitimacy and one of the pillars of their respective brands of political Islam.

Malay Political Islam: Stability and Change

Traditionally, Malay Islam manifests itself in politics mainly in the form of two
political parties: UMNO and PAS. This has been the case since 1957. Struc-
turally, this implies that political Islam in Malaysia has reached a certain level of
maturity and stability. Within the Malay political universe, since 1957, Malays
have known only a two-party system, and we do not foresee that this will change
in the near future. Of course, since 1957, these two parties have produced
offshoots, but they were marginal parties that did not survive. Good examples
are Barisan Jemaah Islamiah Se-Malaysia (BERJASA), a breakaway from PAS,
and Semangat 46 (“The Spirit of 46”), a breakaway from UMNO. A new
political party that may yet break the postindependence Malay political tradition
is PKR, which came into existence following Anwar’s imprisonment by Ma-
hathir in 1998. PKR has grown from being basically a political party of his
former supporters in UMNO dedicated to keeping alive his political struggle
and freeing him from prison to a more broad-based one.*® With the party
almost wiped out in the last elections, except for Wan Azizah’s parliamentary
seats—after many of its members returned to the fold of UMNO—many po-
litical observers predict the party will not survive. But others believe it is pre-
mature to write off PKR. They have a point. With Anwar now practically leading
the party in his capacity as its advisor,*" it has found a new surge of confidence
and energy to face the coming general elections with better performance. But
then, unlike UMNO and PAS, although Malay dominated, PKR is multiethnic
and multireligious.
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The fact remains that the political choices for most Malays continue to be
limited to either UMNO or PAS. Most of the time, the majority of the Malays
have given their support to UMNO. But when they have deep reasons to be
disillusioned with UMNO’s leadership, they tend to flock to PAS. This was the
case in the 1969 elections, when Malays were disillusioned with Tunku Abdul
Rahman’s leadership, and in the 1999 elections, with Mahathir over the
sacking of the popular Anwar as deputy prime minister and his expulsion from
UMNO. Abdullah’s resounding victory in the recent elections shows that most
Malays have gone back to UMNO to give him a strong mandate to chart a new
course for Malaysia, especially for Islam. It looks like the decades-old structure
of Malay political Islam is not going to see any major change in the coming
decade.

The historical developments of UMNO and PAS have shown that outside
influences have often led to major changes within the respective parties. For
example, PAS, which since its inception has been professing a political Islam
that is wedded to ethnic nationalism, was deeply influenced by the Iranian
revolution. It began to embrace the idea of the rule of the ulama. For nearly two
decades, it was able to some extent to put the idea into practice, because it had
leaders who were acceptable to members from among the ulama. After the
death in 2002 of its former president, Fadzil Nor, however, the party faced a
leadership crisis. In the 2003 party elections, while Hadi Awang, an ulama, was
unanimously elected president to succeed Fadzil, PAS faced difficulty in
finding someone from the rank of the ulama who was widely acceptable to
become the number two leader. For the deputy leader’s position, the party
found itself in a dilemma whether to choose a popular and able candidate who
comes from a secular background and therefore go against the party principle
of the rule of the cleric, or to stand by the principle and settle for a candidate
from the ulama but with “lesser leadership” qualities. Although the victory
went to the ulama, generally viewed as more “progressive” than their prede-
cessors, the party election results have revealed deep divisions within the party
on the issue of the ulama leadership that throw doubt on the survival of the
principle. PAS’s poor showing in the last elections has undoubtedly placed
the idea of ulama leadership under closer scrutiny by members, especially from
the Western educated and professional groups.

The 2004 general elections results failed to generate any new realignment
of non-Malay political forces that would influence Malay political Islam in any
significant way. The only political development worthy of mention was the
proposal by the Chinese-dominated DAP, which has ousted PAS as the biggest
opposition group in parliament with twelve seats, for a merger with PKR. One
of the grounds for merger, as cited by the DAP leader, Lim Kit Siang, was
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the need to stem the tide of political Islam and reaffirm Malaysia’s secular
democracy. Strong opposition from within both parties forced the merger pro-
posal to be abandoned quickly.

Outside the domain of the political parties, however, some NGOs and cul-
tural groups may have a significant degree of influence in shaping Malaysian
politics in general and political Islam in particular. Both UMNO and PAS are
well aware of the fact that each of them needs the support of such groups to
strengthen its political power. Both parties know that they cannot be and remain
in power without the cooperation of non-Muslim or non-Malay political parties
and the support of the non-Muslim communities. More than UMNO, PAS is
now under strong pressure to build new bridges to the non-Muslim communi-
ties. PKR’s adoption of democracy, civil society, and social justice as its major
platforms has brought it into a close rapport with civil society groups and NGOS.

The Near Future of Malaysian Islam: The Abdullah Badawi Factor

In the rest of the first decade in this century, it is a safe bet to claim that the
pace of development of Malaysian Islam would be very much in the hands of
Abdullah. Despite growing criticism of his style of leadership as “slow and
indecisive” from many quarters, not least from Mahathir, Abdullah is still
enjoying his reputation as “Mr. Clean” and his public image as a “good and
moderate Muslim.” But this aside, it is not easy to portray his real religious
outlook, categorizing him as either a traditionalist or a modernist.

He had given some hints about his own religious inclination. Shortly after
Mabhathir stepped down, Abdullah, a graduate in Islamic studies, was asked in
an interview about influences on his religious thought and life. Interestingly,
he named al-Ghazzali (d. 1111) and al-Shafi’i (d. 820) as two Muslim religious
scholars of the past who have inspired and influenced him most in his un-
derstanding and practice of Islam. Since these two scholars also happen to be
the most respected by the Malay-Muslim community, Abdullah was probably
sending a message to the community that he is a defender of traditional Malay
Islam and the true ulama. To appreciate this particular stance of Abdullah
toward Islam, we need only to remind ourselves of the fact that Mahathir
alienated a large segment of the Malay-Muslim community because of his
frequent criticism of the ulama, both past and present. But Abdullah was also
directing his message to PAS, which, under the influence of the Iranian Is-
lamic revolution, has been championing the political rule of the ulama, albeit
in a Sunni context. By identifying himself with al-Ghazzali and Imam al-Shafi’i,
Abdullah is telling the Malays these are the true ulama they should revere, not
those of the kind of “propagandists of political Islam” whom PAS holds dear.



MALAYSIAN ISLAM IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY I0I

If Abdullah’s long-term strategic goal on Islam is indeed to deemphasize
fundamentalist and modernist political Islam among the Malays in favor of a
more traditionalist political Islam, then his choice of religious advisors and core
intellectual supporters seems to be consistent with that goal. The kind of Is-
lamic minds he has brought into his confidence, and whom he has entrusted
with the task of popularizing and implementing his Islam hadhari vision,
may best be described as traditionalists and modernists belonging to what
movement-oriented Muslim groups would regard as the politically conservative
or conformist groups.

But there is another dimension of Abdullah’s vision of Islam. While
wooing the traditional Malay ulama who are opposed to the PAS brand of
political Islam, he is also affirming his commitment to a “modern and pro-
gressive Islam.” In asserting this kind of Islam, he has the support of intel-
lectual activists like Chandra Muzaffar and the small but influential group of
Muslim women human rights activists, the Sisters in Islam (SIS).>* With his
first term in office soon coming to an end, Malaysians are yet to see how his
“two faces” of Islam—the cultural and legalistic Islam supported by the con-
servatives; and the modern, liberal, and progressive Islam supported by the
secular educated activists—find reconciliation under his leadership.

A widely perceived problem afflicting Abdullah’s Islam policy is its lack of
direction, dynamism, and coordination. “Islam hadhari” is supposed to be a
government policy, but in practice it does not appear to be one. The ten prin-
ciples of “Islam hadhari” have been formulated and disseminated to the public,
but their clear explanations are still forthcoming.?® If we go by media coverage,
then “the two Abdullahs” seem to be the only cabinet ministers talking about
the subject.>* Even the prime minister is seen as propagating the virtues of his
“Islam hadhari” more widely outside Malaysia than inside the country. Critics,
including those from UMNO, believe it was a mistake for Abdullah to give the
job of overseeing the implementation of “Islam hadhari” policy to the De-
partment of Islamic Development (JAKIM) within the Prime Minister’s De-
partment, a government agency noted for its bureaucratic practices.

In the March 2004 general elections, many of Abdullah’s pro-Islam sup-
porters were countering the PAS Islamic state agenda with the “Islam hadhari.”
Many believed “Islam hadhari” has contributed to his success in recovering the
Malay support lost to the opposition in the previous general elections. But it is
now questionable whether its appeal to the Muslim electorate is as strong as it
was before. It looks like, in his battle for a second term in office, Abdullah has to
bank on what survives of his greatest asset—namely, his image of a “good
Muslim.” Undoubtedly, in the last national polls, his moderate religious views
proved to be appealing to ordinary Malays. There was then an extensive play of
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religious symbols by the government-controlled media, such as television
coverage of Abdullah leading congregational prayers. It significantly affected
the average Malay perception of his leadership, a fact that even PAS itself has
acknowledged. We can expect a replay of such religious symbols favoring
Abdullah. PAS may have lost badly in the last elections, but there are plenty of
reasons to believe that UMNO and PAS will continue to be locked in a fierce
political battle in which both sides would appeal to religion to gain public
support.

Conclusion: The Future of Malaysian Islam

Abdullah’s triumph at the 2004 polls has led some political commentators to
prematurely predict the demise of political Islam in Malaysia and the decline of
PAS as an Islamic political party. PAS’s brand of political Islam may have fared
worse in the 2004 than in the 1999 elections in terms of total electoral seats
won, but the party has managed to increase its share of popular votes. In 1999,
it was already regarded as having performed relatively well. PAS remains a
formidable challenge to UMNO. This means UMNO has to energize its own
brand of political Islam if it is to check new advances by PAS. We can therefore
expect the debate on political Islam and the Islamic state to continue in the
years to come. Critics of UMNO’s victory have made the observation that,
considering the various factors engineered to favor the ruling party, PAS, as a
matter of fact, has not really lost support among the Malays. One of these
factors was the redrawing of parliamentary and state constituencies that PAS in
particular had criticized before the elections as deliberately intended to mini-
mize its chance of retaining the seats it has held. The redrawing of constituency
boundaries saw the creation of new safe seats for UMNO and the incorporation
of non-Muslim voters into PAS strongholds that made it difficult for the oppo-
sition party to defend its seats.

PAS and the rest of the opposition directed their wrath at the Election
Commission for what they perceived as its bias toward the ruling party, not only
in its redrawing of constituencies but also in its conduct of the elections. In-
deed, PAS and PKR refused to endorse the election results for the whole
country after alleging widespread irregularities and foul play in the election
process. They submitted a memorandum to the king asking for the formation
of an independent royal commission of inquiry to probe the allegations. While
the DAP demanded a fresh election for the state of Selangor, PAS and PKR
demanded it for the entire country. As expected, Abdullah rejected the oppo-
sition demand for an independent inquiry. In light of their disgust at the
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conduct of the last general elections, we can expect the opposition to be put-
ting more attention on the issue of the Malaysian democratic process, espe-
cially the issue of the independence of the Election Commission.

If the 1999 swing of voters to the Malay opposition and the 2004 swing
back to UMNO signal the emergence of a new attitudinal pattern among
independent and first-time voters, then in the coming decade we may see a
greater fluidity in party preferences that will make Malaysian elections less
predictable. What this means is that certain assumptions about voting ten-
dencies, which proved to be true in the past, may no longer hold true in future
elections. Abdullah cannot take for granted that his last big victory points to the
Malays’ ideological rejection of PAS’s brand of political Islam, including its
Islamic state project, and therefore he cannot ignore the issue altogether.

Abdullah is also facing a formidable challenge from Anwar’s PKR. Anwar
has been harping on the issues of rampant corruption, lack of democratization,
civil society, and social justice. He is a master strategist at forging political
alliances and striking rapport with the voters. He is expected to cement dif-
ferences among the opposition parties and strengthen the Alternative Front
(BA) in preparation for the coming polls. Even with the unmatched resources at
their disposal, Abdullah and his BN will find the opposition this time around a
much stronger foe. What Abdullah needs to do is to explain well to the public
that his Islam hadhari is the best Islam policy for Malaysia. He has to convince
voters that through his Islam hadhari he is able to provide satisfactory answers
to many of the issues raised by the opposition.

Another development to watch in the area of political discourse on Islam in
Malaysia is the kind of non-Muslim responses to political Islam that would
emerge. In the last general elections, Chinese voters had put back into parlia-
ment well-known opposition figures such as Lim Kit Siang and Karpal Singh,
because they wanted them to help check the tide of political Islam in the
country. The two political veterans are well known for their rejection of the
Islamic state, of both the PAS and UMNO types. Most Malays do not like
to see non-Muslims participating in discourses on Islam. But the two veter-
ans have shown they are ready to discourse on Islam whenever they feel that
Islamic initiatives—whether coming from UMNO or PAS—are going to affect
the lives of non-Muslims.

Will Abdullah tolerate or even encourage a freer public discourse on Islam
in which non-Muslims can participate, at least on matters directly affecting
them? Thus far, we have not seen encouraging signs. On the contrary, there are
reasons for despair. Recently, the government suppressed public discussions of
constitutional issues relating to Islam and other religious issues deemed sen-
sitive, citing interreligious peace and public security as its justification. The



104 RELIGION AND POLITICS IN MUSLIM MAJORITY SOCIETIES

suppression invited mixed receptions from the public. The majority of Malay-
sians, particularly Muslims, supported the move, but liberals and human rights
groups criticized it, viewing the move as a deprivation of their democratic rights
to freely discuss issues of individual religions. Abdullah is known to favor a
controlled interreligious dialogue instead of open discussions of religious is-
sues. A recent statement issued by the Prime Minister’s Department insists
such dialogues must be under the supervision of government authorities.

As expected, Abdullah has also given clear indications that he would be
focusing more on human development and domestic issues like agriculture
rather than on taking a more visible role in international politics. A major
criticism of Mahathir’s administration is that, though he was rather successful
in modernizing Malaysia’s economy, he had neglected human development
issues, including issues of human rights, intellectual freedom, and liberty.
Abdullah’s major challenge is how to honor promises he had made after taking
office, in regard to human development, while maintaining a growing econ-
omy, eradication of corruption, and the betterment of Malaysian democracy.
On issues of corruption and democracy, the opposition political parties, as well
as various independent groups, are far from being impressed with his perfor-
mance, despite some encouraging signs. It seems a new era of democratization
in Malaysia is still in the waiting.
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The Trifurcated Islam
of Central Asia:
A Turkish Perspective

M. Hakan Yavuz

After the collapse of the Soviet Union (USSR), many scholars focused
on the role of Islam and Islamic movements in the newly formed
southern tier states. The struggle over memory and suppressed
identities, the tension between the center and the periphery, were
all interpreted as the revival of Islam. Islam in general, and Islamic
movements in particular, became the object of debate and sources
of speculation. For instance, the events in the Fergana Valley in
1989, which resulted in the destruction of large numbers of Mes-
khetian Turks by mostly ethnic Uzbeks, the similar conflict between
Uzbeks and Kyrgyz ethnic groups in Osh province of Kyrgyzstan in
1990, and the 1992—97 civil war in Tajikistan were all read as a
struggle between modernity and Islamic fanaticism. In fact, a closer
examination of these events indicates that their causes and public
manifestations are not the same. The Tajik civil war was not pri-
marily about the revival of Islam or creating an Islamic republic

but was a struggle over resources between different regions of the
country. Although the 1997 peace treaty restored a degree of order
to that country, power struggles among different Tajik factions is
still going on.

The evolving field of Central Asian studies very much deals with
the old orientalist assumptions and themes. The current master
concept, which is used to explain every issue in the region, is the
“Islamic factor,” or “Islamic fundamentalism.” One needs to know
the origins of this Islamic factor and what it purportedly entails. Is
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it an independent force that shapes social and political landscapes, or is it just a
shared set of concepts and practices that provides common idioms of conver-
sation to many Central Asian communities? During the Cold War, there was
almost no information about Islamic practices, religiosity, or institutions in
Central Asia. Soviet scholars treated Islam as an anachronism within the con-
text of the Marxist-Leninist modernization theory. They echoed the worries of
Soviet leadership about Islamic fundamentalism as a potential threat to the
unity of the socialist project and scientific socialism. Such Islamophobia had
deep historical and ideological roots in the Russian empire. Due to the Soviet
view of Islam, some Western scholars welcomed the role of Islam, or the com-
monly known Islamic factor, as a potential force to destroy the communist “em-

pire.”!

(This logic by the West led to the blind support of extremist Islamist, yet
anticommunist, groups during the Cold War, with Afghanistan having become
the focal point of U.S.-USSR confrontation, the post—Cold War ramifications of
which continue to be felt today.) Though the Islamic factor was a welcome force
for Western scholars and Western powers, because it could (and likely did) lead
to the breakup of the Soviet Union, for Soviet scholars and policy makers, it
was a destabilizing force that countered visions of international socialism.
The study of Soviet Islam was shaped by the works of Alexandre Ben-
nigsen and his two students, S. Enders Winbush and Marie Broxup. Bennigsen
developed an essentialist version of Islam as the primary source of identity and
loyalty that governed the daily life of Central Asian Muslims. He argued that
Islam makes it “impossible to assert that someone from a Muslim area who
eschews the formal religious practice of Islam ipso facto ceases to be a Mus-
lim.”* In his examination of identities of Central Asia, Bennigsen stressed the
role of pan-Islamic and pan-Turkish identity over “artificially formulated na-
tional” identities.> The second group of scholars had a more instrumental
reading of Islam and insisted on competing loyalties in the region. This group
was led by Martha Brill Olcott, Muriel Atkin, Teresa Rakowska-Harstone, and
Mehrdad Haghayeghi.* They argued that religious knowledge in the region is
basic, with people of the region not being deeply religious and their under-
standing of Islam shallow. Still, they stressed the conceptualization of Islam as
a social but not a political force in the moral rejuvenation of Central Asians.
There are three dominant myths in the study of Central Asia:

Islam has been the dominant and unifying identity of the region.

Central Asian republics all internalized the nation-state identity, and
Islamic identity has sought to destabilize these nation-states.

Soviet communism has had very little effect in the lives and cultures of
the region.
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I would argue that the anti-Soviet nationalist movements did not start in Cen-
tral Asian republics because there was very little Islam left after almost com-
plete scientific atheism in the region. Nazif Shahrani has examined the influ-
ence of this scientific atheism on Central Asian societies.” The Soviet legacy
created a type of political culture based on fear and favor that undermined the
emergence and functioning of civil society. Many scholars under the influence
of modernization theory argued that the modernization process would elimi-
nate religion and reason would replace God. They all expected the antimod-
ernization challenge to come from the rural areas because of the conservative
rural culture that is shaped by religion. In Central Asia, the modernization
project (a la scientific atheism) had mixed results in terms of influencing the
rural and the urban areas.

For any form of reform to succeed in Central Asia, one has to recognize
Islam as a moral force that is capable of mobilizing the population. Islam is a
powerful and constructive force for building new civil society and civic culture.
Under Soviet policies, Islam was redefined as a cultural and moral legacy, but
not as a religious force. Islamic ways of doing things helped Central Asians
differentiate themselves from the non-Muslim Slavic population and colo-
nialists. Under the Soviet system, Islam became an ethnic marker and a core for
local nationalism in the region.

In examining the role of Islam in Central Asia here, I describe the basic
religious landscape and the key sociohistorical factors. Next, I focus on the role
of Turkey in the rebuilding of religious education and discuss local responses to
Turkish initiatives. Finally, I examine the potential challenges to Islamic re-
vivalism in Central Asia.

Context of Turkic Islam

The striking feature in the constitution of Islam in Central Asia is its geo-
graphic and environmental conditions. Central Asian history is shaped by
nomadism and the settler peoples—especially of the Turkic population. The
nomads populated the north (today’s Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan) and the far
south (Turkmenistan); the settler people primarily populated much of today’s
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. Since water has always been scarce in much of the
region, people usually either stayed where there was water or followed water
where it could be found.® The culture of the region is a product of oasis agri-
culture and nomadic pastoralism. The urban centers developed in the south
where water was more easily accessible. The epics and ballads are imprinted by
the tension between these two lifestyles and cultures.
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Central Asia has been the center for diverse cultural and cross-religious
fertilization, as it is located at the crossroads of major empires and nomadic
conquerors, including the armies that brought Islam to the region. As in
many other parts of the world, Islam in Central Asia has been syncretic and
organizationally fragmented. Islam coexisted with other religious traditions—
Zoroastrianism, Manichaeism, Buddhism, and the Shamanist cults of the great
steppe tribes. Syncretic versions of Islam, more than literal orthodoxy, have
been the dominant understanding of Islam. One could explain this historical
syncreticism in terms of the ongoing conflict between nomadic and sedentary
populations over resources and cultural values. The caravan trade of the Silk
Road allowed the evolution of more urban-based Islam with different religious
and cultural traditions. These trade routes were also at the center of rich
theological and artistic expressions of Islam. In Central Asian urban centers, a
theologically rich version of Hanafi interpretation of Islam started to become
dominant in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. The Hanafi teachings were
revived under the new name of al-Maturidiyya.” Islam centered around major
urban centers in what are today Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. Kazak and Kyrgyz
tribes were less exposed to Islam.

This rich tradition began to change as maritime transportation opened new
roads and opportunities in the greater world, thus shadowing the Silk Road.
With the gradual collapse of the trade routes, Islam of the region started to
become less independent and more dependent on developments in the Middle
East. With British colonialism in India and Afghanistan and Russian colo-
nialism in Central Asia, Muslims experimented with deep autocratization of
Islamic institutions on the one hand, and Islam as a new ideology of resistance
against colonialism on the other. Thus, two versions of Islam became dominant
and constantly remained in conflict: traditional versus enlightened Islam.

The contemporary role of Islam in Central Asia was shaped by the three
historical processes. First, Stalin’s 1924 national delimitation policy created
separate state institutions to invent competing national identities vis-a-vis Is-
lamic identity and loyalty. The Kremlin pursued an aggressive policy to cleanse
Islam from the public and private spheres through scientific atheism. Soviet
scientific atheism totally destroyed higher religious education institutions,
along with prominent religious scholars, the ulama, with many scholars having
been purged or sent to exile. During the Stalinist purges, 25,000 mosques in
Uzbekistan, 8,300 mosques in Turkmenistan, and all mosques in Kazakhstan
were destroyed. The main target was the Muslim religious and charitable
foundations (wagf). These wagqf lands were the financial source of clerics and
their independence from the state. These revenues were used to pay the sala-
ries of the Muslim clergy or imams and to fund religious school buildings,
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educational expenses, and hospitals. In 1925, all wagfs were closed and Muslim
courts were abolished. By 1927, both Sharia and customary law had been out-
lawed. As a result of socialist campaign, Muslim scholars were discredited,
accused of financial corruption and ignorance.

Only with World War II, upon the initiative of the mufti of Ufa (the capital
of Russia’s Bashkortostan), Abdurrahman Rasulaev, did Stalin decide to
“normalize” relations between Islam and the Soviet government by agreeing
to establish four official administrations modeled on the Central Spiritual
Directorate, created in Orenburg by Catherine II in 1783. The goal was to mo-
bilize the Muslim population against the Nazi occupation. Four geographically
based spiritual directorates were created. The first one was the Spiritual Board
of Central Asian and Kazak Muslims (SADUM) in Taskent, with Uzbek as its
official language; the process also reopened the Mir-i Arab Medrese in Bukhara
in 1948 to train Muslim scholars. The second directorate was for Russia and
Siberia, centered in Ufa, with Volga Tatar as its language. The third directorate
was for Dagestan and the North Caucasus, centered in Makhachkala, with clas-
sical Arabic as its official language. The last directorate one was for Trans-
caucasia, with administration building in Baku, Azerbaijan, which covered
all Shia communities of the Soviet Union. These institutions, however, were
mostly used for the support of Soviet doctrine and creation of the Soviet ver-
sion of Islam. Under the communist system, Islam was mainly reduced to an
underground faith and its visible expressions were tightly controlled.

Second, Muslims of Central Asia did not experience what the Muslims
under French or British colonialism experienced: some sort of democracy, rule
of law, and capitalism. Rather, they were forced to experience the Soviet style of
top-down modernization. Soviet colonial legacy is different from British or
French colonialism. By invoking the leading theorist of subaltern studies, Partha
Chatterje’s Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: Derivative Discourse, Nazif
Shahrani argues that under European colonialism there was an autonomous
“gpiritual domain” in which people managed their personal affairs and pre-
served a code of ethics. This domain facilitated the formation of nationalism and
a chart of moral code that provided a ground for civil society. There was little to
no such autonomous spiritual domain in the Central Asian experience. Islam
was a target of Russian suppressive policies. The Soviet state was very successful
in the elimination of traditional Muslim society and, among other things, es-
pecially prohibited Islamic religious education. The lack of connection with the
traditional centers of Islamic learning further isolated Central Asia and resulted
in universal ignorance about basic religious education and practices.

Third, those Muslims who wanted to benefit from the Soviet system “aban-
doned” their faith or re-created Islamic practices and symbols as secularized
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and “national” cultural practices. Islamic identity turned into an ethnic marker
to differentiate “natives” (Central Asian Muslims) from “outsiders” (Soviet
Russians). The boundary between ethnicity and religion was blurred in the
Soviet system. To be a Kazak or a Turkmen was to be a Muslim. Islam played an
important part in the everyday life practices such as fasting during Ramadan,
traditional weddings, circumcision of boys, and Islamic funerals and neigh-
borhood meals for the deceased. These rituals helped mark the boundaries and
distinctions between Russian colonialists and native populations. Islam be-
came the constituting factor in the national heritage of the existing republics.
Islam as a faith of “practicing and doing” more than believing creates its
pattern of interactions. Under communist scientific atheism, these practices
were reframed as “it is healthy to have circumscision” and “fasting is a way to
clean oneself of toxins.” Moreover, the social structure of Islam is more com-
munal than individual. Thus, Muslim identity always presupposes a commu-
nal framework with neighbors and relatives.

Local and regional expressions of Islam are diverse forms of contextu-
alization of Islam. In this case, one sees the process of the localization of uni-
versalistic principles of Islam that universal principles are not frozen and they
are also not totally “plastic congeries of beliefs.”® Islam can only be understood
in the way in which ideals are contextualized and expressed in local situations.
The constructive tension between ideal and real Islam provides a set of religious
characters of specific practices.

One should not divide understanding of Islam in the south as “high” Islam
and Kazak understanding as “low” Islam. These are two diverse processes of
contextualization of a universal faith. Islam in the northern part of Central Asia
is punctuated by Sufi shrines and cemeteries, evoking images of Muslim ex-
periences. In Kazakistan and Kyrgyzstan, Islam is not about religious knowl-
edge per se but, rather, provides a religiously textured landscape that facilitates
reproduction of the past. Islamic narratives and internalized conduct patterns
function as the container of collective memory. The narrative story that is im-
printed on the place makes it holy. Thus Islam is a narrative-based landscape
religion for Kazaks and Kyrgyz. A narrative story that is textured on the land-
scape turns the place into a holy site.

Religion in Central Asia overall is a collective memory. Islam as memory is
collectively constituted and perpetuated by the community through a rich cul-
ture of ways of remembering ancestors. These ways of remembering are very
much “conflated” to the ways of Islam. Remembering ancestors by ways of
Islamic practices and spirituality is the major mechanism in the maintenance
of Kazak and Kyrgyz ethnic identities. It structures the conduct and daily rea-
soning of the people. In the north as much as in the south of Central Asia,
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Turkic identity is a Muslim one, and these two identities are mutually consti-
tutive; one leads the consciousness of the other. Islam in Central Asia is a col-
lective memory, and it is more affective than cognitive. Maurice Halbwachs and
Frederic C. Bartlett argue that remembering is about creating a shared sense
or feeling and, subsequently, constructing the past in line with changing con-
text. For instance, some commemorative events such as the Karbala incident
or the major wars cement social bonds in a given society.

In short, Islam of north Central Asia is less about textbook knowledge and
more about stories that are imprinted into the landscape. One could argue that
the case of Central Asia indicates that religion without theology could still exist
and stir up deep emotions. Due to communist oppression, the people of the
region learned to live Islam at an emotional and memory-habit (internalized
conduct) level. Thus, the past that is punctuated in the landscape of Central
Asia is not a literally constructed one, but it is selectively (mis)used to promote
diverse interests.

Many believers in Central Asia, especially the Kazak and Kyrgyz peoples,
have a deeper affection for Muslim shrines and cemeteries than for mosques.
For many of them, ziyaret (pilgrimage) at the shrine and not namaz (prayer) at
the mosque has more expression of religiosity.” Ziyaret brings the dimension of
memory and stirs up deep emotions. For instance, the Yasevi shrine of Tur-
kistan is the largest shrine in Kazakistan and many Kazak visit it. There is also a
rich literature about the significance of the Yasevi shrine. Many of the Kazak
tried to maintain and perpetuate their faith through cemeteries and shrines due
to Soviet policies about worship, to their lack of economic means to build
mosques, or their ecological conditions. Most of the mosques in the region are
recently built. Through mosque building, people are reconstructing their ver-
sion of Islam. Kazaks were, and still are, more attached to religious shrines than
mosques. If a mosque is attached to a shrine of a saint, it becomes important as
well. In addition to mosque and shrine building, Muslims of Central Asia in
recent years are also becoming closer to schooled knowledge and textbooks.
There is a gradual shift from a narrative-based “expressivist” way of Islam to
more “scripturalist” (mosque-, madrasa- and ulama-centric) Islam.'® During
the Soviet period, very few homes had the Qur’an. With independence, how-
ever, not only Russian and Kazak versions but also several Turkish and Arabic
versions of the Qur’an all became available. Still, many people regard the
Qur’an as an audible word rather than a book to be studied. This new wave of
introducing Islam should be seen as a “second conversion” into textual Islam.

After the collapse of communism, there was an upsurge in building
mosques, opening religious madrasas, and printing books and magazines on
Islam. As a result of these three initial activities, there was an increased sense of
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religiosity and people displayed it in different forms. People attended religious
services in masses. But this upsurge of religiosity started to decline in the mid
1990s. The newly independent states tried to control or use this new sense of
religious identity to consolidate their respective governments. The state sought
to coopt Islam to serve its own needs. Almost all communist party leaders
transformed themselves into “nationalist” leaders. Some made the pilgrimage
to Mecca and Medina to signal a change in their newly discovered Islamic
identity. Most of the governments of the region—especially the four heavily
ethnic Turkic republics—used Turkey as a model to navigate relations between
Islam and the state to create state-friendly pro-stability Islam. The institution
building did not aim to free Islam from the political pressure or search for a
better understanding of Islam but, rather, to control religious activities. Thus,
each republic created its own national directorate of religious affairs. These new
institutions tried to exert their control through religious education, formal
examinations, and registration of religious scholars. Through registration of
mosques and Muslim preachers, the state does not allow unregistered preach-
ers to lead the mosque. Moreover, by providing the salaries of preachers, the
state officialized Islam with the purpose of control. In other words, for the
purpose of state control, the new republics established directorates of Muslim
affairs and created a religious bureaucracy.

Islamic movements in Central Asia have no unified single goal. They are
all shaped by local conditions, with global Islamic idioms and discourses of
justice, democracy, political participation, and development. They are all crit-
ical of the oppressive nature of Central Asian states and the coopted Muslim
hierarchy as corrupt and intellectually inept to address the religious needs of
the people. These movements usually have several overlapping goals of re-
juvenating moral life, connecting with the lost memory of Central Asia, and
building more just political and economic systems. Some of these movements
seek to reclaim Islam as a source of morality and identity. The reformist
Islamic tradition of Central Asia, Jadidism, seeks to update Islamic idioms to
meet modern challenges.'' People seek to empower themselves, as well as
their family, community, and nation, to control everyday affairs and construct
their own shared language. Thus, Islamic knowledge is necessary—not only to
build a civil society but also to lead to peaceful human interactions. In Islam,
not the state but society is stressed.

The key concepts of these movements are faith (iman) and justice (adalet).
In order to delegitimize these movements, the governments have often accused
them of plotting to overthrow the governments and establish fundamentalist
Islamic states. Almost all reactions against the oppressive governments of
Central Asia are conveniently framed as “Wahhabi” movements, a generic term
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for all types of anti-state religious activism. These states often seek to crimi-
nalize all forms of dissent as Islamic opposition and carry out widespread witch
hunts against opponents.

Exporting Islam to Central Asia

Islam is evolving from an ethnic definition to a shared moral code of conduct
or a source of morality and personal identity. One sees more debate over Islam
as a source of morality, along with debate over the inner self. The new debate is
not about Islam as the tradition of forefathers but, rather, its “connectivity”
with the global Muslim community and as the source of ethics.

Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, and Iran have all been involved in a tense
competition to shape the religious landscape of Central Asia. Before the events
of September 11, 2001, the Saudis were in the forefront of constructing mos-
ques and religious schools and distributing religious materials. They had also
offered a number of scholarships to Central Asian students to study Islam in
Saudi universities. In addition to such state-based activities, new waves of Mus-
lim missionary activities were carried out by private organizations and indi-
viduals. These missionaries first attacked the “legendary” or “folk” Islamic
practices as un-Islamic and encouraged the people to give them up in favor of
more orthodox practices. This created anger on the part of the Central Asian
Muslims, and state authorities began to raise concerns over these private Is-
lamic missionary works. Uzbekistan was the first state to ban all Islamic mis-
sionary activities by the Saudis in 1992; the Turkish Nurcus followed in 1993.

In Turkey, after the War of Liberation, the modern Turkish Republic,
under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal, pursued a new project of radical civ-
ilizational reorientation to transform the multiethnic and multireligious Ot-
toman society into a homogenous Turkish nation. In this top-down revolu-
tionary project, the governing elite used secularism in accordance with the
antireligious laicist model of the French revolution as a constituting and guid-
ing principle. To create a homogenized secular and national-state, the gov-
ernment used various strategies to eliminate ethnic, religious, and economic
differences. Any attempt to challenge this program was perceived as back-
sliding and was referred to as “reactionary.”'” The modern history of Turkey,
therefore, is the story of a struggle between the state’s efforts at social trans-
formation to engineer a new society and traditional ethnic and religious move-
ments. One of the ironies of the Kemalist project was that as it assaulted ethnic
and religious loyalties it simultaneously stimulated ethnic and religious con-
sciousness.
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The foreign policy of Turkey has been subordinated to domestic identity
politics. The republican elite’s main goal was to anchor Turkey in the West in
order to realize the goal of becoming a “civilized” (i.e., European) nation-state."?
This elite quite brutally removed Islam and subregional identities from the
public realm and replaced them with a linguistic and territorial-based Turkish
nationalism.'* Since the introduction of the neo-liberal economic policies of
Turgut Ozal and the collapse of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, the contra-
dictions and tensions in the national orientation of Turkey have been further
highlighted. This domestic and international conjuncture is crucial for un-
derstanding Turkey’s ambiguous and competing policies toward Central Asia.

What are the connections between national identity and national interest
in the formulation of Turkey’s foreign policy toward the Central Asian re-
publics?'® The apparent Europhile Turkish elite, which determined official
policy, and the Islamo-Turkish masses, who have a very different conception of
the past, seek different heads for the ship of state. This duality of cultures and
identities is at the center of the current foreign policy debate in Turkey, a
duality that also manifests itself in Turkey’s dealings with the Central Asian
states.'®

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union and the neo-liberal economic poli-
cies of Turgut Ozal (1983-1993), Turkey has been struggling to redefine itself
with or without democratic means. This crisis-driven identity debate in Turkey
has greatly shaped its foreign policy toward Central Asia. The foreign policy of
Turkey is greatly conditioned by the domestic fault line between the Kemalist
establishment and the Turkish-Islamic population. To understand the shifting
strategies and orientations of Turkish foreign policy, one needs to unpack the
Turkish identity debate and examine its implications on foreign policy deci-
sions. Identity politics explain the current disconcerting sense of betrayal
among the ostensibly Western-oriented population and their endeavor to create
a community of Turkic states to overcome Turkey’s increasing isolation in the
international system.

Next, by arguing that the foreign policy of Turkey has been shaped by the
domestic identity debate rather than a given “national interest,” I explore the
power of identity (such as Islamic, Turkic, and European) to account for for-
eign policy orientation. I also analyze the role of Islam and Turkish national-
ism in the constitution of Turkey’s policy toward the Central Asian republics.
The last section focuses on the role of Islam in Turkish-Central Asian rela-
tions. I argue that the most influential country in the reconstruction of Islamic
knowledge in the Turkic world has been Turkey. The positive and negative
trends of discourse relating to Islam in Turkey will mark the Islam of other
Turkic communities.
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Identity and Foreign Policy

Since identity is always a matter of interaction between the different sectors of
society, it is not always easy to establish a causal link between identity and
foreign policy. Here I demonstrate that identity and interest are mutually
constituative. Identities are not given but are developed and transformed in
interaction. Thus, one layer of identity is stressed in certain situations, de-
pending on the identity of the “other” states or organizations. Alexander Went
argues that a “world in which identities and interests are learned and sustained
by intersubjectively grounded practice, by what states think and do, is one in
which ‘anarchy is what states make of it.” ”'” These intersubjective meanings
evolve as a result of interactively constructed collective meanings. The identity
of the state in Turkey shifted from an Islamically oriented foreign policy under
Abdiilhamid IT to a national one, by acquiring a new identity that presupposes a
set of new roles and expectations. Identities are significant because they help
define interests.'® These interests, in turn, shape Turkey’s conduct in the
Balkans and Central Asia. Therefore, the fluctuation in Turkey’s foreign policy
is related to the identity debate in Turkey.'® As long as the transformation of
this identity and these interests is not fully understood, one may not fully grasp
Turkey’s role in Central Asia, the Middle East, and the Balkans.?

I argue that Turkish state identity is constituted as a result of seismic
international events that directly affected Turkey’s perception of the “self” and
the domestic transformation of elite politics. The historical legacy of the Ot-
toman state and the “culture of insecurity” are the two fundamental constraints
in the evolution of state identity in Turkey. When external and internal inter-
actions create conflicting intersubjective meanings, a crisis paralyzes the state
elite’s ability to determine its foreign policy orientation because the funda-
mental definition of self is very much in contestation. In turn, the way in which
Turkish state perceives its self often depends on the perception of Turkey by
foreign states, particularly the leading members of the Western bloc. The
European Union’s dismissive treatment of Turkey has affected Turkey’s con-
ception of self and this, in turn, is reflected in its foreign policy conduct. In
addition to the self of the Turkish state, there is the self of Turkish nation.
This latter is more dynamic and open to change than the official discourse of
the state, which at the moment is held hostage by its own Kemalist ideology.
Its Islamic and Turkic layers of identity have been stressed to overcome a deep
identity crisis.

Identity is a matter of our minds picturing the way the world and our social
interactions are organized in relation to other social groups. Political elites
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usually seek to mobilize or construct identities to promote specific interests.
Therefore, identity becomes an instrument for the pursuit of interests. At the
same time, the causal arrow between interest to identity could also run from
identity to interest. For instance, Turkey uses religious, linguistic, and other
cultural affinities to enhance its interest in Central Asia. At the same time,
Turkish national interest is defined by how elites and populations view their
identity. The national identity of Turkey has three layers: Islamic, Turkic, and
European. These dimensions shape elite perceptions of interest and prefer-
ences, but the distinction cannot explain specific policy choices.

To understand contemporary Turkish foreign policy toward Central Asia,
it is important to unpack the identity debate and analyze the competing
identity-based elite factions that mold Turkey’s foreign policies. The three
layers of national identity of Turkey indicate contextual, relational, and mul-
tiple features of identity. Due to its multiple national identities, the Turkish
state invokes different layers of identity on the basis of policy issues. During
the crises of Bosnia and Kosovo, Turkey stressed its Ottoman and Islamic
identity; whereas Central Asia stressed its Turkic layer of identity. These layers
of identity are open to internal and external changes. There are three major
identity-driven elite factions in Turkey:

1. The Kemalist elite have supported Turkey’s full integration into the
EU, as well as close ties with the United States. In terms of their
ideology, they have professed to view their ties with Europe as based
more on “civilizational” than on national interest. They have also
been quite willing to denounce Europe and the U.S. Central Intel-
ligence Agency (CIA) whenever pressure has been brought to bear
on the Turkish establishment in terms of respecting democracy and
human rights. They tend to treat the “new Turkish world” as a source
of increasing Turkey’s importance for Europe and in the interna-
tional system and present Turkey as a “secular state model” for the
new independent Muslim states.

2. The Muslim/Islamists elite have supported close ties with Muslim
countries and subordinated ethnic identity to a religious one. This
group is not inherently anti-Western and, instead, views Russia and
the Orthodox world as its historic rival. Their view toward Central Asia
is colored by Islamic solidarity; they also endeavor to present Turkey
as a “protector” of Muslims in the Balkan and the former Soviet
Union. They seek cooperation with the Turkic republics and the
Balkan states to form the core of an Islamic bloc. The Islamists see
Central Asia as part of an Islamic community.
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3. The Turkic elite include groups who support cultural and political
cooperation, and even integration, among Turkic states. This group
includes some ultranationalists, who disagree with Turkey’s full inte-
gration with the EU. This group seeks to form a Turkic world under
the leadership of Turkey.

From Turkey in Europe to Turkey and Europe

Since the late nineteenth century, many in the Turkish elite have been reluctant
to consider themselves as an integral part of the Middle East or the Islamic
world. The demand for acceptance into Europe has been a constant aspect of
Turkey’s foreign policy. For instance, according to a recent survey, Turkish
youth prefer that Turkey first become a member of the EU, then a member of a
Turkic bloc, and finally a member of the Organization of the Islamic Con-
ference and a Balkan regional bloc.*!

Moreover, modern Turks measure their achievements through European
acceptance of them as “European.” There are two reasons that the Turks want to
be a part of Europe. First, there is the Ottoman legacy. The Ottoman social,
cultural, and political life was marked and oriented by the Balkan Muslims of
Eastern Europe. The Ottoman Empire was a southeastern European empire
more than an Anatolian or Middle Eastern one. The construction of the Otto-
man state and Turkish identity took place in the Balkan frontiers rather than in
the east; the Ottoman cultural and social networks were densest between the
Danube and the Drina Rivers. Consequently, most of the governing elite and
scholars came from the Balkans. There were more Ottoman mosques, cultural
institutions, and architectural monuments in the Balkans than in Anatolia or
other parts of the empire. Second, the identity of the modern Turkish popu-
lation was molded and shaped during the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire
between 1878 and 1921. The forced mass exodus of Muslims from the Balkans
constituted the political elite of the modern republic.*?

With the modernizing “reforms,” Mustafa Kemal sought to Europeanize
Turkish national identity, at least in its outward forms.** The reforms initi-
ated a process of “becoming” European that was carried out by an ideologi-
cally committed elite who consolidated themselves by subscribing to a naive
Kemalist version of Westernization—that is, positivism. The process of be-
coming European helps explain why Turkey joined the European Council
(1949), the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) (1952), and the Euro-
pean Economic Community (EEC) with the Rome Treaty in 1963. The Cold
War and Soviet threats further consolidated the elite’s vision of joining all
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European institutions. The ideological identity of the elite and the Soviet
threat helped create a shared consensus in support of “full” Europeanization.
In short, although Turkey’s Western-oriented foreign policy was an outcome
of its struggle to “become” European, the Soviet threat accentuated the pro-
cess. During the Cold War years, Turkey’s foreign policy became an extension
of its relations with NATO. The anticommunist stand of most nationalist and
Muslim groups helped consolidate the legitimacy of the homogenizing Turkish
state. However, the Turkish Republic was never considered truly European for
both its undemocratic and illiberal character and its Ottoman-Islamic heritage.

After Turkey’s integration into NATO, a “European Turkey” became the
dominant orientation of Ankara’s foreign policy. The Cypriot crisis and other
events opened a debate over foreign policy orientation in Turkey, but the
fundamental course of foreign policy remained European in direction. The
EEC’s negative response to Turkey’s membership application in 1989 consti-
tuted a turning point in the evolution of domestic identity and this, in turn,
created a confused orientation in foreign policy.* Some in the Turkish elite
realized the difficulty of integrating into the nascent EU in the late 1980s and
decided to find solace in Central Asia and the Balkans.” Finally, Ankara later
tried to overcome its exclusion from Europe by developing closer ties with the
United States via Israel.

Turkey with the Turkic Republics

In the formative years of Turkish nationalism, “outside Turks” played an
important part in its formulation and articulation.?® Tatars developed the first
indigenous bourgeoisie and intellectual class in the Turkic world to raise the
Turko-Islamic consciousness. The leading Tatar intellectuals—Abdunnasir
Kursavi (1771-1812), Sehabettin Mercani (1818-1889), Huseyin Feyizhani
(1828-18606), and Kayyum Nasiri (1824-1902)—sought to reexamine Islamic
teachings to raise religious and national consciousness. This was the first
indigenous modernist movement in the Islamic world. Within the discursive
tradition of Turkish nationalism, ethnic and religious forms have often been
mutually constitutive due to the positive role of Jadid modernism.*’

During the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire, there was a great pop-
ular desire to free captive Turks from the hegemony of Russia. Some of the most
prominent theoreticians of Turkish nationalism were émigrés from “outside
Turkish” communities in Russia, such as Ismail Gaspirali, Yusuf Akcura,
Abdiirresid Ibrahim, Ali Merdan Topcubasi, Hiiseyinzade Ali Bey, and Ahmet
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Agaoglu.?® This critical group of intellectuals stressed the mutually constitutive
role of ethnicity and religion in the construction of Turkish nationalism. In
short, protonational feelings of collective belonging to a shared Turkic language
and religion were transformed into “national” Turkish identity.

The enthusiasm for developing close ties with “outside Turks” and freeing
them from the Russian yoke came to an end when Mustafa Kemal decided to
focus on domestic politics and established close ties with Bolshevik Russia.?’
Between 1923 and 1991, the governments of Turkey pursued a policy to
“ignore” the presence of the Turkish world in Russia and remained indifferent
to their plight.30 However, at the societal level, interactions between the Cen-
tral Asian diaspora communities in Turkey and those outside continued.

Although pan-Turkism became a motivating force for ultranationalists and
this idea was institutionalized with the establishment of the National Move-
ment Party (MHP), pan-Turkism never shaped Turkish foreign policy, and it
remained a marginal movement.*>' With the participation of the MHP in the
National Front coalitions in the mid 1970s, the “outside Turks” terminology
was partially integrated into official Turkish discourse. Yet, neither the diaspora
nor the MHP significantly influenced Turkish foreign policy toward the Soviet
Union. For a while, any public debate or mention about the existence of outside
Turks became a disapproved sign of ultranationalism. The Turkish governing
elite either denied or ignored the existence of outside Turks. Turkey, therefore,
has had very limited formal study of the Turkic world during the Republican
Party period. Any interest or debate over the situation of the outside Turks was
treated as backsliding from the Kemalist goal of Europeanization.

The idea of “Turkey with the Central Asian republics” is an outcome of the
sudden collapse of the Soviet Union, the EU’s exclusionary policies against
Turkey, and rising Turkish nationalism. After 1991, Turkey sought to over-
come its isolation and the sense of alienation in Europe and the Islamic world
by searching for its Eastern roots in Central Asia.>” Turkey’s rediscovery of the
Turkic world in the East has opened a new debate over its identity and foreign
policy. This newly “discovered” Turkic identity punctuates Ankara’s foreign
policy and constitutes its self-esteem. This new discovery also affirms the core
identity of the Turkish state as being “Turkish.” When this core identity has
been contested by Kurdish and Islamic voices, the foreign policy of Turkey
has become embroiled in identity politics. Although the new world system has
created “windows of opportunities” for the Turkish state, the Turkish popu-
lation is experiencing a “formative moment,” a time when its identity is under
contestation and reformulation. Old identity frames are not useful for un-
derstanding new realities within and outside Turkey.
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From Indifference to “Big Brother” (1991-1993)

When the Soviet Union started to collapse and the Turkic republics, starting
with Azerbaijan in August 30, 1991, declared their independence, Turkey was
taken by surprise.’> The Bush administration encouraged Ankara to play an
active role in Central Asia to counter the feared Iranian influence in the region.
Ankara recognized nearly all the newly “independent” states with the blessings
of the United States and without defining its short-term and long-term interests
in Central Asia.

In 1991, many Western governments supported and even pushed Turkey
to take a “leading” role in the newly independent Muslim states in Central
Asia.** Turkey was expected to contain the Islamic Republic of Iran’s pene-
tration in the region and somewhat supplant the former role played by Russia
in the region by offering a “Turkish model” of “secular democracy,” market
economics, and a pro-Western orientation for the new independent Turkic
states to pursue.’® The government in Ankara tried to use this opportunity to
stress its “strategic” importance as an inevitable bridge between Asia and
Europe to consolidate its position in Europe. By 1999, Turkey’s foreign policy
toward these new nations, especially the majority ethnic Turkic ones, was
shaped by the mixed ideological and material interests that are at the center of
the evolution of Turkey’s Central Asian policy: (1) Turkey’s search for a new
identity in domestic politics and a new role in foreign policy; (2) Turkey’s
attempt to overcome its isolation in the West and in the Islamic world by
developing a new Turkic grouping; (3) Turkey’s attempt to have access to the
rich oil and gas reservoirs in Central Asia; and (4) Turkey’s search for new
markets.

Ozal was the first Turkish leader with a clear global vision to have a more
activist role in Central Asia and the Balkans. He even argued that the “twenty-
first century will be the century of the Turks.”*® He was in favor of creating an
economic and cultural union with Central Asian Turkic states. Ozal always
treated shared cultural norms as the basis for “solidarity and cooperation
among Turkic people.” He argued that “our people are expecting regional
cooperation among our countries because we are from the same origin. We are
the branches of the same great tree and we are a big family.”*” He developed
close ties with Central Asian leaders and did not hesitate to appeal to purported
Islamic and Turkish bonds.*®

Ankara’s ultimate goal has been to create a forum for Turkic coopera-
tion, not unity. Turkey took several measures to develop its relations with
Turkish states. It first tried to anchor the new republics into the ECO (Economic
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Cooperation Organization), which was founded by Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey,
as a framework of cooperation. Then, in 1992, Turkey established the Turkish
International Co-operation Agency (TIKA) to “coordinate, navigate and im-
plement economic, cultural and social projects,” especially in the Turkic re-
publics of the former Soviet Union and neighboring countries.>* The goal of
this agency is to facilitate a transition to democracy and free markets by help-
ing them in the areas of economic and legal reforms; improving education,
transportation, and communication; and establishing small and medium-size
enterprises. The first act of TIKA was to organize a Turkic summit by inviting
the heads of the independent Turkic republics to Ankara for the celebration of
the seventieth anniversary of the establishment of the Republic of Turkey on
October 30, 1992.*

During the first summit, the presidents of the Turkic republics—Nursultan
Nazarbayev (Kazkhstan), Askar Akayev (Kyrgyzstan), Islam Karimov (Uzbekis-
tan), Safarmurad Niyazov (Turkmenistan), and Ebulfez Elchibey (Azerbaijan)—
signed the Ankara Declaration. In the introduction to this declaration, the
presidents stressed their common history, close lingual links, and shared cul-
ture as a basis for developing close cooperation between each other and Turkey.
The Ankara Declaration was an expression of intentions to develop closer ties.
These rediscovered affinities have not yet been fully translated into solidarity
and action. On the basis of the Ankara Declaration, however, Turkey focused
on promoting a common alphabet, language, and education to create shared
feelings and understanding within the “Turkic world.” Due to internal differ-
ences, it will take a long time to form a “security and peace community.” The
second summit took place in Istanbul on October 18-19, 1994. The third one
was in Bishkek on August 28, 1995, and the fourth was in Tashkent on October
21, 1996. Although Turkey suggested a formal structure of Turkish coopera-
tion, Kazakhstan and the other republics did not support this. These informal
summits have been continuing as discussion forums without much formal
results.

The most crucial step the Ankara government took in the early 199os was
establishing air links with most of the republics and Tatarstan. Ankara also
helped these states establish their own independent digital phone systems;
some of the states still use Turkish communication satellites. Furthermore,
Ankara also used its limited resources to create a shared cultural language and
consolidate the Turkish aspect of their shared history.*! It introduced a trans-
national television channel, TRT Avrasya, to beam Turkish cultural and lan-
guage programming to the region. Although TRT Avrasya sought to raise the
consciousness of the people of Central Asia to realize their common heritage
with the Turks of Turkey, it highlighted sociocultural differences. Moreover,
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Ankara offered 10,000 university scholarships to students mostly from the
Turkic republics to study in Turkish universities. In the 1996—2003 academic
year, the distribution of such students in Turkey was as follows:

Azerbaijan 3,793
Kazakistan 2,178
Kyrgyzstan 1,804
Turkmenistan 2,102
Uzbekistan 538

Other Turkic groups in 2,710

the Russian Federation
Balkan countries 3,396%

The Ministry of Education has opened eighteen high schools in the Central
Asian republics and Azerbaijan, and a Turkish nongovernmental group, the
community of Fethullah Giilen, a leader of the Nurcu movement, opened 129
high schools and several universities, mostly in (but not limited to) the Turkic
republics and other autonomous regions in the Russian Federation.** The
distribution of these schools and their students is shown in table 6.1. These
schools have become very popular in the republics due to their bilingual pro-

TABLE 6.1. Turkish High Schools Established in the
Russian Federation

Number of Number of Personnel

Country High Schools Students from Turkey*
Kazakistan 32 6,539 670
Azerbaijan 15 4,023 368
Uzbekistan 18 3,334 210
Turkmenistan 16 3,290 373
Kyrgyzstan 14 3,093 391
Tatarstan 6 2,802 267
Tajikistan 5 1,694 107
Dagistan 5 1,228 143
Baskurtistan 3 532 98
Siberia 4 438 101
Russia 5 786 63
Cuvasia 2 311 89
Crimea 3 518 97
Karacay 1 193 13

Total 129

“Teachers and administrators.

Sources: Yurt Dignda Acilan Ozel Ogretiim Kurumlari Temsilcileri Ikinci Toplantisy (Ankara: MEB Yurtdis1 Egitim
Genel Mudurligi, 1997); Milli Egitim Bakanhd 1 Istatistikler (Ankara: MEB, 2004).
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grams in English and local languages and high quality of teaching in the
physical sciences.*

Although Turkey made some long-term investments in the field of edu-
cation, a number of factors helped dissipate Turkish romanticism toward
Central Asia. The year 1993 was critical, forcing the government to reexamine
its ties with the region. Due to geographical connections and its linguistic and
cultural affinity, Turkey developed close ties with Azerbaijan, and the relations
were treated as a model for other Turkic republics.** However, Russia used all
means to intervene in Azeri domestic politics to test Turkish resolve and
demonstrate the weaknesses of the government in Ankara. The major setback
to Turkey’s rising influence was the Azeri-Armenian conflict, which high-
lighted the failure of Turkey to help Baku resist an Armenian invasion in 1993.
The removal of the pro-Turkish Ebulfeyz Elcibey from power further demon-
strated the limits of Ankara’s abilities. Thus, the Azeri-Armenian conflict and
its political consequences derailed the Turkish dream of becoming a “big
brother” in the region.

After Turgut Ozal, Silleyman Demirel, the most timid and subservient and
least visionary Turkish politician, dominated relations with the Central Asian
states. Demirel personalized the relations with the Turkic states. During the
Demirel era, some of the Turkish approaches to the region were similar to the
colonial attitude of Russia. It did not take long to realize that not Turks but,
rather, Kazaks, Kyrgyz, and Uzbeks lived in this region and had their own
perceptions of history and culture.*® At the same time, many Turks became
aware of the gap between the “imagined Turkish world” and the reality of six
different sovereign nation-states with their own particular interests. Moreover,
as Turkey insisted that they be renamed as “Tiirk,” they insisted that a “Ttirk”
meant a citizen of Turkey more than a generic name of the Turkic peoples of
Central Asia.

From “Big” Brotherly Aspirations to Normalization
(1993—present)

After realizing its limits and the differences within and between different
Turkic states and regions, the government in Ankara pursued a more cautious
policy. In what is still an unfolding and very dynamic region, its main goal is to
create a Turkish space by applying economic and cultural factors. However,
Ankara was confronted with a set of obstacles in consolidating its relations
with Central Asia. The main internal obstacles are the domestic divisions and
weak coalition governments, limited economic resources, and lack of proper
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information about the region; externally, Turkey’s conduct in the region has
been conditioned by the human rights question and Russian policies to restrict
Turkey’s influence.

Turkey’s ties with the Central Asian states are not totally determined by
the foreign ministry; they are also affected by sizeable and influential civic
pressure groups. These diverse economic and social groups ask Ankara to meet
their needs in the region. Moreover, there is a growing tension within differ-
ent sectors of these pressure groups. The ideological and social fault lines of
Turkey have been carried out to the region through the official and unofficial
Turkish presence there. It is easy to find many competing and conflicting
circles of Turkish interest groups, which range from pan-Turkish nationalists
to pan-Islamists, and from short-sighted carpetbaggers to long-term investors.
The diversity and complexity of Turkey has been reflected in the 1,616 Turkish
firms and 134 Turkish associations in Central Asia. The Turkish “reality” with
all of its complexity now exists in Central Asia.

By 1998, the Turkish Eximbank offered $1.2 billion in credits to develop
trade between the Central Asian states (CAS) and Turkey. The trade between
the CAS and Turkey is currently above $1 billion. Turkish construction firms
have over $1.7 billion worth of projects with Turkic republics.*’ In addition to
limited economic resources of Turkey, geographic distance and transportation
problems have constrained the development of trade between Turkey and the
Turkic republics.

One of the major external constraints, in addition to the human rights
problems, is the Russian factor. For several reasons, Russia wants to develop
close ties with Turkey. For example, Turkey is Russia’s main trade partner in
the Middle East. Trade between the two countries ranges between $11-12 bil-
lion a year. Turkish construction firms have been involved in major projects,
and they even reconstructed the Duma, which was damaged in 1993 by an
abortive anti-Yeltsin coup. Many Russian tourists are visiting Turkey, and they
have rejuvenated the small goods trade in Istanbul. Turkey is the major pur-
chaser of gas from Russia, and this encourages the powerful Gasprom con-
glomorate to promote Turko-Russian ties and promote better understanding
between the two countries. Moreover, Russia is a new and unconditional source
of military hardware since some European countries refuse to sell arms to
Turkey due to the Kurdish conflict.

Alternatively, there are also sets of factors that create a constant tension
between Turkey and the Russian Federation, such as the intense competition
over gas and oil pipelines in the Caucasus and Central Asia. Turkey is lobbying
for a Kazak and Azeri oil pipeline to go through Georgia to the Turkish port of
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Ceyhan rather than the Russian port of Novorossisk via Chechnya. To prevent
environmental damage and protect Istanbul, the government of Turkey is
already regulating traffic along the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles. Russia
has offered a new route through Bulgaria to Greece to avoid Turkey. The major
source of tension, however, is Russian wariness of Turkey’s support for the
Chechen fighters and other ethnic Muslim groups in the North Caucasus. Due
to the lack of centralized authority in Moscow, Russia has been pursuing
conflicting policies toward Turkey.

As Turkey’s economic ties with Russia are rapidly expanding, Ankara be-
comes more sensitive to Russian needs and influence in Central Asia. In other
words, Turkey’s identity and interest-based policies are in conflict as far as its
policies toward Central Asia and Russia are concerned.

Sources of Identity Politics in Turkish
Foreign Policy: Turkish-Islam

Islam and Turkic identity inhibits Turkey’s behavior toward Russia and facil-
itates close ties with the Central Asian states. Turkey’s policy toward the region
evolves more slowly than we might otherwise expect since the role and
meanings of Turkish identity are still contested at home. With its multiple
identities, Turkey is acting differently in the international system. Turkified-
Islamic identity, or Turkish-Islam, has been the most powerful cognitive
identity map to define national interest and is used as a tool to promote the
interest of Turkey. Turkish-Islam has three major differentiating characteris-
tics among the five major zones of Islam: Arabic, Persian, Turkic, Malay, and
African. These characteristics are Sufi oriented, state-centric, and more mixed
with vernacular cultures.*®

Although it was Arab invaders who took Islam to the region in the eighth
century, the conversion patterns and sociocultural structure created its own
vernacular Turkic-Islam. Saman and Kam, as legendary religious-charismatic
leaders, converted and became Sufi dervishes, known as “baba” and “ata.”*’
These individuals personified the old religion and became major agents of
Islamicization in Central Asia. The new faith was internalized through ver-
nacular narratives and the syncretization of older traditions. Islam, as a new
faith, was regarded as a part of native culture due to its ability to enhance and
build on important facets of the old shamanism.*® This symbiosis between
different cultures and religions in the region helped produce three major Sufi
orders: Yeseviyye, Kiibreviyye, and Naksibendiyye. Ahmet Yesevi, Sar1 Saltuk,
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Hac1 Bektas1 Veli, and Bahattin Naksibend constitute the major cornerstones
of Islam in Turkey.

Ahmet Yesevi (d. 1166), the founder of the Yeseviyye order, became very
influential among tribes of Kazaks and Kyrgyz by reinterpreting Islam to ac-
commodate nomadic lifestyles.”! He did not seek to negate old customs and
traditions but used them to disseminate Islamic teaching. His teachings were
collected by his followers in a book known as the Divan-I Hikmet. This work
heavily influenced the Anatolian Sufi poet Yunus Emre. This was one of the
first literary Turkish works on Islam. Even though Yesevi knew Arabic and
Persian, he wrote his work in the vernacular Turkic dialect to communicate
with the people of the region. Many Central Asian Turks regard the teachings
of Ahmet Yesevi as a part of their shared Turkic tradition. Yeseviyye became
the intellectual origin of Kubreviyye, Naksibendiyye, and Bektasiyye in the
Anatolian peninsula. Thus, Yesevi and his vernacularized understanding of
Islam has been the dominant form of Islam in the Turkic world.

Since the first converts were the local khans and the population followed
the top-down conversion, Islam has always been an ideology of power and
social control. Some nomadic societies treated Islam as a conquering ideol-
ogy of a sedentary population. Islam mixed with local customs (adat) set the
parameters of social interactions in the Turkic world. One of the main char-
acteristics of Islamization was the localization of religion in the region, and
this created a powerful connection between local culture and Islam.

Between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, when the dynastic states
weakened, Islam became the glue of civil society and social capital. This con-
nection was then reproduced with the age of nationalism in the nineteenth
century. Sufi orders became the major institutions for the reconciliation be-
tween local culture and universal Islamic norms. The same orders were at the
center of an -ethnoreligious revival known as Jadidism in Russia and the
Turkic world, which would greatly influence Turkish nationalism.

Against the colonial penetration of the elite, the Jadid movement sought to
construct a Turkistani identity by reimagining a modernist Islam. The Jadid
movement had a key role in the articulation of national identities. In short,
Turkistani identity and local identities were reimagined within this spiritual
domain of Islam. Turkic and Islamic identity were used interchangeably, and
this, in turn, played a constitutive role in the formation of national identities of
the new Central Asian states. Therefore, religious networks played an impor-
tant part in Turkish relations with Central Asia.

Islam in Central Asia and Russia does not easily denote a religious cate-
gory per se; instead, it is an ethnocultural category. Thus, the boundary be-
tween religion and ethnicity is blurred and in flux, just like in Turkey. The
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overwhelming population of the region is Sunni and belongs to the Hanafi
school of law. Ethnic or cultural revival usually takes Islamic forms without
necessarily being religious. As the engine of modernism, Jadidism, the Islam
of Central Asia in the late nineteenth century, helped to highlight the “dif-
ference” between the Turkic groups and the dominant Russians.’* Under
communist rule, the people of the region created a sacred territory through
imagined and invented holy places and cemeteries to maintain and perpetuate
their conception of Islam. They also maintained their “distinctions” from the
ruling Russian colonialism through circumcision, wedding, and burial rites.
For these reasons, Russian academics and politicians frequently labeled all
cultural revival and identity claims as “reactionary” and “fundamentalist.”

From this symbiotic relationship between ethnicity and religion in Central
Asia, the Soviet Union engineered a number of national identities to curb the
potential unification of the region along Islamic or Turkistani lines. In the
19208, Moscow divided the region into five independent republics, by high-
lighting ethnic and cultural nuancesand creating territorial national identities.
Disparate dialects were made standardized national languages, and national
histories were constructed in Moscow to be consumed by the elites of the
region. Moreover, the construction of separate economies and administrative
units helped consolidate separate national identities. In the 1980s, a weak and
fragmented national “awakening” punctuated major sociopolitical events.>®
This “national” revival took Islamic coloring, and Islam became the language
of opposition against the heavy-handed Soviet policies and the local Commu-
nist Party elites who sought to take over.

During the 1970s and 1980s, many Western scholars looked to Islam as
the force that would undermine communist rule. In the study of the Soviet
period, the scholarship of the Central Asian people was dominated by Cold
War convictions and the field was dominated by Alexandre Bennigsen (1913—
1988). He constantly presented Muslims as being the weakest integrated part
of the Soviet system due to the role of Islam. They also presented these am-
biguous Islamic loyalties as a form of “Muslim nationalism.”** In 1982, Ben-
nigsen argued:

Soviet Muslims. . . are likely to be influenced by the ideas (perhaps
even by the political terrorism and guerrilla methods) adopted from
the newly radicalized Middle East. These ideas, ranging from the
most conservative religious fundamentalism to the wildest revolu-
tionary, share one common characteristic: the potential for destabi-
lizing Soviet Islam, thereby undermining the stability of the USSR
itself.>®
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This orientalizing thesis dominated studies in the area. American scholar
Michael Rywkin of the City University of New York popularized this view. A
closer examination indicates that Islam did not play a significant role in the
demise of the Soviet Union. The causes of this demise were those groups in the
European part of the union rather than the Muslim borderlands of the Soviet
Union. The Central Asian republics, dominated by cliques of notoriously
corrupt nomenclatura, mostly voted to preserve the union. The conflicts be-
tween Uzbeks and Meskhetian Turks in 1989 and between Kyrgyz and Uzbeks
in 1990 indicated that more narrow loyalties, not Islamic loyalty, are more
dominant.’® The modern revival of Islam in the Central Asian context means
the “rebirth” and consolidation of ethnocultural identity, not the appropriation
of Islamic “fundamentalism” from the Middle East.”’

As the nations of Central Asia seek to construct their collective memories
to consolidate their selthood, Islam is used as a leading source. The Islam
of Central Asia is a historical partner to nation building. However, with the
collapse of the Soviet empire, the people of the region are searching for an
“other” to consolidate their national identity. The people of the region have
been trying to nationalize and parcel out the shared legacy of the region. For
instance, the Kyrgyz stress their mythical hero, Manas, who illustrates their
own pre-Islamic origins. The Kazaks bring their Abai, a writer and a poet, as a
synthesizer of Islamic and Kazak roots; and the Turkmens are seeking to
embody their roots in terms of Machtumquli. The Uzbeks have been busy
trying to differentiate themselves from other Central Asiatic nations by high-
lighting “Amir Temur” as a state-builder and the founder of the Uzbek nation.

Turkey’s Islamization Project

Turkey has been trying to use this common shared ethnoreligious culture to
create a number of institutions to develop cooperation. Institutionalization in
the religious domain is well advanced and still developing. Turkey has devel-
oped ties with the first two of three layers of Central Asian Islam. These layers
are official, folk (Sufi brotherhoods), and the legendary (efsanevi) Islam.>®

Official Islam

Establishment Islam is articulated in the form of the four Spiritual Boards of
Directorate set up by Stalin in 1943 in Tashkent, Baku, Makhachkala, and Ufa.
They aimed at the secularization and ultimate dissolution of Islam. These
boards had administrative authority to regulate religious affairs of the state. It
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stressed that Islam is not opposed to communism but that the two could
coexist in harmony. With newfound independence, the states formed their
own national religious administration, and the government of Turkey has been
more active in distribution of religious material and training of religious func-
tionaries. In other words, the Directorate of Religious Affairs of Turkey has
tried to carry out a re-Islamization of Central Asia. The Foundation of Turkish
Religious Affairs, known as Tiirk Diyanet Vakfi (TDV), an official state-run
foundation, has been at the forefront for exporting a “soft and nationalized
Turkish Islam” to Central Asia. The head of the directorate, Mehmet N.
Yilmaz, defines Turkish national identity in terms of Islam. Yilmaz argues that
“if we take those acquired Islamic characteristics out of Turkish national
identity, there will be little left behind. Islam molds Turkish national identity.
Islam is both reason and guarantor of our national existence.””’

According to the 1999 March Report of TDV, the foundation opened a
Divinity Faculty (1992) in Azerbaijan; Baku Turk High School (1994) and
Nahcivan Religious Education High School (1994) in Azarbaijan; Mahdum-
kuli Divinity Faculty (1994) and Asgabat Preacher High School (1993) in
Turkmenistan; Alma Ata Divinity Faculty at the Alemdiller University (1997)
and the Osh Divinity Faculty (1993) in Kyrgyzstan; and the Derbent Divinity
Faculty (1990) in Dagestan. All these schools have close cooperation with one
of the divinity faculties in Turkey, and their students usually spend their first or
last academic year in Turkey. The TDV also developed one of the most ex-
tensive religious functionary exchange programs with most of the Central
Asian states. The directorate of religious affairs has opened several training
centers to educate imams (preachers). These training centers have 4,000 stu-
dents (table 6.2). Between 1992 and 1995, the TDV spent 3.5 trillion TL for
different mosque-building projects in Central Asia. No organization has been
as active as the TDV.®® The Turkish Directorate of Religious Affairs has ro2
religious functionaries (table 6.3).

Turkey has been very active in the region. Before the February 28 “soft-
coup” in Turkey, the directorate was the most powerful institution in the
region. It organized the First Euroasian Islamic Congress on October 23-25,
1995, by inviting the head of twenty-one countries and autonomous regions.
The Second Eurasia Congress, which included thirty-two countries and au-
tonomous regions, took place on October 21-24, 1996, and it institutionalized
itself by establishing a permanent secretariat in Ankara.®" The Third Eurasia
Islamic Congress took place on May 25-29, 1998, in Ankara. The Republic of
Turkey has managed to become the main center for Islamic activism and a
source of support for Turkish and Muslim communities.®* Turkey has con-
structed thirty mosques in the newly independent Turkic regions.®®
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TABLE 6.2. Imam Training Centers Established by

Turkey

Country Number of Students
Azarbaijan 897
Crimea 864
Kyrgyzstan 444
Kazakistan 687
Russian Federation

Tatarstan 800
Turkmenistan 210
Tajikistan 140
Total 4,042

Source: Diyanet Isleri Baskanhg 1 Tiirk Cumhuriyetleri, Balkan-Kafkas
Ulkeleri, Turk ve Musluman Topluluklara Goturulen Hizmetler (Ankara:
Diyanet Yayinlari, 1996).

Sufi Islam

Sufi groups in Turkey have also established close ties with old Sufi networks to
revive Sufism. This unofficial Islam is a hybrid ideology made up by combining
Sufism and local traditions. During Soviet rule, long-haired Ishans appeared in
the 1960s. They constituted the largest Sufi group in the area and resisted
atheistic propaganda.®* People visited holy places, and mystical tombs became
centers for religious performances. Turkey-based Naksibendi and Nurcu
groups continued to be very active in the region. For instance, the Istanbul-

TABLE 6.3. TDV Religious Functionaries
in Other Countries

Number of Religious

Country Functionaries
Azerbaijan 21
Kazakistan 29
Kyrgyzstan 35
Uzbekistan 1
Russian Federation 19
Turkmenistan 23
Tajikistan 1
Crimea 19
Total 128

Source: Diyanet Isleri BaskanhF 1, Dis Iliskiler Dairesi
Bagkanhig 1, B.02.1.DIB.0.76.00.050-3619, June 8,1999;
2004 [government documents].
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based Iskenderpasa Naksibendi order has a number of centers in Central Asia
and managed to integrate some prominent personalities into the order. The
Nurcu community of Fethullah Giilen (b.1938) has carried out the most
effective re-Islamization process. In spite of all the efforts of Saudi-backed
Wahhabi Islam and Iranian ambitions in the region, Nurcus have been the
most influential in the region for several reasons. Many people perceive the
Nurcu interpretation of Islam as a “national Turkic understanding of Islam.”
One reason is the close connection between folk Islam and narrative-based
texts of Said Nursi (1873-1960).%° Nursi, who authored several volumes of
Qur’anic exegesis, known as the Risale-I Nur Kulliyati (The Epistle of Light),
transmitted Islamic information and knowledge through narrative stories
about the family of the Prophet or other major events. There is a similar pattern
of transmission between legendary/oral Islam and the print-based narrative
Islam of Fethullah Giilen. Islamic knowledge and lessons are rooted in nar-
rative stories. Second, due to the heavy-handed atheism of the Soviet period in
Central Asia, Islam could only survive by reconciling reason and science.*®

The writings of Said Nursi reflect the attempt at the reconciliation between
Islam and modernity and between reason and revelation. This Sufi-oriented
and “softer” Turkish Islam has been more appealing to the younger people of
Central Asia to reconstruct their faith rather than the Saudi-based Wahhabism
or the Iranian version of a “rigid” Islam. Knowledge in the Risale-I Nur is not
transmitted in terms of rigid rules but through narratives. The schools of Giilen
have managed to distribute the writings of Nursi and mark the geography
of Central Asia with Sufi Islam. The activities of the Directorate of Turkish
Religious Affairs and Nurcu networks have been reconstituting the meaning
and role of Islam in Central Asia and undermining their oral and mythical
Islamic practices.

Legendary Islam or Efsanevi

Efsanevi was the major carrier of Islamic tradition in the region. This mythical
Islam is common among villagers and some city dwellers and derives its core
beliefs from the Qur’an. It also incorporates much older religious rites and
rituals, predating Islam. Mythical oral-based Islam incorporates pre-Islamic
tradition and seeks to create a sacred canopy through stories, mythologies,
tales, and legends. These stories indirectly dealt with the authority, community,
and everyday life experiences. The oral tradition of Central Asia is very much
infused with Islamic history, ethics, and theology. In the preservation and per-
petuation of this oral tradition, the itinerant minstrel of Turkic culture, known
as the ashik, dzyrshy, aqyn, and bagsy, played an important role.*” Minstrels
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traveled from one region to another and helped to create a Turkic cognitive
shared code of conduct and tastes. They embody their understanding of reli-
gion linked to geography by creating narratives around key mountains and
rivers. Most of the Kyrgyz and Kazak communities are still under the influence
of this oral-mythical Islam since they never achieved an Orthodox Islamic
establishment. For example, several graves of Ali, the Prophet’s cousin and
fourth caliph, are purported to exist in the Fergana Valley. The most critical
means for promoting communal ethical life are the narratives, which are used
and mobilized for several purposes.®® Finally, Turkish groups and the gov-
ernment institutions have been reconstructing the tombs of some promi-
nent religious leaders. For instance, the tombs of Shah-i Zindeh in Samarkant,
Bahattin Naksibend in Bukhara, and Ahmad Yesevi in Cimkent are recon-
structed by this aid from Turkey.

Within the legendary Islam, there is a popular Islam that stresses funeral
rites, the cult of the dead, the cult of the saints, and wedding and circumcision
ceremonies.

Radical Islam or Fergana Fundamentalism

Political Islam differs from cultural and social Islam in terms of its resistance
against modernity, especially cultural contradictions that are produced by
modern processes. They accept modern technology and science but reject
modern versions of individualism and stress instrumental rationality. Politi-
cal Islamic movements reject secularism as an ideological and epistemologi-
cal approach that is incompatible with Islamic worldview. And most political
Islamists are anti-Western and anti-European. The colonial legacy and the
continued Arab-Israeli conflict are two sources of anti-Westernism among
Islamists. Many Islamists criticized the weak state structure and illegitimate
state structure in the Middle East. They all stress pan-Islamic loyalty over that of
the nation-state. Although many Central Asian Islamists are exposed to these
ideas, they are not fully internalized. Radical Islamism is imported, either from
Pakistan or some Arab countries. Since Central Asian Muslims have only a
rudimentary knowledge of Islam, they are open to radical exploitation by some
foreign groups. There is a great interest in Islam, especially among the youth,
and when the state institutions and civil society fail to offer necessary sources,
foreign sources become the only option.

Almost all writings on Islam in Central Asia focus on the Fergana Valley
“fundamentalism” and link this to the Wahhabi movement, in Central Asia.



THE TRIFURCATED ISLAM OF CENTRAL ASIA 137

The term “Wahhabi” is shorthand for any form of religious revival. The Islamic
Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) has been seeking to overthrow the govern-
ment of Kerimov. Indeed, the valley is overpopulated and suffers from land
and water shortage; it has the highest unemployment rate, which is currently
close to 277 percent. The Wahhabi movement is powerful in the Fergana Valley,
as this region was the most difficult for the Russian and communist colonial-
ists to control. Under Russian colonialism, local Islamic movements, known as
qadimiyyah (Qadimists), stressed the role of the golden age of Islam and the
significance of the institution of the caliphate.

Several radical Islamic groups exist in Central Asia. The most prominent
is Hizb al-Tahrir al-islami, which became powerful in Namangan by resisting
the state clergy. Although the movement evolved out of Jordan-based Hizb al-
Tahris, under the leadership of Akram Yuldashev it localized and became an
Uzbek movement. His book Iymonga yul (The Path to True Faith) developed
twelve ways of raising one’s religio-political consciousness. He believed that
the only true rebirth is realized if all Muslims become conscious in the reali-
zation of the caliphate. Yuldashev argues that Muslims are in the state of
Jjahilliyyah (innocence), and they could only overcome it through personal and
communal Islamic consciousness. The movement later on was called “Akra-
miyyah” from its local characteristics. It is organized as cells (halqa), and its
followers are urged to trade with each other and support the members with all
means. These Akramiyya communities are found in the regions of Namangan,
Kokand, and Osh. The leader of the movement was arrested and is still in jail.

The second most mentioned radical Islamic group is known as the Islamic
Renaissance Party (IRP). It is an all-Muslim party that was created during the
Soviet period in June 1990.%° Its first goals were the introduction of Islamic
law and the creation of an Islamic state. The party eventually limited its cam-
paign with social and cultural rejuvenation of the Central Asian Islamic cul-
ture. The party became more powerful in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. The IRP
declined in the late 199o0s.

The authoritarian rulers of Central Asia tend to overestimate Islamic
radicalism and use it against all civic initiatives and attempts to claim Islam.
The politicization of Islam and the radicalization are not real possibilities in
Central Asia due to four major factors. Radicalism lacks intellectual vigor and
appeal since there are no Seyyid Qutbs or Mawdudis to transform Islam (the
faith and moral charter) into Islamism (the ideology). The region is not anti-
Western or anti-American but, rather, anti-Russian. One would expect a more
local, nativist, version of Islamism that is development oriented and seeks to
rebuild civic tradition of Central Asia.
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Conclusion

Islamic debates in Central Asia do not seem to be a major threat to the stability
of the region. The fear of Islamism is deeply rooted in Soviet and Western
scholarship, and this fear tends to exaggerate the threat of religious revivalism
in Central Asia. What is taking place in Central Asia is the reclaiming of Islam
from state control and turning it into a source of morality and identity.

A new framework of thinking developed in Ankara, in its ties to the region
after an initial period of confident euphoria and subsequent failure and dis-
appointment. These policies have today created a framework of cooperation
between Turkey and the Turkic republics and other ethnic Turkic communities
within the Russian Federation.

In the evolution of Turkey-Turkic republics relations, ethnicity and religion
are the two cultural resources used by the government in Ankara. Due to the
effects of Stalinist secularization in “Turkic communities,” ethnicity or eth-
noreligious affinity, rather than purely religious solidarity, became significant.
The strategies and policies of Turkey have been more guided by societal groups
such as Turkish businessman, cultural institutions, and ethnoreligious Islamic
networks than the state itself.

The identity of the Turkish state is partly defined by the identity of others
in the region and that of the EU. Turkey’s three layers of identity have been in
flux, due to the changing international system. Different identities—such as
Islamic, Turkish, and European (Balkan)—have different meanings. In Central
Asia and Turkey, Islam and ethnic identity are codeterminant: one becomes a
Turk if he or she becomes Muslim. Different identities are likely to produce
different and even competing foreign policies. Turkishness, not Islamism,
shapes the perceptions of the Turkish elite. Identity is not only a tool to promote
interest but also a set of views from which issues are examined and made
meaningful. Turkish-Islamic identity operates at a very deep level by allowing
individuals to give meanings to actions and aspirations.

In the formation of Turkey’s Central Asian policy, Islam takes a subordi-
nate role. Although the most important identity that shapes these relations is
Turkism, not Islam, Islam is an essential part of Turkish identity. Islamic
connections are more spread out and deeper, but not quite decisive. The ties
between Turkey and Turkic-majority states and groups are articulated within
the discursive tradition of Turkish nationalism. Therefore, Islamic and Turkic
layers should not be seen as utterly opposing forces but mutually constitutive
tendencies within Turkish nationalism. These two layers of identity imper-
ceptibly merge and shape Turkey’s orientation. In other words, the Turkish,
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Uzbek, Kazak, Kyrgyz, and Tatar nations, among others, are rooted in Islamic
symbolism and shaped by political conditions.

Due to the recent rise of nationalism in Turkey, new governments in
Ankara have had a strong Central Asian orientation. The major foreign policy
goal of the National Movement Party, for example, has been to consolidate ties
with Central Asia at the expense of Turkish-EU relations. Again, in the party
program, it aims to turn Turkey into a “leader of the Turkish states.””® The
election program of the party used the “Turkish world” rather than the “Turkic
world” to illustrate the special role that Turkey has in the consolidation of the
ties among the Turkish communities and states. Through the theme of the
“Turkish world,” they stress not only the ties at the state level but also, and
perhaps more significantly for the future, at the communal level. The party
treats cooperation within the Turkish world as “compulsory and vital,” and its
calls for the establishment of a “ministry of the Turkish world.” It also calls for a
common market binding this Turkish world together.

To ensure future stability for Central Asia, Islamic political activities
should not be banned, and they should be encouraged to participate in political
processes—as has been done in Tajikistan with its Islamic Renaissance Party.
Central Asian Muslims are reclaiming Islam while resisting the state-centric-
controlled Islam. The goal of this reclaiming is to bring in the code of ethics and
to enhance civil society through religious social capital. Moreover, the con-
tainment of political Islam is not productive or successful. The long-term policy
should aim to promote democracy, pluralism, and economic development ra-
ther than banning religious activism or practicing exclusionary politics. If in-
tolerance toward democracy and Islamic participation continues in the region,
and if economic development fails to benefit a significant majority of the re-
publics’ masses, the future may well be shaped by violence and constant con-
flict, and radical interpretations of Islam will likely act as the attractive ideology
of resistance in Central Asia.
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A Provincial Islamist Victory
in Pakistan: The Social Reform
Agenda of the Muttahida
Majlis-i-Amal

Anita M. Weiss

In October 2002, national and provincial elections were held
throughout Pakistan. While little changed as a result of the national
election, a decidedly Islamist political coalition, the Muttahida Majlis-
i-Amal (MMA), was voted into office in the provincial election in
the Northwest Frontier Province (NWFP)." It was also able to share
power in a coalition government in the province of Baluchistan and
came to head the opposition in the National Assembly. This unprec-
edented outcome was the first time in Pakistan’s fifty-five-year his-
tory that an Islamist political party had won a significant election.
The social and political implications of this event are staggering, for
Pakistan is but one of many Muslim states that are grappling with
balancing the demands of modernity and globalization with the
often contradictory demands of their local populace. As many Mus-
lims around the world—and particularly in Pakistan—perceive that
the U.S. “war on terror” is a misnomer and is actually a “war
against Muslims,” the MMA'’s victory was perceived as a boon by
those who admonished the Government of Pakistan’s continuing
support of the U.S. military invasion of Afghanistan. Is the outcome
of the NWFP elections an isolated event, or is it setting a precedent
for Islamist political groups seeking to ascend to power more and
more frequently, worldwide, in the future?
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The rise of this kind of Islamist political force represents one of the
greatest concerns today within the Muslim world, particularly among Asian
Muslim countries, where Islam is increasingly used as a rallying cry of identity
politics, although little consensus exists anywhere on the priorities of an Is-
lamist government should one come to power. Are social and cultural policies
the most compelling to implement first, or should the emphasis be on legal
transformations and, if so, according to which school of figh (jurisprudence)? If
the former, need it prioritize the conservatism of veiling or the moderation of
seeking justice? If the latter, should governments respond to constituency
demands or prioritize orthodoxy as communicated increasingly through ta-
bligh groups?” In Malaysia, many watch guardedly as the Islamist Party (PAS)
enjoys increased popularity, not only in the provinces of Kelantan and Ter-
anganu but elsewhere, as the country has entered a new political phase in the
aftermath of long-standing Prime Minister Mahathir Mohammad’s retire-
ment. While the gender-separated checkout counters in grocery stores that
PAS instituted in Kota Baru, Kelantan, are universally regarded as a sham, the
identity politics which PAS represents are certainly formidable. Consensus
does not yet exist on the public persona of PAS, though more moderate
Muslims in the country fear a Taliban-style future were PAS to come to power.
In Indonesia, where consensus on political Islam is equally elusive, even
mainstream pesantran (Islamic) schools are teaching a far more orthodox in-
terpretation of Islam than that commonly adhered to in the country in the past.
In Thailand and the Philippines, Muslim groups are rebelling against what
they perceive as heavy-handed identity politics, although were these groups to
come to power, what would their priorities and policies actually be?

Regardless of this lack of consensus on political Islam’s priorities, many
Asian Muslims now consider that a key reason why they—and Muslims
worldwide—have been suffering so much is because they are veering away
from “the straight path of Islam” and that the only way to respond is to re-
capture the faith and incorporate it into a political agenda.’

Myriad reasons are behind the unlikelihood of an Islamist party forming
a government as a result of a national election, not the least of which is the
influence of foreign powers. International forces, however, tend to have far less
influence on provincial politics. The potential for provincial Islamist govern-
ments to be elected is intriguing, for such situations may place national laws
and policies in direct contestation with emergent local agendas. Opponents of
Islamist political parties fear that such kinds of provincial governments—as
the MMA in the NWFP in Pakistan or PAS in Malaysia—may result in an
abrogation of rights that are mandated at the national level to be enjoyed by
a country’s citizenry while cloaking their reactionary policies in the guise of
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implementing Islamic Sharia. But are such political entities necessarily harm-
ful to securing human rights? Are there other rights that they may enforce that
previous governments had neglected?

In this chapter, I take the above as my starting point to interrogate the
policies and laws, both proposed and implemented by the Muttahida Majlis-i-
Amal since it formed a government in NWFP in November 2002. Based in part
on interviews I conducted with a wide range of actors in Pakistan during the fall
of 2003, 2004, and 2005, I seek to understand more fully the agenda of this
Islamist political coalition, what changes it has proposed, which changes it has
been able to implement, and the sociopolitical implications of the major policy
changes that have been proposed but not yet implemented.

Clarification needs to be made of my usage of the term “Islamist,” particu-
larly as it is not my intention to use it in the context of “othering.” I use it to refer
to political groups and parties which claim, at their essence, the desire to im-
plement norms and laws consistent with those of Islam in the event they come to
hold political power. I also want to clarify that the tone and actions of the MMA
are not identical to those of its best-known constituent group, the Jama’ati-Islam.
While this is less true of the MMA as a national entity, as a provincial entity it
has certainly taken on an ethos of its own. Finally, for purposes of comparison,
I point out that Islamic laws—Sharia—are positioned differently in different
countries. In Pakistan, for example, Sharia laws exist at the federal level and are
applicable to all Sunni Muslims (regardless of affiliation with a given school of
figh). In Malaysia, however, Sharia laws are exclusively a provincial matter, a
legacy of sultans past, and largely the only formidable power they hold today.

The origins behind the political success of the MMA in the NWFP lie in the
history of political manipulation of Islam in Pakistan. I am not arguing that the
MMA is but next in the line of political entities in Pakistan to manipulate Islam
for the sake of politics, although many of its detractors will claim so. Instead, I
am arguing that it is this history of manipulation that has led some, such as
members of the TNSM (Tehreek-e-Nafaz-e-Shariat-e-Mohammadi) movement
in Malakand,* to be fed up with transparent promises to implement Islam.
Such promises, nevertheless, have kept the implementation of Sharia as a high,
identifiable political priority.

These promises reached their apex under the regime of Zia ul-Haq after the
introduction of his Islamization program in February 1979. This transformed
Pakistan in many visible and subtle ways. While laws and the legal environ-
ment have certainly changed-the Hudood laws, the federal Shariat Bill, and the
growing influence of the federal Shariat court and the federal Council on Is-
lamic Ideology—the even more compelling transformation has been the con-
comitant rise in overall conservatism. In particular, it is the shift from personal
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piety to public articulations of piety that is of concern, as the latter continues
to be susceptible to a great deal of misrepresentation and emotional manipu-
lation. While we have seen this in the past with various statements and decla-
rations of Islamist parties in Pakistan (most notably the Jama’at-i-Islam and the
Jamiat Ulema-i-Islam), until recently they held little popular political appeal.’
Things have changed, however, with the ascendance of the Islamist coalition,
the MMA, in the elections of 2002. When members of the MMA parties vowed
to fellow Pakhtuns (that if they were elected, they would implement Islam),
they found a sociopolitical climate very willing to listen. In addition to having
witnessed—and largely opposed—military attacks on neighboring Afghanistan
a year earlier, which were supported by the federal government in Pakistan,
Pakhtuns in the NWFP have been frustrated by the escalation of local on-
slaughts against purportedly al-Qaeda operatives but which many perceive as
being indigenous freedom fighters lacking such ties to global terrorism.® In
addition, the NWFP has not emerged from the rampant poverty that plagues
the province,” and the Pakhtun majority has not been able to maintain its
cultural hegemony. Many people pointed out to me the creeping “Punjabiza-
tion” of social hierarchies that has been growing in the NWFP in the past
twenty years; the Pakhtun concept of a leader being “first among equals” has
been eclipsed by Punjabi practices of elites considering their constituents as
inferiors who should serve them, which has elicited noticeable resentment
against many incumbent politicians. Hence, the political landscape was ripe
for change, and unprecedented numbers of voters were receptive to the mes-
sage of the MMA in the fall of 2002.

Background to the Phenomenon of the MMA in Pakistan

Pakistan, founded as an Islamic republic with 97 percent of its population
professed Muslims (over three-fourths of whom are Sunni Muslims), still seeks
to find an appropriate role for Islam in civic and political life. What it means to
be a Muslim is intrinsically tied to local cultural traditions, which, to many
adherents, are inextricably intertwined. Indeed, there exists substantial con-
fusion over where the lines are drawn between what is Islamic, what is codified
tradition, and how (if at all) their separate jurisdictions should be delineated.
For example, members of the Sipah-e-Sahaba, of the Jamiat-i-ulema, and of
many madaris (residential religious schools) experience their identity as Mus-
lims as inseparable from other component parts of their culture, and they often
confuse those things that are not in accordance with cultural norms, values, or
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practices as being in contradiction with Islam. Alternatively, other groups (e.g.,
those promoting human rights, women’s rights, business interests, and many
political parties) question Islam’s jurisdictional space in the contemporary
political sphere and whether state-sanctioned Islamic injunctions should have a
part to play in socioeconomic domains in Pakistan. The debate continues—and
has escalated since the 198os—over the role that Islamic law should take in the
country’s affairs and governance.

Pakistan was initially envisioned as a Muslim homeland, one in which
Muslims would not have to live under the threat of Hindu hegemony. Allama
Igbal, considered the Father of the Country, elaborated what is known as the
“Two Nations” theory: that there existed two distinct nations based on religion
(Muslim and Hindu) in the Indian subcontinent. They had different historical
backgrounds, traditions, cultures, and social orders. However, while Islam
was envisioned as a unifying link within the country, Pakistan’s founder,
Muhammad Ali Jinnah, made his commitment to secularism in Pakistan clear
in his inaugural address: “You will find that in course of time Hindus would
cease to be Hindus and Muslims would cease to be Muslims, not in the reli-
gious sense, because that is the personal faith of each individual, but in the
political sense as citizens of the State.”®

This vision of a Muslim majority state in which religious minorities would
share equally in its development came under question shortly after indepen-
dence (and persists amid questions of rights of Ahmediyas, who have been
declared a non-Muslim minority, and of Christians), and the debate continues
over government intervention in the personal practice of Islam, whether the
Hudood Ordinances should be repealed, if the federal Shariat Bill should be
strengthened, and how to introduce Islamic banking practices and hence
eliminate riba (usury).

Despite having been declared an “Islamic Republic” in its second consti-
tution in 1965, no substantive program of Islamic reforms existed in Pakistan
prior to General Zia ul-Haq’s implementation of his Islamization program in
February 1979. Those reforms included the establishment of a zakat-based
welfare/taxation system, a profit-and-loss banking option in accordance with
Islam’s prohibitions against usury, and an Islamic penal code that had far-
reaching implications for women more than men. Even though Zulfiqar Ali
Bhutto’s government had outlawed alcohol and changed the “day off” from
Sunday to Friday in 19777, Zia’s government further emphasized these features.’

However, the Islamization program under Zia ul-Haq was pursued in
a rather complicated ideological framework. His stance contradicted popu-
lar culture in which most people were “personally” very religious but not
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“publicly” religious. An untoward outcome was that by relying on an Islam-
ically based policy, the state fomented factionalism: by legislating what is
Islamic and what is not, Islam itself could no longer provide unity, as it was
now being defined to exclude previously included groups.'® Shia/Sunni dis-
putes, ethnic disturbances in Karachi between Pakhtuns and muhagjirs (Urdu-
speaking Muslim immigrants from India), increased animosity toward Ah-
mediyas, and the revival of sectarian and intraprovincial tensions can be traced
to Pakistan having lost the ability to use Islam as a common moral vocabulary.
Importantly, too, the state had attempted to dictate a specific ideal image of
women in Islamic society, which was largely antithetical to that existing in
popular sentiments and in everyday life.

The most recent major component in the national Islamization program
was passed by the government of Nawaz Sharif in April 1991, the Shariat Bill.
During his tenure, Zia ul-Haq had been unable to pass this bill, which would
require all laws in the country to be in conformity with Islam. While seemingly
unpretentious, there are many ways in which such laws could be interpreted.
Women’s groups, in particular, were concerned that the reforms made in the
Muslim Family Laws Ordinance of 1961 would be jeopardized if more con-
servative forces could convince the courts that it was not in conformity with
religious precepts. The constitutionally. mandated council on Islamic Ideology
had reviewed the ordinance in the early 1980s but obstinately refused to release
its assessment until a change in its leadership in 2006. To have done otherwise
would have been taking a distinct position one way or the other, possibly further
polarizing Islamist and secular factions in the country.

A highly controversial law, section 295 C PPC, has drawn a lot of criticism.
Introduced in 1986 by Zia ul-Hagq, the Blasphemy Law—often referred to as
“the blasphemy trap”—states that “whoever by words, either spoken or written,
or by visible representation or by any imputation, innuendo, or insinuation,
directly or indirectly, defiles the sacred name of the Holy Prophet (peace be
upon him) shall be punished with death or imprisoned for life and shall be
liable to fine.” While the law extends to Muslims and non-Muslims alike, it has
been indiscriminately used to settle personal disputes and against members of
minorities. Numerous cases exist against Christians and Ahmediyahs who
have been charged with blasphemy; only later has it been discovered that the
case had been conveniently registered by enemies who had some sort of dispute
with them.

By the late 1990s, the effects of the proliferation of deeni madaris, resi-
dential religious schools, began to be felt throughout the country. Pakistan had
enjoyed a fairly good public education system in its first three decades, al-
though it remained plagued by limited attendance from poor communities,
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especially in rural areas. In the early 1980s, Zia’s government declared that the
medium of instruction in all public schools would be the national language,
Urdu; wealthier Pakistanis began to send their children to the English-language
schools that were becoming established in urban areas. However, a crisis of
confidence ensued: it was expensive to send a child to a government school as
families were still required to purchase school uniforms and books and would
also have to do without the benefit of the labor a child might contribute. Still,
many people expected that there would be a limited return (by way of a child
being able to get a well-paying job later on) by attending government school.
Meanwhile, many deeni madaris were being established throughout the coun-
try, often with funding from Saudi Arabia or from expatriate Pakistanis now
working in the Gulfregion, as well as by local contributions by such workers who
had returned."' Many of these religious schools would offer a student’s family
essential grains (rice, wheat, etc.), cooking oil, or even money to help toward a
sister’s marriage. Families considered that at the least, their son would learn to
read the Qur’an and lead prayers, which has a moral benefit. They also sur-
mised, and appropriately so, that their son could earn a living later on by being a
resident mullah at a mosque and by teaching children the Qur’an and their
prayers, as many families have a maulvi saheb visit their house daily to do so.
The Zia regime indeed encouraged their proliferation by approving their syllabi
for degrees being granted at government schools.

One of the largest of these madaris is located on the Grand Trunk (G.T.)
Road, a half hour’s drive east of Peshawar at Akoora Khattak in NWEP. Itis run
by the Jamiat ulema-e-Islam (Sami ul-Haq group) faction, which is now a
constituent part of the MMA coalition. This madari at Akoora Khattak is a male
enclave, and its most famous alumnus is said to be Mullah Omar, the leader of
the fallen Taliban in Afghanistan."? Provincial Information Minister Asif Iqbal
Daudzai of the MMA contends that madaris throughout the province are un-
dergoing internal reform and are introducing new subjects, and that both
English and computer science are now being taught at Akoora Khattak.

Public school curricula are teaching a less-tolerant version of Islam than
thatincluded a generation ago, in part due to the educational policies promoted
by the Zia government but also from the competition of the madari system."?
The result is a noticeable change in the tone of Islam practiced in Pakistan
today, particularly in Punjab and Sindh, which had been historically less or-
thodox than the western parts of the country. It is a stricter Islam, one far
removed from the pir and shrine-centered practices of just a generation ago.
It has also contributed to the rise of numerous countless jihadi groups in
Pakistan whose adherents generally blur the lines between religion, culture, and
politics.™
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The MMA Coalition

Muslim communities worldwide became politicized in the 199os; nowhere is
this truer than in the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, and especially in the
Northwest Frontier Province.

The provincial MMA government in the NWFP which came to power in
November 2002 is a coalition consisting of six Islamist parties: Jama’at i-Islam,
Jamiat ulema-e-Islam (Fazlur Rehman group), Jamiat ulema-e-Islam (Sami ul-
Haq group), Jamiat ulema-e-Pakistan,'® Markazi Jamiat Ahle Hadith, and Tehrik
Nifaz Figah Jaferiya (a Shia party). Only the Jama’at i-Islam had much previous
experience contesting elections, and that with limited success.'® In hindsight, one
of the key factors which may have prevented electoral success in the past was that
many members of the MMA'’s constituent parties had previously fought against
each other; for the first time, they came together and formed an electoral alliance.

A decade earlier, in 1993, the more moderate part of the Jama’at i-Islam
had formed the Islamic Front. It focused on social development and was led by
Qazi Hussain Ahmed, now the Jama’at’s national leader. Later, in the spring of
2000, Maulana Sami ul-Haq created the Pakistan-Afghanistan Defense Coun-
cil, which brought together the Islamic Front and other constituent groups
in response to the West’s criticism of the Taliban and Osama bin Laden, in
particular. After the war in Afghanistan in October 2001, the coalition trans-
formed into the MMA.

The constituent political parties decided to make an alliance “to implement
an Islamic system and to protect Islamic values” with the objective of ensuring
the “supremacy of Islamic Law and enactment of legislation according to the
recommendations of the Islamic Ideological Council.”'” They agreed to rotate
the positions of MMA president and MMA secretary general among the heads
of the component parties every six months. There were four priorities in their
provincial campaign agenda: promote the Islamization process, provide greater
provincial autonomy, rename the province to Pukhtunkhwa, and address social
issues (e.g., lower unemployment and inflation rates).

The MMA Manifesto released for the October 2002 election went even
further in stating the alliance’s overall objectives:

Establishment of an Islamic judicial system, economic prosperity, self-
sufficiency, and provision of employment

Protection of ideological and geographical boundaries and sovereignty/
independence of the country—in short, checking all types of exter-
nal interferences
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Putting an end to the ethnic, caste and creed, regional, tribal, religious,
and sectarian hatred and violence and creating an atmosphere of
friendship and brotherhood

The Election Manifesto pledged to support reforms that would provide “real
constitutional autonomy” to the provinces by removing “all powers resting
jointly with the Federal and Provincial Governments” in Pakistan’s constitu-
tion. This pledge is of particular importance to the overall agenda of the MMA,
for to implement a number of its goals, it needs to ensure that it has the power
to pass legislation in those domains, especially to be able to pass its own Shariat
Bill and the Hisba Act.'®

Other points made in its Election Manifesto include promising to get the
federal government to duly compensate the provinces for their natural re-
sources, to protect the rights of minorities and thus guarantee their equal rights
as citizens, to promote relations with Muslim countries and support Muslim
communities worldwide, and to promote equity and equality whenever possi-
ble. The latter categories include the following:

Delegation of authority and resources to the grassroots level in a
judicious manner

Bold accountability without any discrimination of all the rulers, elected
representatives, judiciary, armed forces, and executives

Ensuring equitable distribution of wealth, and reducing the accumula-
tion of wealth and the wide financial gap between different classes
of people to a reasonable level

Guaranteeing food, clothing, shelter, health care, and education to all citizens

Ending the cruel and unfair taxes imposed on people, employees, and
the trading community

Promotion of a tax culture based on justice and implementation of an
Islamic Economic System

In addition, explicit goals of an Islamic polity are identified, including provision
of rights to women “according to the Qur’an and Sunnah and to enable them to
play their role in society”; arranging for “healthy entertainment and mental,
psychological, and moral mentoring of the youth”; and ending “unwanted
restrictions on independent journalism and freedom of speech, and that
journalism be made according to religious and national values.” The MMA also
vowed that its elected representatives would forsake living in luxurious gov-
ernment-owned housing and driving government-owned late model vehicles.

The MMA would hold gatherings and place the Qur’an—the holy
book—on a table in the center, and tell people to cast their vote for
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the book. They would say that we are not asking for the vote for
ourselves, but to vote for the Qur’an. Your sins will be forgiven if you
vote for the Qur’an. ... At rallies, they said that if women don’t vote
for the book, that would be akin to getting talaq (divorced)."®

The MMA'’s campaign promises, importantly, laid the foundation for two of
the most important pieces of legislation that it would introduce, the provincial
Sharia Bill and the Hisba Act, in addition to various other policies.

A key component in its campaign had been the MMA’s promise to insti-
tute an effective process of implementing Sharia laws in the province. Six
months after taking office, the MMA government passed the Sharia Law
(June 2, 2003), a creation of the Nifaz-i-Shariat Council, a watchdog body of re-
ligious clerics appointed by the MMA government to provide guidance for the
enforcement of Sharia in the province. The Sharia Law, similar to the federal
Enforcement of Shariat Act of 1991, has two key differences. First, while the
federal law states that Islam should be the supreme law in the country, the
provincial law states that all laws need to be derived (emphasis mine) from
Islam. Second, all issues would be decided according to Sharia which, in the
provincial Sharia Law, extends to all arenas of law. The Sharia Law declares that
Islam is based on and prospers from the philosophy to “advocate virtue and
keep away someone and something from wrongdoings,” and that legal and
constitutional protection is necessary to ensure these objectives. It states that
“all local courts would interpret and execute all laws falling within the juris-
diction of the Provincial Government strictly according to Sharia” and that in
the event laws can be interpreted and implemented in more than one way, then
“the courts would adopt that interpretation which is closer to Sharia.” That local
courts are now being given jurisdiction to interpret laws according to Islam is
revolutionary, as these tasks have thus far been shared between the constitu-
tionally mandated Council on Islamic Ideology and the federal Shariat court.

The provincial Sharia Law provides a framework in mandating that the pro-
vincial government ensure “that all education systems that prevail must pro-
mote Islamic teachings and character building,” incorporate Islamic figh into the
curricula of all law colleges within its administrative control, and promote the
Arabic language. While no distinct school of figh is mentioned in the provincial
Sharia Law, mention of figh and Sharia appears to presume a shared under-
standing (albeit in practice this may not be so) of what would constitute them.

The provincial law also proposed various measures—many of them fairly
detailed—for enforcement of Islam in education, culture, the economy, sys-
tem of justice, and governance. It stated that mass media should be used to
promote Islamic values and teachings, and it vowed to constitute three dis-



A PROVINCIAL ISLAMIST VICTORY IN PAKISTAN 155

tinct commissions to examine educational, judicial, and economic institutions
in the province to ensure conformation to the requirements of Islam.

The Commission on Education, to be tasked with developing a concrete
agenda on how to bring in an Islamic system of education, is still under for-
mation. The Commission on Judicial Reforms, which is to make recommen-
dations on how to bring in an Islamic system of jurisprudence, has also yet to be
established. Of the three mandated commissions to be created within a month
of the passage of the Sharia Law, only the Commission on the Economy—
charged with advising how to transform the economy into one based on Islam,
including the transformation of existing financial laws and laws relating to
taxation, insurance, and banking so that all are “according to Sharia”—has been
constituted and is functioning. The Khyber Bank was to begin Islamic banking
in one of their branches on an experimental basis, using models from Malaysia
and the Al-Faisal bank in Saudi Arabia, charging fees instead of interest. The
MMA government also changed the Khyber Bank’s managing director to steer
it more effectively toward developing an Islamic banking system. In addition,
the provincial government was looking into establishing an agricultural bank
“on Islamic lines [at the] provincial level so that the problems of farmers are
solved.”?°

The Sharia Law also delves into fairly uncharted political territory (for an
official document): it vows to “put an end to corruption, embezzlement and
malpractices of the provincial government” and that in order “to put an end to
all social evils, the provincial government would ensure the promotion of virtue
and elimination of sin according to the teachings of Qur’an-e-Pak.” In addition,
the provincial government is to enact “necessary legislation...to wipe out
vulgarity and lawlessness.”

Toward this end, at about the time of the passage of the Shariat Bill, the
Shabab-e-Milli (the youth wing of the Jama’at Islami), protested in Pesha-
war against billboards depicting women. They sought to destroy these kinds
of billboards (advertisements or at cinemas), as well as others that they
claimed represented the United States, such as the billboard for Kentucky
Fried Chicken (KFC). Although there was a police presence from the outset
to ward off violence, I have heard firsthand accounts that the police did not
stop the procession from becoming a riot. This angered the federal govern-
ment, the World Bank, and the Asian Development Bank; the World Bank
temporarily suspended support to the province, and the federal government—
uncharacteristically—summarily transferred the chief secretary and the pro-
vincial inspector general of police without consultation from the provincial
government. The current chief secretary, Ejaz Qureshi, suggests that he was
appointed because the federal government wanted to send a message that
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they did not agree with such actions. One observer opined to me that since
they could not remove the MMA government, they thought they would at
least remove the two senior officials over whom they had jurisdiction.

The MMA government also laid out other explicit, detailed goals to pro-
mote Islamization in the NWFP. While the full rubric of recommendations on
how best to Islamicize the province goes into the hundreds, I have tried to
capture below the ones that underscore new ways of conceptualizing Islam and
governance in various social arenas. The speaker of the Provincial Assembly,
Bakht Jehan Khan, told me that they are all based on the proposition that every
religion, not just Islam, says that people should have basic rights and the state
should be there to help the poor and promote social justice.*!

Importantly, it appears that there has been a distinct emphasis—critics
claim an undue emphasis—on gender segregation under the MMA leader-
ship: girls are to study in separate schools from boys, only female physicians
are to treat female patients, and all new mosques are to have separate areas
for women. The notion is that women'’s rights can best be secured in this con-
text of gender segregation.These ideals are being conveyed in a resource-poor
social context, where schools often don’t have furniture, teachers, or books and
female literacy rates are appallingly low; there are not enough doctors to begin
with (let alone female doctors), and families are often reluctant to seek out
medical care, especially for girls; and women in this area don’t go to mosques
for their prayers. MMA representatives, however, claim that creating an Islamic
context itself will solve many prevailing social problems. Therefore, they are
prioritizing the construction of more schools and colleges for girls, especially
in more remote areas, and are emphasizing district colleges and postgradu-
ate schools, saying that people are conservative and don’t want to send their
daughters to Peshawar. They are creating a Women'’s University and a girl’s
medical college to facilitate the training of more female teachers and physi-
cians. The Women’s University has started offering classes in the afternoons at
the long-established Frontier Girls College, but the plan is to build a separate
university eventually in Peshawar.’” The long-standing Khyber Medical Col-
lege, upgraded now to a university, has a new women’s campus. The MMA
regards the creation of this separate enclave as a way to encourage parents to
educate their daughters “in a safe context.” While coeducation will continue for
those who prefer it, the MMA contends that separate facilities for women will
be very important for those families who would only send their daughters there
(and not to a coeducational school).

The impetus for a women’s university apparently came from a female
MMA Member of the Provincial Assembly (MPA).>*> She had not been allowed
to pursue her bachelor’s degree at the coeducational university in Peshawar and
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instead had to register as a private candidate (i.e., study through correspon-
dence). After taking office, she told the MMA leadership that if there had been a
women’s university, she would have received a far better education; she found a
very receptive climate.

The MMA's justification offered for such gender segregation is that this
would enable women to live better lives in accordance with Islam. For example,
MMA representatives told me that male doctors, ideally, should not perform
electrocardiograms on females as the test requires a doctor to touch the pa-
tient’s chest. MMA detractors have argued that this recommendation is being
taken to the extreme and that some male doctors are refusing to treat female
patients altogether. MMA representatives have countered this charge by con-
tending that this would be an ideal scenario but that, in order to implement this
recommendation, there must first be many more female physicians and, hence,
the need to establish a female medical college in the province. A female MMA
provincial representative, Rehana Ismail, encouraged more girls to pursue
medical careers when she spoke at a reception at the Lucky Marwat Girls’
School in the southern part of the province:

There is a growing need for female doctors to treat female problems.
In this way demands of modesty and purdah [the separation of males
and females] during treatment can also be fulfilled. Therefore nu-
merous women have entered this field and are providing valuable
services. However, they should remember that actions are based on
intentions. They should become doctors with the intention of serving
females who do not want to go to namehram (men from whom
women should observe purdah) for treatment. Also they should ob-
serve purdah so that Allah is happy with their services.**

Of course, it will take years for the number of practicing female physicians in
NWEP to increase substantially enough to provide healthcare to the majority of
women in the province. One of the dilemmas associated with educating more
female doctors is that many of them never actually practice medicine. Because
they have earned a higher degree, they are more appealing when their parents
are arranging their marriage. So there is not only the need for more women
doctors but also the need to create an atmosphere of social acceptance for them
to practice medicine. As far as I am aware, the MMA has never directly ad-
dressed the latter point.

Gender segregation has also long been a contentious issue in the arena
of female sports. During Zia ul-Haq’s period, Pakistani female athletes were
barred from participating in both domestic and international tournaments
where their bodies (i.e., by wearing athletic shorts) would be seen by namehram.
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The provincial cabinet has now decided to create a female sports directorate to
“encourage girls to participate in sports.” It will have a female director and will
create “a more relaxed atmosphere for girls’ sports, at least sports festivals in
girls’ schools.” There is no sense here, unlike with the notion of female health
care, that this will be a ‘separate but equal’ scenario, in that girls sports will be
limited to special events held at girls’ schools, but that at least “this will provide
an infrastructure for more sports than we already have.”*

The second arena to address regarding the MMA’s recommendations on
how best to Islamicize the province concerns education. Here, too, gender
segregation is being prioritized, to the extent that there should be a complete
separation of staff, by gender, in educational institutions so that purdah can
be observed. This includes eliminating male officials from prize distribution
ceremonies at girls’ schools. In a move to encourage more girls to enroll in
secondary schools (to pursue a tenth-grade degree), they have passed a law that
a girl can use her fingerprints on the secondary school enrollment form if a
family objects to using a girl’s picture, thereby, in the words of one MMA MPA,
“this way, education isn’t closed for girls.” She has proposed that the next step is
to allow this for higher education (intermediate and college degrees).?®

Much emphasis has been placed on reforming the content of what is
taught in schools in the NWFP. The draft Islamization program emphasizes
that the ultimate goal of any educational system should be to make students
better Muslims:

The goal of the education system should be to produce innovative and
exemplary citizens in every field of life and to make them rich in
Islamic goals and values. . . . Education policy goals should be to es-
tablish a fair society in which “every citizen gets his right and equal
opportunity. . .. The purpose of education is to build Islamic charac-
ter” along with nourishing educational skills. . .. All administrative
and educational posts of educational institutions should be delegated
to those people who love the Islamic ideology of Pakistan. ... The
entire syllabus of scientific education should be designed in such a
way that it reflects core Islamic values.

I was told consistently that Islamic values should be kept in mind in the daily
routines and functions of educational institutions and that education should
promote equality, not class differences.

This last view can be seen in the causes behind another controversial action
by the MMA government, notably the passage of a regulation that students
throughout the province must wear the traditional dress, shalwar kamize (long
shirt and baggy pants), and not trousers, to school. While critics have ridiculed
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the MMA for caring about what clothes schoolchildren wear, many MMA
representatives told me that this was part of the overall goal to promote greater
equality in the province, as poor families cannot afford other clothes.

In response to criticisms of madari education in Pakistan and external
efforts (by both the federal government and international donors) to reform the
madari syllabi, the MMA government has recommended combining religious
and secular education, and making it compulsory for every student to acquire
religious education until the intermediate (F.A.) level. Students are to pray to-
gether at school at least once daily. Mosques should be made centers of edu-
cation in rural and urban areas, and Arabic should be taught as a compulsory
subject from grade six to grade ten. Innovative roles are recommended for
mosques, to transform them into centers to create “a system of finding solu-
tions to public problems.” (They also recommend that mosques should be ex-
empt from paying water bills, and possibly electricity and gas bills as well.) The
madari school system, in contrast, should “be made exemplary and broad-based
with the assistance of religious scholars.” Students who become Hafiz Qur’an
(learn the Qur’an by heart) should be exempt from paying fees, and scholar-
ships should be provided to them.

Another key priority of the MMA government—that of encouraging greater
personal piety—can be seen in the official encouragement of people to pray
more frequently. The provincial government has sent out circulars to govern-
ment employees that they should say the midday prayer together, and the
proposed Hisba Force (discussed below) will ensure—somehow—that this is
implemented.?” In its draft Islamization plan for the province, the MMA out-
lines its agenda:

It is a basic duty of the Government to ensure offering of prayers. ...
Students should have a pocket diary for attendance during prayer
times, and spaces should be located in offices and institutions for
prayers. Ministers, MNAs, and higher officials should form an ex-
ample. Necessary action should be taken against people who do not
offer prayers. Businessmen should be convinced to shut down their
businesses voluntarily during prayer time. Peshawar City can be
made as a role model for this purpose. Radio and TV should inform
about prayer timings, and broadcasting should be stopped during
prayer timing. Proper arrangements for offering prayer should be
made at bus stops, roads, and mosques. Ladies should have proper
arrangements for prayer. No building plan should be approved
without the provision of prayer space in it. Construction of mosques
should be given priority while using funds for construction.
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The MMA government would also like to reinstate the weekly holiday on
Friday, thereby making it easier for people to participate in the Juma prayers.

Along the lines of promoting personal piety in its efforts to Islamicize the
NWEFP, the MMA has prioritized police reform. They argue that corruption can
be eliminated through a dual-pronged effort to promote religious education
and moral training on the one hand and to increase the salaries of lower
echelons of policing staff on the other, thereby eliminating the need to take
bribes. No information exists, however, on outcomes of these efforts.

The final arena in which the MMA has been vocal is in their concerns about
cultural issues and social change. These have largely fallen into two categories:
disdain of Westernization and the elimination of obscenities (which it deems is
a product of the West) and implementation of a reward system for honest
behavior. In the former category, they have identified such things as video
games as playing “a poisonous role in society” and say they should be elimi-
nated. Music has been banned in government buildings (which, as they are
often locales for wedding celebrations, also precludes music being played at
such ceremonies as well) on the basis of being un-Islamic. This also includes
the Nishtar Hall in Peshawar, where many concerts and plays have taken place.
The MMA had announced in the fall of 2003 that anyone having a New Year’s
party would be arrested, regardless whether alcohol was being served, as cele-
brating the New Year was not Islamic. They tried to ban movies and films being
played in buses on the same grounds, but their efforts were met with protests by
bus owners. The provincial government had issued instructions about enfor-
cing the ban to the police, but some zealous MPAs and ministers had felt the
enforcement had been half-hearted and went themselves to a Peshawar bus
stand to enforce the ban. A rowdy brawl broke out, and the bus owners went on
strike, saying that the government cannot manipulate them like that. They
have, similarly, had no success in eliminating vulgar film posters and vulgar
Pashto films and, if anything, the situation has worsened as I heard many
accounts of pornography being inserted increasingly into the middle of Pashto
films in cinema halls.

A key issue here concerns women’s rights: how to define them, and what to
do about them. The MMA government has explicitly focused on women’s
rights within the family. To their credit, they have condemned the Pukhtun
customary practice of swara,”® deeming it as being against Islam, as well as
honor killings and the trafficking of women, stating that “killing in the name of
honor, trading of women, un-Islamic traditions like ransom in the form of
women, and forced marriage should be totally banned.”*’

While the MMA has said it intends to ban swara, the Legal Reform Com-
mittee has yet to develop any concrete recommendations.*® It has been as-
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sumed that enforcement would be left to the Hisba Force, to be created through
the Hisba Act (discussed below).

The MMA has been less innovative in its stance on women’s legal rights
within the family. For example, in its draft Islamization agenda, it has declared
that “divorce, which is also an unwanted act in Sharia and destroys many
families, should be declared as a punishable act” without recognizing that there
are legitimate reasons for pursuing a divorce, especially on the part of women
when domestic violence occurs. Consistent with the position held by the
Jama’at i-Islam, the MMA leadership criticizes the 1961 Muslim Family Laws
Ordinance, claiming that it includes two un-Islamic clauses: the requirement to
register divorces (registration is not required in Islam, but neglect to register
often results in charges of zina—adultery—against women), and the require-
ment for a man to acquire permission from his first wife before he can marry a
second wife. One MMA leader told me that as “women cannot control their
husband’s sexuality, it’s better that he has a legally binding second marriage
than run around with ten other women.”*! Needless to say, this stance is highly
controversial within Pakistan today.

I repeatedly asked different MMA representatives that, if they really wanted
to redress un-Islamic practices regarding women'’s rights within the family, why
didn’t they encourage widow remarriage, as the Prophet had done in the ex-
emplary act of his own marriage to a widow? I never received any substantive
answer on why it has not done so, as every respondent acknowledged that widow
remarriage is condoned in Islam. But to do so would require the MMA asserting
a very unpopular stance in this cultural context, which deplores widow re-
marriage, something that could certainly cut into their political popularity.

In the latter category of cultural issues and social change, that of insti-
tuting a system of rewards for honest behavior, the MMA has asserted that
in line with its efforts to promote honesty, transparency, and “justice at the
doorstep,” there should be “a column of honesty added in the service record of
government servants, and promotion should be conditioned with honesty in
their service record.”*” The provincial government encouraged its ministers
and other officials to limit their expenses on foreign tours and stated they
“should also refrain from attending parties given as bribes.” In developing a
moral code for its ministers, they have been told they are not to participate in
any function where there is music or other “anti-Sharia and unethical things
going on,” that they should plan their prayers during visits and stop working
during prayer times, and “offer Juma (Friday) prayer in a large mosque and
bring government performance to the notice of the public.”*

The MMA has also addressed prison conditions with the hope that
prisoners can actually change for the better while incarcerated. Minister of
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Information Asif Igbal Daudzai told me that prisoners can now keep personal
items, and that if a sentence is for more than five years the prisoner and his
family can sometimes stay in one of four apartments so that children and wives
need not suffer as well. If an inmate becomes Hafiz Qur’an (has memorized the
whole of the Qur’an), two years is taken off the prison sentence. Those teaching
the Qur’an to other prisoners also receive remission.**

Many of the preceding stances and recommendations can be critiqued
as mere “window dressings”—as light efforts by an Islamist-oriented govern-
ment to try to garner popular support for its ideology. However, they may not
be as ephemeral as one might assume, for additional legislation is being pro-
moted to ensure implementation of both the Sharia Law and various other
goals to promote Islamization, termed the Hisba Act. This controversial bill
would create a new ombudsman’s office to “advocate virtue (amar-bil maroof)
as it is in the Qur’an and guidance from Sunnah” and ensure that “social evils,
injustices, and the misuse of powers could be checked properly.” The contro-
versy surrounding the bill is that advocates maintain it would eliminate non-
Islamic practices from the province and bring “justice to people’s doorsteps,”
whereas critics fear that it might result in an overwhelming vice squad that
would compromise human rights in the process of requiring a rigid conformity
to regressive practices considered to be “Islamic” by its advocates.

In explaining the goals of the Hisba Act to me, Provincial Information
Minister Asif Igbal Daudzai contends:

We are trying to eliminate social diseases. We have banned swara. We
have banned talag.>® Hisba will enforce this. The Shariat Bill will be
completed by Hisba. It creates an ombudsman. The federal system
[for an ombudsman] is here, but there is always a conflict between the
federal and the provincial. We will have authority here in the prov-
ince. The Hisba Force will not be a separate force, but it will be
constituted from within the police. ... We want this to be in the same
system, but we want to reform it. The misperception that people
have about the Hisba Act [and Hisba Force] is very unfortunate. They
are taking every positive step negatively.

The Hisba Act includes an implementation force, which is the most prob-
lematic thing of everything they have proposed. Although the MMA has been
criticized for its lack of implementing mechanisms, they claim that im-
plementation will come with passage of the Hisba Act.

Critics of the Hisba Act contend that, above all, it cannot be at cross pur-
poses with the existing laws of the Government of Pakistan. If legislation exists
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at the federal level, constitutionally, that must take precedence over provincial
legislation, which would certainly result in a much-weakened Hisba Act. In
addition, while the existing Hisba Bill states that it would ostensibly “create an
administrative and judicial structure, including a special force, to enforce Is-
lamic values and teachings,” indeed its reach would be far more than this. It
would ensure “compliance with Islamic moral values at public places, dis-
couragement of lavish spending on wedding parties and other social occasions,
suspension of business activities and games at prayer times, and a strict en-
forcement of Islam in all walks of life of the people, government institutions,
and private businesses and societal activities.”*

The implementing force, the Hisba Force (amar-il-maroof), was envisioned
as a sort of vice and virtue patrol, similar to that which the Taliban established.
The only statement explicitly about the Hisba Force included in the proposed
bill is that a “police force would be provided to the provincial mohtasib and
district mohtasib for dealing with the matters.”>” The vagueness of this
statement opens up many possibilities, especially for the potential of the Hisba
Force to overreach its mandate. The MMA initially envisioned it as a separate
entity, but after being heavily criticized about creating yet another law en-
forcement institution, the MMA said it would be created from within the
existing police force. Nothing like the Hisba Force has ever existed in Pakistan;
it is difficult to imagine its potential for effectiveness.

An important dimension of the Hisba Act would be a different kind of
ombudsman (mohtasib) than the one that already exists at the federal level and
whose powers would be far more vast. The federal mohtasib is to intervene
between citizens and government entities (e.g., the Water and Power Devel-
opment Authority, Pakistan Telephone) when there is a dispute. Importantly,
the mohtasib is to iron out differences, not make value judgments or inter-
pretations. But the powers given to the district and provincial mohtasibs in the
Hisba Bill are quite substantive. The mohtasib is to promote Islam, make
people pray more, and make them better practitioners of Islam. The mohtasib
will have powers of accountability contempt of court, as well as the ability to
fine people and determine sentences (up to a month’s time), somewhat like a
Supreme Court justice.’® The proposed Hisba Bill states:

He will be responsible for investigating corruption and perjury in any
agency or its office bearer; he will inspect the code of conduct
throughout the province; he will control the media under the pro-
vincial government and will make it conform to the rules of Islam;
persons, agencies, and other offices will be liable to work under
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Shariat and will promote good governance. . ..[the] mohtasib or
member of the Hisba force will be allowed for interrogation into any
Government office and can make copies of their documents.*

Qualifications for the position will be a matric (tenth grade) plus a madrasa
degree. This is substantially less formal schooling than that which is required
for Supreme Court justices, another point that critics contend will undermine
its effectiveness, wreak havoc with the system of justice, and be contradictory to
federal law. A district mohtasib would even be able to look into every FIR (First
Investigative Report) that gets filed when there is a purported crime. The bill
does state, however, that the mohtasib would not be entitled to intervene in
ongoing court trials, issues related to foreign government agreements, or laws
with other agencies or related to the armed forces. To do so would clearly go
beyond the boundaries of what a provincial government is allowed to legislate.

Even MMA officials acknowledge the importance of this last point. In
response to a query about it, an MMA provincial minister stated to me that the
MMA government is trying to Islamize those subjects who do not come under
the Federal List and is seeking to implement laws in those areas where the
provincial government has authority to act.** The question remains whether
the Hisba Bill is overstepping those boundaries.

Surprisingly, the federal Council of Islamic Ideology, the constitutionally
mandated institution charged with determining whether laws (and proposed
laws) in Pakistan are in accordance with Islam, made a judgment on the Hisba
Bill in September 2004. It deemed that, under Paragraph 23, Article 12 of
Pakistan’s Constitution, the proposed Hisba Bill is unconstitutionally vague.
What is surprising about the judgment is that it was made at all: the Council of
Islamic Ideology is notorious for not making judgments on controversial laws.
For example, it has yet to publish a judgment on either the 1961 Muslim
Family Laws Ordinance or on the 1979 Hudood Laws. To do so would be to
take a firm position on interpreting Islam one way or another, something that
the Council of Islamic Ideology has been very reluctant to do.

The judgment made on the Hisba Bill, however, did not rule on the Act’s
Islamic credentials per se.*! Instead, the judgment is concerned specifically
with the possibility of the Hisba Force opening the door to havoc (mufasid)
because it raises the possibility of posing contradictions between the Qur’an
and the Sunnah (laws derived from the Qur’an). An amar-bil-maroof (Hisba
Force, as currently proposed) may create a dangerous condition of indeter-
minacy in the law, resulting in a situation whereby, “in the course of making
laws, at any time, any government, whatsoever, can use these laws to obtain its

political objectives in an unfair manner.”*?
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The judgment’s greatest concern seems to be with the arbitrariness that
may result from both the Hisba Act and the Hisba Force. Regarding the latter,
it offers that instead of creating a morals police (amar-il-maroof ), it would be
permissible instead to establish a Hisba administration for the purpose of
completing the intentions of Sharia. The judgment also raises concerns about
the Hisba Bill’s inclusion of moral and ethical issues, about which there is no
consensus or agreement. The inclusion of such controversial issues can only
detract from the bill’s purpose, again, of completing the intentions of Sharia.

Its greatest unease is with the goals of establishing a Hisba administration
at all. It states that there is a danger of a Hisba administration being misused,
especially as there is no agreement on the ethical issues it is supposedly en-
forcing. Implementing a uniform Islamic law and saving people from the
injustices of “high-handed classes” should be the first goal of Hisba officials.
Instead, this bill “has not defined what good and evil are.” It cannot do this on
an ad hoc basis, and “arbitrariness would bring disgrace to the institution.”
Importantly, the judgment recognizes that existing civil and Shariat courts
have checks and balances against arbitrariness built into them, which the
Hisba Bill lacks. The goals of a Hisba administration should be to implement
the law, including Islamic laws, and to redress shortcomings in their imple-
mentation and especially to rectify and remove injustices. By the judgment
stating that this is why a Hisba administration should be established, it is im-
plying that this is not the reasoning behind the MMA government’s actions.

One aspect of the Hisba Bill which has been allowed—despite its ques-
tioning of federal versus provincial powers—is that a provincial government
can have its own mohtasib. However, the MMA government reached a com-
promise when it stated that the person must be qualified and eligible to be-
come a federal Shariat court judge.

Revised Hisba Acts have been introduced two more times, most recently
November 2000, just days apart from the federal government’s promulgation
of the Women’s Protection Act that reformed the national Hudood Ordinances.
The Supreme Court, on 20 February 2007, determined that they now had
objections to only two clauses in the Hisba Act, though the Act could now be
promulgated.*® Indeed, this is in a much watered-down form compared to that
initially envisaged by the MMA.

When queried as to what MMA leaders perceive as their greatest accom-
plishments since they have been in office, most point to educational and health
reforms and to the passage of the Shariat Law. The provincial assembly speaker,
Bakht Jehan Khan, a spokesman for the coalition, asserts that through their
education audit report the MMA is addressing problems of accountability that
have plagued former governments: they have allocated Rs. 50 crore for free
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health care for poor patients; the medical college has become a university, and
they are setting up a girls’ campus; and the Frontier Girls College is becoming a
university, which should counter people’s reluctance to send their daughters to
coeducational universities. In addition, the provincial government has “for-
given” the interest that small farmers owe to the provincial cooperative society
(though the principle still needs to be repaid), and that this is at least one type of
relief; a special rehabilitation center opened in September for the unique needs
of opium users; a burn center has been established; and they are working
toward fixing sick industrial units.

Most feel they have overcome the enormous difficulties they faced when
they first took office. There had been much speculation about the MMA’s goals
and priorities, and misperceptions were rampant. In working to rectify these
misperceptions and make them positive, they say they have actively sought out
bringing in reforms to benefit the people, especially from age-old traditions
such as swara and forced marriages.

Conclusion

The MMA is trying to address traditional values, especially those associated
with Islam, and bring them into a political agenda. How far will they go to ban
popular practices that are not Islamic? While many MMA members may claim
that they are rooting out un-Islamic elements from local culture, over four years
after having taken office the ban on swara has not been formalized, nor have I
ever heard anyone advocate something so antithetical to the culture as pro-
moting widow remarriage. To do so would be politically very unpopular with
their vote base, which sees local sociocultural mores as inextricably interwoven
with Islam.

I heard fears about the kind of society envisioned by the MMA many times
throughout Pakistan, and particularly in the Punjab. I heard it less within the
NWEP. Instead, women in villages and towns told me that they were becoming
disenchanted with the MMA because they weren’t doing enough to implement
true Islam. A number of women told me that they had truly believed the MMA
was different from past political parties which had used Islam for its own
purposes, and that it genuinely cared about Islamicizing the province. But
because it had been unable to ban vulgar (i.e., those with un-Islamic themes)
television programs made them question the MMA'’s ulterior goals.

In mid-November 2003, one of the MMA'’s constituent members, the Shia
group Tehrik Nifaz Figah Jaferiya, was banned in Pakistan as a terrorist
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organization. The JUI-Sami ul-Haq has periodically disassociated itself from
the coalition on the basis that it is not being treated equally with the other senior
partners, the Jama’ati-Islami and the JUI-Fazlur Rehman group. While its
leader, Sami ul-Hagq, stressed that no ideological differences were separating
it from the coalition, his group wants to play a greater decision-making role
and hold more cabinet positions (than they already have) in the provincial
government.

In searching for the fault lines between what the MMA espouses and
federal laws and policies, the Hisba Bill is pivotal. The provincial government
was confronted with a dilemma: how to implement its agenda to Islamicize the
NWEFP while also acknowledging that it is a resource-poor province. It cannot
risk losing the financial support given by the federal government and by in-
ternational donors such as the World Bank. The structural adjustment credit
that the World Bank was to have given to the province was denied in December
2003, although the bank pledged that it would continue to review its provincial
policies. (I have been told that the MMA’s follow-up budget for structural
adjustment credits, SAC-3, was different in the Urdu from the English ver-
sions.*) The extent to which World Bank personnel assess that the MMA
government is moving in extremist ways will affect whether or not the funding
is reinstated. That the provincial government has already encumbered a “carry
forward” of six years for its budget allocations makes it very dependent on
receiving this funding.*’

The MMA’s more activist-Islamist rhetoric has had an important effect on
the rhetoric of the federal government of Pakistan. The latter has had a difficult
time rescinding any of the laws passed under Zia ul-Haq’s Islamization pro-
gram out of fear of incurring charges, at the least, of not being as proactive
about Islam as is the MMA. Even the most inequitable one, the Zina (Adultery)
Act, which was finally amended through passage of the Protection of Women
Actin November 20006, was rejected by the MMA when they threatened to quit
both the Balochistan and National Assemblies entirely if it was passed. The
MMA charged that the reforms “would encourage adultery in society and would
further increase obscenity, vulgarity, and western culture in Pakistan.”*® In-
deed, the federal government has articulated its development priorities for
Pakistan within a global framework: skills training, poverty-alleviation strate-
gies, improvement of the educational infrastructure, and promoting the em-
powerment of women. But it cannot leave behind the rhetoric of Islam, as this
would provide the MMA with the opportunity to claim that it is the only viable
Islamist alternative on the political landscape. The federal government struck
back against the agenda of the MMA by cutting down the MMA’s pivotal yet
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provocative Hisba Bill on the basis that it would introduce arbitrariness and
hence disgrace Islam. To its credit, it didn’t strike down the Hisba Bill as an
intrusion into federal matters, for to do so could have brought up demands to
make the Hisba Act a federal statute. As consensus does not exist at the pro-
vincial level on the ethics that Hisba is to enforce, it most certainly does not exist
at the national level, where imposing such an act would definitely have resulted
in heated, destabilizing conflicts.

An opposition MPA who, on the one hand, believes that the MMA has
begun a process of integrating Islam into local political arenas in new ways, on
the other hand assesses that the phenomenon of the MMA itself will soon fade
away:

In the beginning, the MMA had a lot of goodwill from the people
because they had won a clear majority. They were considered genu-
ine, especially the Jama’at, They refused to take official cars and
houses for their ministers—but after a month, they received all the
facilities again. Now it seems that many of their ministers want to

make a career in politics.*’

However, he sees an emergent Islamist phenomenon as being a permanent
component of Pakistan’s future, especially in the provinces:

It’s not going to die. It [the MMA] may go down a bit in NWFP as
popularity for any sitting government always declines in Pakistan,
but the phenomenon is here to stay. It may well increase in the
Punjab; they’re in a coalition now in Baluchistan...but it is at the
level of cultural fissures where the line will be drawn in Punjab.*®
(italics mine)

This bodes ill for Pakistan’s future, as culture wars have been ripping the
country asunder for some time. The MMA leadership has been actively en-
gaged in trying to quell people’s fears that it is moving in extremist directions.
However, as the process is still unfolding, and a critical piece of legislation (the
Hisba Act) must now be fundamentally recast, a final assessment of both the
social reform agenda of the MMA and its long-term effect on the country,
overall, will have to be suspended for a future date.

It is certain, however, that the ideological and substantive differences we
have seen manifested in the exchanges between the provincial Islamist gov-
ernment of the MMA and the federal government of Pakistan are not an
isolated event. We can anticipate seeing more localized Islamist political in-
fluence throughout Asia as an increasingly educated Muslim populace seeks to
hold its national governments to their promises.
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NOTES

I am deeply indebted to the many people who kindly met with me and shared their
views in Pakistan in October—November 2003 and August-October 2004—in
particular, Zulfiqar Gilani, Akbar Zeb, and Sikander Sherpao for their guidance,
enthusiasm, and support, and Nilufer Javaid and Ayesha Attique for their assis-
tance with translations. I appreciate the support of the Freeman Foundation and
the Center for Asia and Pacific Studies and the Center for the Study of Women in
Society at the University of Oregon, which helped make this fieldwork possible.

1. Of the 124 members of the NWFP Provincial Assembly, 70 are from the
MMA, 54 are from the opposition. There are a total of twenty-three female members:
only one woman, Ghazala Habib Tanoli (Sherpao Party, from Mansehra) came into
the assembly on a general seat; the rest were appointed on reserve seats for women,
based on proportional representation of total seats won by distinct parties. The MMA
has thirteen female MPAs, and the combined opposition has ten. In Baluchistan, the
MMA joined a coalition government as it did not win that provincial election outright.

2. The Tabligh Jam’at was founded in Delhi in 1920 with the goal of educating
Indian Muslims about the fundamental beliefs and practices of Islam, da’wah. It has
long since broadened its scope as its da’wah movement has spread worldwide. For
further information, see Vahiduddin Khan, Tabligh Movement (New Delhi: Islamic
Centre, 1986), and Muhammad Khalid Masud, Travellers in Faith: Studies of the Tablighi
Jama’at as a Transnational Islamic Movement for Faith Renewal (Leiden: Brill, 2000).

3. John Esposito’s pivotal work, Islam: The Straight Path, has come out in a new
edition, which includes a new epilogue addressing contemporary, compelling con-
cerns on this issue: John L. Esposito Islam: The Straight Path, rev. 3rd ed. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005).

4. This violent local movement in the late 1990s in the Malakand division of
NWEFP emerged from a grassroots frustration with promises made at the national
level to implement Islamic laws in the country, but which local people found lacking.

5. Clarification needs to be made of my usage of the term “Islamist,” particularly
as it is not my intention to use it in the context of “othering.” I use it to refer to
political groups and parties which claim, at their essence, the desire to implement
norms and laws consistent with those of Islam in the event they come to hold political
power.

6. Amnesty International has said that human rights abuses committed in the
context of the Pakistani government’s continued support of the U.S.-led “war on
terror” resulted in the arbitrary detention of hundreds of people suspected of having
links with “terrorist” organizations and their transfer to U.S. custody (Amnesty In-
ternational, Annual Report, released May 28, 2003, available at: http://web.amnesty
.org/report2003/Pak-summary-eng. Accessed June 2007). Nowhere are people
more acutely aware of this than in the NWFP, where the majority of raids have
occurred.

7. In fiscal 2001-2002, the Pakistan government committed Rs. 7,986 million
to the NWEFP; this figure was dramatically increased to Rs. 12,420 million in
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2002-2003. By comparison, development funds allocated to Baluchistan, equally poor
but not considered as politically volatile at this time, were Rs. 77,952 million and

Rs. 8,511 million, respectively, for an increase of just 7 percent (Government of
Pakistan, Statistics Division, Federal Bureau of Statistics, Pakistan 2003: Statistical
Pocket Book [Federal Bureau of Statistics, Planning and Development Division, 2003],
p- 158).

8. As quoted in C. M. Naim, ed., Igbal, Jinnah, and Pakistan: The Vision and the
Reality (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1979), p. 213.

9. In an effort to promote economic growth, the “day off” in the country reverted
to Sundays in the late 1990s, so that the business week in Pakistan would be the same
as in much of the world.

10. I have elaborated on this crisis of the loss of a moral vocabulary in Pakistan
previously. See, for example, the discussion in Anita M. Weiss and S. Zulfigar Gilani,
eds., Power and Civil Society in Pakistan (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001).

11. Philanthropy in Pakistan has grown to surprising proportions. According to
the National Survey of Individual Giving conducted by the Pakistan Centre for Phi-
lanthropy, individuals gave an estimated Rs. 41 billion in cash and goods in 1998. Of
the total share going to organizations (35 percent), 94 percent went to religious in-
stitutions and causes (Pakistan Centre for Philanthropy, Philanthropy in Pakistan: A
Profile [Islamabad: Pakistan Centre for Philanthropy, 2002]).

12. This is the “urban legend” about the madari at Akoora Khattak. However, a
number of people in NWFP have said to me that this is inaccurate and that Mullah
Omar never attended the madari there. I have not been able to confirm or repute
either allegation.

13. An excellent assessment of these changes, including the intolerance being
taught in public schools, is in A. H. Nayyer, “Pakistan: Islamisation of Curricula,”
South Asian Journal (Lahore) 2 (October-December 2003), pp. 71-87.

14. For an extensive discussion of the countless jihadi organizations that have
emerged in Pakistan, see Muhammad Amir Rana, A to Z of Jehadi Organizations in
Pakistan, trans. Saba Ansari (Lahore: Mashal, 2004).

15. The Jamiat ulema-e-Pakistan in 2002 was headed by Noorani, who was also
the official head of the MMA coalition. He died in December 2003, resulting in a
much-weakened party.

16. For a fuller discussion of the history of the Jama’at Islami and its history with
electoral politics in Pakistan, refer to Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr, The Vanguard of the
Islamic Revolution: The Jama’at-i Islami of Pakistan (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1994); for a further discussion of its role in influencing state power in Pakistan,
see Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr, Islamic Leviathan: Islam and the Making of State Power (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2001), and, more recently, Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr,
“Islam, the State and the Rise of Sectarian Militancy in Pakistan,” in Christophe
Jaffrelot, ed., Pakistan: Nationalism without a Nation? (London: Zed Books, 2002), pp.
85-114. The Jamiat Ulema-i-Islam (JUI) had only contested the 1973 elections. For
further elaboration on the JUI, see Sayyid A. S. Pirzada, The Politics of the Jamiat
Ulema-i-Islam Pakistan, 1971—77 (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2000), and Ahmad
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Husain Kamal, Tarikh-i Jam’iyyat-i ‘Ulama’-i Islam (Lahore: Makki Darulkutub, 1997).
Two good synopses of the role of Islamist groups and the state are in Mumtaz Ahmad,
“The Crescent and the Sword: Islam, the Military, and Political Legitimacy in Pakis-
tan,” Middle East Journal 50:3 (1996), pp. 372—87, and in Saeed Shafqat, “From
Official Islam to Islamism: The Rise of Dawat-ul-Irshad and Lashkar-e-Taiba,” in
Christophe Jaffrelot, ed., Pakistan: Nationalism without a Nation? (London: Zed Books,
2002), pp. I3I—-47.

17. Constitution of the MMA (in Urdu; author’s translation).

18. The issue of the Federal and the Concurrent Lists of laws is an ongoing tussle
between the provinces and the federal government deriving from the 1973 constitu-
tion. Laws on the Federal List could be made only in the National Assembly, and laws
on the Concurrent List could be made jointly by the National Assembly and a Pro-
vincial Assembly. However, this arrangement was to last only ten years (i.e., until
1983), after which time responsibility for laws on the Concurrent List would devolve to
the provincial governments.

19. Personal interview, Islamabad, October 27, 2003.

20. MMA, “Islamization in NWFP Draft Document,” fall 2003 [exact date
uncertain].

21. Personal interview, Peshawar, October 29, 2003.

22. NWFP Chief Minister Akram Khan Durrani performed the opening cere-
mony on September 1, 2004.

23. Personal interview, Peshawar, October 30, 2003.

24. Speech by Rehana Ismail, MMA MPA, at a reception at the Lucky Marwat
School, NWFP (undated).

25. Personal interview, Peshawar, October 29, 2003.

26. Personal interview, Peshawar, October 30, 2003.

27. “Order for Zohr prayer goes unheeded,” in Dawn (October 28, 2003, avail-
able at: http://www.dawn.com/2003/10/28 /local39.htm; accessed June 2007) quoted
NWEP Chief Minister Mohammad Akram Khan Durrani as expressing, in a letter
circulated on October 16, his “deep concern over the lack of punctuality in the saying
of Zohr prayers by government employees and has asked the heads of all the de-
partments to ensure that they did so during the office timings.” The MMA govern-
ment has issued directives to the heads of all line departments, “asking them to make
elaborate arrangements for the zohr prayers (noontime) at their respective depart-
ments in line with the provincial cabinet’s decision with regard to the Islamization of
the province.” It said that the directives be implemented “in letter and in spirit within
15 days positively.” Departments have also been instructed to have a thirty-minute
break between 1:00 and 1:30 for prayers, to provide space for prayers and arrange for
water and bathrooms for ablution. The October letter said that in the wake of the
Shariat Bill passed by the provincial assembly and recommendations of the Shariat
Council, the departments concerned were required to implement the decision.

28. The customary practice of swara is used as a final conclusion in dispute
resolution generally involving a murder. A female from the family of the murderer is
given to marry someone from the family of the victim, on the assumption that the
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former belligerent won’t harm them if one of their own women is in that household,
and that long-term peace is assured once there are children from that marriage.
However, in practice, the life of a girl given in swara becomes a living hell, for the
strong, lingering animosity toward the murder is taken out on the girl. Even very
young girls have been given in swara.

29. MMA, “Islamization in NWFP Draft Document.”

30. Information Minister Asif Igbal Daudzai, personal interview, Peshawar,
September 2004.

31. Personal interview, Islamabad, November 4, 2003.

32. MMA, “Islamization in NWFP Draft Document.”

33. Ibid.

34. Personal interview, Peshawar, September 2004.

35. By stating talaq three times, a husband divorces his wife. This simple act has
already been banned by the 1961 federal Muslim Family Laws Ordinance (MFLO),
and the Jama’at Islami has long advocated that the MFLO should be repealed as it
includes many aspects (noted earlier in the case of registration of divorce and per-
mission from a first wife before marrying a second) that have nothing to do with
Islam. The MMA has singled out this issue and banned it, stating that now, a month
must be inserted each time talaqg is pronounced, and only then is a divorce finalized.
There is no provision in the provincial law that such divorces need to be registered.

36. Pakistan Institute of Legislative Development and Transparency (PILDAT),
“State of Democracy: Revival of Democracy in Pakistan Report, 3rd Quarter of De-
mocracy, May 16, 2003 to August 15, 2003,” Lahore, September 2003, p. 16.

37. Section 22, “Hisba Force,” of the Amended Version of the proposed Hisba
Act.

38. The bill includes twenty-seven additional “Special Powers” that the mohtasib
will hold, too numerous to list here, but which includes such powers as to ensure
moral ethics in public places; to discourage beggary; to stop indecent behavior in
public places; to stop loitering; to eliminate professional jugglery, palmistry, and
selling of amulets; to safeguard women’s rights—specifically, to outlaw honor killings
and ensure their due share in inheritance and eliminate the abusive tradition of swara;
and to check artificially created inflation.

39. Section 9, “Mohtasib’s Powers and Responsibilities,” of the Amended Ver-
sion of the proposed Hisba Act.

40. Personal interview, Peshawar, October 29, 2003. The ongoing issue con-
cerns federal and provincial authority surrounding the Concurrent and Federal Lists,
and when distinct items should be removed from the Concurrent List and authority
for them be allowed to devolve to the provinces.

41. I am grateful to Juan Cole for helping me translate the judgment on the
Hisba Act.

42. Hisba Judgment by Council of Islamic Ideology, September 2004; transla-
tion by Juan Cole.

43. Iftikhar A. Khan, “SC upholds most parts of Hasba,” Dawn (available at:
http://www.dawn.com/2007/02/21/topr.htm; accessed February 21, 2007).
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44. This charge was leveled by an opposition member of the provincial assembly
in an interview in Peshawar, September 2004.

45. A non-MMA federal official in Peshawar told me this in fall 2003.

46. This quote by MMA MNA Razia Aziz captures the tone of rhetoric used by
MMA members once the Hudood reforms were tabled in the National Assembly.
“Amendment to Hudood laws will encourage adultery: JI,” Dawn (27 August 2000,
available at: http://www.dawn.com/2006/08/27/local2o0.htm; accessed on 28 August
2000).

47. Personal interview, Islamabad, October 27, 2003.

48. Ibid.
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Muslims in
Post-Independence India

Steven 1. Wilkinson

Many observers think that the outlook for India’s 13 percent Muslim
minority is bleak. The Congress Party, the post-independence guar-
antor of secularism and minority rights, has been losing power
in India’s state assemblies since the 1960s, to a host of different
ethnic and regional parties. In the late 1980s and 1990s, the party’s
grip on power at the national level was shaken by two different po-
litical movements: one based around middle-caste and lower-caste
interests, and the other around an aggressively anti-minority
Hindu nationalism. In the 1999 parliamentary (Lok Sabha) elections,
one of these movements, in the shape of the Hindu nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), finally won enough seats to form a stable
coalition in New Delhi. After 1999, the BJP-led government of
the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) took steps to Hinduize the
education system (the leading hawk, Murli Manohar Joshi, headed
the Ministry of Human Resources Development) and various
cultural bodies, and it raised the sensitive issue of whether to abolish
Muslims’ right to separate personal laws. Although the Congress
Party unexpectedly won just enough seats in the 2004 elections to
enable it to form a national coalition, this victory was a long way from
restoring the party to national dominance. Congress’s 2007 state
election losses have thrown into question the party’s prospects
of retaining power at the national level."

In economic terms, Muslims still remain one of the poorest com-
munities in India, backward on almost every measure, with
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minimal representation in the national civil service and armed forces, and poor
health outcomes, levels of educational attainment, and levels of income and
employment. The recommendations of the new Congress Party government’s
Sachar Commission on the Status of Muslims, appointed in 2004 to examine
steps to improve the community’s welfare, are likely to have little effect on
improving these outcomes, given that much of the constitutional power on mi-
nority issues rests with the states. Finally, since the late 1980s, the Hindu right
has precipitated several major episodes of Hindu-Muslim violence, throughout
the whole country during the Ayodhya campaign of 1989-1992 and the vio-
lence that followed the destruction of the Babri Masjid in December 1992, and
more recently from February to April 2002 in the important western state of
Gujarat. In the December 1992-January 1993 violence, more than a thousand
people were killed, many thousands injured, and over a hundred thousand
were forced to flee their homes. In the 2002 violence in Gujarat, more than a
thousand people were killed, including, symbolically, retired Muslim Member
of Parliament Ehsan Jaffrey, murdered after his many phone calls for help
were ignored by the local police.

In this chapter, while trying not to minimize the level of discrimination
and violence that Muslims still face in India, I take a more optimistic view of
the community’s future. In the first section, I point out that things were never
quite as good for Muslims during the golden era of Congress Party secularism
as many believed. The “Congress system” may have had the impeccably sec-
ular Nehru at the top from 1947 to 1964, but many of the Congress Party state
leaders, who had the constitutional authority to implement minority protec-
tions, viewed Muslims as either a disloyal and nondeserving minority or at least
as less deserving of state patronage than their own (Hindu) political supporters.
It is true, however, that there have been many negative developments since the
late 1980s, and I lay these out in the second section: several waves of anti-
Muslim political mobilization and violence, the communalization of some parts
of the administration and police, and terrorist attacks both inside and outside
India, which have been used as the pretext for state repression that has pri-
marily been directed against Muslims. Finally, as some Muslims in Kashmir
and elsewhere have despaired of their opportunities within India, they have been
attracted to militant or terrorist organizations, whose violent attacks on Hindu
targets further intensify a cycle of violence and repression.

Despite these problems, however, the general prospects for Muslims in
contemporary India are much less bleak than is often portrayed. In particular,
as I show in the third section, the increase in political competition and electoral
volatility in many states in the 1980s and 199os has given Muslims an in-
creasingly important role as a pivotal swing vote. Middle-caste and lower-caste
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parties and several important regional parties (such as the Telegu Desam Party
(TDP) in Andhra Pradesh) have offered Muslims state protection from riots,
increased development spending, and access to job and education reservations
in order to win their electoral support. There are certainly problems, but the
overall picture is one in which we can expect increasing electoral competition
in the states and New Delhi to reduce conflict and tensions over the long run,
as well as improve Muslims’ economic opportunities.

Why the Congress Era Wasn’t a Golden Age

The conventional view is that under Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, post-
independence India provided a secure and welcoming home for all India’s
minorities, especially the Muslims. Muslims were proportionately represented
in the dominant Congress Party, and a variety of constitutional provisions en-
sured their freedom from employment discrimination, as well as freedom of
religion, freedom of speech, the right to educate their children in religious
schools, and separate personal laws.

This portrayal of the post-partition reality, however, is much too rosy,
largely because it focuses on formal constitutional and legal protections rather
than how they were implemented (poorly) and because it focuses on the na-
tional Congress leadership (mostly secular) rather than on those state level
leaders who, under the 1950 constitution, actually had responsibility for most
issues that affected Muslims: education, language policy, agriculture, police,
and state employment.? In reality, Muslims suffered significant discrimination
in education, employment, housing politics, and access to capital, as well as
their dealings with state officials.* This discrimination was due partly to the
fact that Muslims were seen as the disloyal minority that had caused partition
and partly to the fact that Muslims, most of whom had supported the Muslim
League before independence, had little influence with the Congress Party
politicians who now controlled all the levers of state patronage.’ In conse-
quence, Muslims found it difficult to get jobs or promotions in the state civil
services and police forces, along with government contracts and bank loans.®
Muslim zamindars (landlords), because of their post-1947 lack of influence in
politics and the administration, also found it more difficult than their Hindu
peers to avoid the full force of the land reforms that were introduced into many
states in the early 1950s.

Igbal Masud, who entered the Indian Revenue Service in 1947, describes
vividly in his memoirs how most of the officials he encountered took the atti-
tude that “[Muslims]. . . asked for Pakistan. Now let them go there and leave the
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7 Muslims in northern and western India found that their

jobs to Hindus.
command of the Urdu language and Perso-Arabic script, which had once given
them an edge in recruitment for the police and civil service, was now a distinct
disadvantage, as state and local governments now insisted that their employees
be able to write in a highly Sanskritized form of Hindi. In October 1947, for
instance, the town of Bareilly threatened its employees who used Urdu with
the loss of their jobs unless they conducted all business in Hindi within six
months.® In the autumn of 1947, the provincial United Provinces and Central
Provinces governments followed suit, over Gandhi’s objections, and forced their
employees to conduct government business only in Hindi and the Nagari
script.” Muslim legislators who complained that these measures broke Con-
gress’s promises to the minorities were told that the Muslims, by causing par-
tition, had canceled these pledges.'® When the Muslim League members in
Uttar Pradesh lost the vote on the introduction of a Hindi-only policy in the
province, they walked out in protest, to the sounds of Congress Party legislators
calling out, “Don’t come back; go to Pakistan.”!!

The post-independence discrimination against the Muslim middle and
upper classes and the lack of Muslim access to government patronage had sev-
eral practical effects. For one thing, it meant that the flow of Muslims out of
India to Pakistan continued well into the 1950s, as much of what was left of the
Muslim middle class and upper middle class decided that the opportunities in
Bombay or Lucknow were very poor compared with those that awaited them in
Karachi or Lahore.'? Fully half a million Muslims, for instance, left India for
West Pakistan between January 1950 and February 1952."* For another, Mus-
lim influence in politics and government administration declined rapidly. At
the center, the few token Muslims were kept away from the major ministerial
positions such as Home, Defence, and Foreign Affairs and were appointed to
less important areas such as Education (a state subject) or Science and Cultural
Affairs.'* In the states, the same general rule applied: Muslims were kept away
from important state ministries such as Education and Home Affairs. The
Muslim home minister of India’s most populous state, Uttar Pradesh, for in-
stance, was kicked upstairs to an unimportant central government ministry in
1947 because some Hindu politicians protested that it was dangerous to have a
Muslim in such a sensitive law and order position."®> Muslim ministers at the
center were also warned by the Congress High Command not to “interfere” in
Muslim issues in the states.

In governmentadministration, Muslim employment declined precipitously
in the late 1940s and 1950s. Muslims had been 24 percent of the officer corps
and 32 percent of the troops in the pre-partition army, but the transfer of Muslim
regiments and most Muslim officers to Pakistan and the nonrecruitment of
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Muslims to new positions reduced these percentages to less than 1 percent by
the 1950s.'® The vast majority of Muslim officers from the elite Indian Civil
Service (ca. 25 percent Muslim in 1947) also either transferred to Pakistan or
had retired by the 1950s. Data collected in the 1960s, 19705, and 1980s showed
that Muslim representation in central government employment was rarely more
than 2 or 3 percent."” In central services that were regarded as “sensitive,” there
was a tacit ban on Muslims: even as late as the mid 199os, there was no Muslim
serving in India’s equivalent of the FBI and CIA, the Research and Analysis
Wing (RAW).'®

In most states, it was a similar story, with the partial exception of the
south. Muslims already employed were kept away from positions that were
regarded as “sensitive” and were generally not recruited for new jobs.'® When
the Hindu police minister of India’s most populous state expressed reserva-
tions about his mixed police force’s loyalty in 1947 and announced that he
was going to recruit a new, “absolutely loyal,” paramilitary force, everyone
understood that this meant the force would recruit only Hindus.?® Discrim-
ination within India, the decline in Muslims’ economic fortunes after parti-
tion (which reduced the supply of educated youth who could pass the service
exams), and the positive attraction of job opportunities in Pakistan all served
to sharply reduce Muslim influence in administration.”’ Muslims had been
50 percent of the police force in Uttar Pradesh in 1947, but emigration and the
fact that few Muslims were hired after independence reduced this to fewer
than 10 percent a decade later; in Bihar, where Muslim representation in gov-
ernment service had been 25-33 percent prior to 1947, it was less than 6 per-
cent by 1960.%

Economically, too, the situation for Muslims in post-independence India
was far from good. National sample survey data consistently showed that
Muslims were more likely than Hindus to be poor and have intermittent and
unpredictable earnings, and that almost half of Muslims live below the (low)
Indian poverty line, compared with around a third of the overall population.”?
Their lack of access to state patronage was the most critical factor, preventing
them from improving their economic prospects in the same way as the more
politically powerful Hindu middle and lower castes. Data collected in the early
1980s suggest that Muslims were consistently at the back of the queue when
state jobs, grants, and development programs were being handed out: for ex-
ample, Muslims had only 2—3 percent of senior positions in state corporations
(a real problem when most of the growth from the 1950s to the 1980s had been
in state employment), and Muslims received less than 3 percent of the subsi-
dized housing and loans provided by Indian states.** Contributing to these poor
outcomes, of course, was the poor quality of the education Muslims received in
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the state sector (most Muslims cannot afford the better-quality private schools)
or in the madrasas, where the curricula have not adapted to needs of changing
labor markets. This poor educational preparation means that only a minority
of Muslims is qualified to sit the exams for public employment: only 2.59 per-
cent of those who took the elite Indian Administrative Service exams in the
1980s were Muslim.”> And outside the highly transparent examination pro-
cess for the central civil service cadres (where, according to the Sachar Com-
mittee, Muslims actually do a little better than average in securing employ-
ment), there are continuing concerns that Muslims are discriminated against
in recruitment procedures where individual officers have a wide degree of
discretion in whom to hire.

Recent Problems

Even if we acknowledge that the period from independence to the mid 19770s
hardly constituted a golden age, it is nonetheless true that there have been sev-
eral major threats to majority-minority relations since the early 1980s: a major
dispute over the status of Muslim personal laws; the massive Hindu nationalist
mobilizations that led to BJP state governments coming to power in the early
1990s and then, in 1999, to a Hindu nationalist-led coalition in New Delhi; a
sharp rise in Hindu-Muslim violence, often facilitated by these Hindu nation-
alist state governments; and partly in response to these other three factors, a
rise in Muslim militancy, with a very small minority of alienated Muslims now
participating in terrorist activity within India.

First, in 1984, the Indian Supreme Court opened up the issue of Muslim
personal laws in a controversial manner, when it ruled that a divorced Mus-
lim woman then in her seventies, Shah Bano, was entitled to financial support
from her ex-husband under section 125 of the Indian legal code, even though
he claimed he had fulfilled his obligations to her under Islamic law. The
judgment—in which the Hindu justices alienated many Muslims by interpret-
ing the Shariat and also expressed their hope that the anomalous survival of a
separate Muslim personal law would be ended—opened up the whole question
of whether a separate Muslim civil code should even exist. Shah Bano herself
was a highly sympathetic plaintiff, and the overwhelming majority of Hindu
opinion, as well as many liberal Muslims, supported her case.?® Leading political
and religious figures from the Muslim community, however, were overwhelm-
ingly opposed to the Supreme Court’s judgment, and they mobilized in protest
against the ruling Congress Party. After losing several key by-elections in seats in
which Muslims were a large share of the electorate, Congress Prime Minister
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Rajiv Gandhi decided to satisfy Muslim conservatives and allow passage of a
bill—the “Muslim Women (Protection of Rights on Divorce) Act, 1986”"—which
largely entrenched the legal position of Muslim personal law and made clear
that, on matters such as divorce, Muslim law took precedence over the Indian
civil code.

Having infuriated many Hindus with this action, which was widely in-
terpreted as “minority vote bank politics,” Rajiv Gandhi then tried to recover
his standing with Hindus by throwing the Hindu right what would prove to be
a very dangerous bone: he allowed the question of the “disputed” religious site
at Ayodhya in Uttar Pradesh, which had been closed since Hindus had in-
stalled a religious statue in the Babri Masjid in 1949, to be reopened. Over the
next eight years, the Hindu nationalist BJP and its allied organizations in the
Hindu nationalist “family” masterfully exploited the Babri Masjid issue, so-
lidifying Hindu opinion behind the party by claiming that the mosque stood on
the site of the Ram Janmbhoomi (Lord Ram’s birthplace) and that the Muslims
were being unreasonable by not giving up the “disused” mosque. From 1989
to 1991, Hindu nationalists carried out a succession of semireligious proces-
sions throughout India to try to mobilize support for the building of a temple to
Lord Ram on the site of the mosque. In 1992, several years of violent mobi-
lization culminated in the destruction of the mosque by tens of thousands
of militants. The Indian state was highly complicit in this destruction, which
sparked off a month of rioting throughout India in which perhaps 2,000 people
were killed. The BJP government in Uttar Pradesh allegedly ordered its police
forces surrounding the Babri Masjid to stand back while the Hindu militant
kar sevaks (volunteers) demolished the mosque. But in a larger sense, the re-
sponsibility for the destruction was the Congress Party central government’s,
because it had accepted the BJP leadership’s highly questionable promises to
protect the site and refused to order the federal troops and paramilitary forces
located near the mosque to prevent its destruction if the state forces failed to do
their duty. This Congress procrastination was the direct outcome of two fac-
tors. First, the Congress Party leadership recognized that many Hindus were
broadly sympathetic to the Hindu right’s position on Ayodhya (see below).
Second, the party headed a weak coalition government, which was reluctant to
do anything that might lead to a shift in Hindu voters’ support away from the
party. Throughout the 199os and early 2000s, these two factors led to the Con-
gress Party’s treading a shaky and increasingly problematic line: on the one
hand, trying to prevent anti-Muslim mobilization and violence, while, on the
other hand, trying not to position itself in the Hindu electorate’s mind as “pro-
Muslim” on issues such as whether a temple should be built at Ayodhya or
whether there should be a unified civil code.?’”
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Successive anti-Muslim mobilizations were clearly a highly effective short-
term electoral tactic for the Hindu right, helping the party win control of four
state governments in the early 199o0s, then other major states (such as Gujarat
and Maharashtra later in the decade). In 1999, the BJP won sufficient votes in
parliamentary elections to let it form a coalition government in New Delhi.
Although it initially appeared as if the price the BJP would have to pay to form
this coalition would be to moderate its stance on divisive majority-minority
issues, it had a greater flexibility to pursue a pro-Hindu line than many antic-
ipated. In particular, hard-line Hindu nationalist Murli Manohar Joshi was
put in charge of the Ministry of Human Resources, where he pursued an
aggressive campaign to Hinduize schools and higher educational and research
institutions—for example, by emphasizing in new versions of secondary and
junior school textbooks the facts of India’s Hindu heritage and the dangers
posed to India over the years from Muslim “invaders.”

In the states, Hindu nationalist governments have also tried to Hinduize
their administrations—for example, by allowing police officers to display reli-
gious imagery on their vehicles or in their offices, and (in Gujarat) by removing
the ban on state officials joining Hindu nationalist organizations. Most dan-
gerously, the government in Gujarat, in an effort to solidify the Hindu vote
in advance of state elections, facilitated a massive anti-Muslim pogrom in
February—April 2002, in which perhaps a thousand people were murdered and
tens of thousands had their property destroyed and were forced to flee.

The disputes over Hindu personal law, the growing role of Hindutva
(Hinduness) in administration and politics, and several anti-Muslim pogroms
together have created a deep sense of despair among some Muslims, at least
before the 2004 victory of the Congress coalition in New Delhi, and they have
pushed a very small minority of alienated Muslims to violence. (Of course, this
is not the only reason for Muslim militancy in India.) In the aftermath of the
anti-Muslim pogrom in Bombay in 1992-1993, Muslims in the Bombay un-
derworld organized several major bomb blasts targeted at the Hindu-controlled
financial sector, including a major explosion at the Bombay Stock Exchange.
Since then, a very small minority of young and often well educated Muslims
have been drawn to an assortment of militant organizations that claim to de-
fend Muslim interests in the absence of state protection. The largest is the
Students Islamic Movement of India (SIMI), a wing of the Jamaat-e-Islami,
with around 400 active members and 20,000 ikhwans (students). This group
was banned after several bomb blasts in Bombay in 2002, and its leaders are
either under arrest or in hiding. Another group, the Gujarat Revenge Group,
was formed specifically to extract revenge after the 2002 violence. Several
of the major Kashmiri separatist organizations such as Lashkar-e-Toiba and
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Jaish-e-Mohammad are also reported to have links with Muslim militants in
cities such as Mumbai and Delhi, and to have assisted them in bomb attacks.?®

The several major terrorist attacks launched by these movements begin-
ning in 2000—including attacks on major railway and bus stations, symbolic
sites such as the Red Fort in Delhi and the Gateway of India in Bombay, and a
major attack on the Indian Parliament itself in December 2001—have killed
more than a hundred people in all and have increased the perception among
many ordinary Hindus that they are under threat from Muslims. The Hindu
nationalist government in Delhi used the September 11 terrorist attacks in the
United States, as well as the heightened violence in India, to push through some
draconian anti-terrorist legislation in March 2002, the Prevention of Terror-
ism Act (POTA), which allowed—until its repeal by Congress in late 2004—
extended detention without trial on the basis of often flimsy evidence. This act
was directed almost exclusively against Muslims, despite the fact that Hindus
were also involved in attacks on Muslims. After several years of having to de-
fend its anti-minority policies against international criticism, the BJP govern-
ment now took the public position that the West was now waking up to a pro-
blem that it had long recognized. The United States, in particular, seemed to
regard India as a key ally in its global “war on terror,” and there was no public
criticism from the United States of the Indian government’s mass roundups of
Muslims between 2001 and 2004 under POTA.

Many secular academics place all the blame for the Hindu nationalist mo-
bilizations and violence since the late 1980s on Hindu nationalists who have
deliberately stirred up conflicts. My own work has explored the ways in which
violence against Muslims has often deliberately been fomented for electoral
purposes, so I am certainly not going to dispute the fact that much of the anti-
Muslim campaign has been engineered by politicians. But despite this, acade-
mics often downplay the fact that these political campaigns would not succeed
were it not for the fact that, at some level, many Hindus still regard Muslims
with some suspicion: as a coddled, potentially disloyal, and militant minority
that should be “nationalized” for its own good and the good of the nation. This
is notwithstanding the recognition given by all Indians to a few exemplary and
high-achieving Muslims: for instance, nuclear scientist (and president of India
from 2002 to 2007) A. J. Kalam; Bollywood film stars Shahrukh Khan and
Aamir Khan; information technology and outsourcing tycoon Azim Premji;
and sportsmen such as cricket stars Mohammad Azharuddin and Wasim
Jaffer. These negative perceptions of Muslims have their roots, of course, in the
partition period, but they have been strengthened in recent decades by the
conflict with Pakistan, international coverage of Islamist movements, and con-
flicts over such issues as the survival of Muslim personal laws (Hindu personal
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laws were integrated into the general civil code in the 1950s) or the Ayodhya
issue.

A 1993 poll (table 8.1) revealed many of these dangerous fault lines. Al-
though it was conducted in the aftermath of the destruction of the Babri Masjid
(and therefore probably exaggerates the extent of negative Hindu views about
Muslims), the basic findings are generally consistent with other surveys: a solid
majority of Hindus believe that separate Muslim personal laws are divisive and
contrary to national integration (78 percent opposed in 1993), that Muslim
leaders are generally fundamentalist extremists, and that Muslims are some-
how less committed to India as a nation than Hindus.

In the 1990s and 2000s, this general mistrust has been entrenched by the
long insurgency in Kashmir, the actions of Islamists in nearby Afghanistan
and Pakistan, the international discourse since 2001 of the “war on terror,” and
the more recent terrorist attacks and arrests of Muslim in India. All these de-
velopments have helped the BJP central government make its case that the
Muslim minority is a “problem” and that the community needs to be integrated,
forcibly if necessary, into the Indian mainstream. As Acharya Giriraj Kishore,
a prominent Hindu nationalist leader, puts it: “If Muslims want to buy peace

and social harmony, they have to respect the sentiments of the Hindus.”*
TABLE &.1. Opinion Poll of Hindus’ Views on Muslims, 1993
Statement % in Agreement
Until a uniform civil code is established, there will never be national 78
integration.
Violence is not the way to settle matters between Hindus and Muslims. 74
Indian Muslims consider themselves Muslims first and Indians later. 64
The Muslim population is growing at a much faster rate than 58
the Hindu population.
Muslims must reject their fundamentalist leaders. 58
Muslims believe that all non-Muslims are their enemies. 53
Muslims are fine craftsmen and skilled artisans, without whom our 51
arts and crafts would suffer.
The underworld is controlled by Muslims. 49
The Muslims were justified in reacting angrily to the demolition 44
of the Ayodhya mosque.
Hindu and Muslim cultures are so different that they cannot really 28
live together.
Muslims should not be allowed in the armed forces. 20
Hindus should not employ Muslims in their businesses or homes. 13

Source: MARG opinion poll of 481 Hindus, conducted February 1993 in Bombay. Reported in “India’s Muslims
Fear New Physical Threat: Militant Hindu Nationalism, Discrimination Solidify Group’s Sense of Alienation,”
Washington Post, March 12, 1994.
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Good News

Despite the many negative developments since the late 1980s, there are at least
three reasons for optimism about the position of Muslims in India. First,
despite their deep reservations about the status of Muslim personal law and
their occasional worries about Muslims’ loyalty to the state, most of the Indian
population is firmly opposed to highly discriminatory policies toward Mus-
lims. Second, India has relatively strong judicial institutions and a thriving civil
society that checks the actions of Hindu nationalist politicians and will even-
tually prevent the widespread misuse of acts such as POTA. Third, trends in
state-level political competition since 1980 are likely to increase the pivotal
value of Muslim votes in state politics, which will increase politicians’ attempts
to offer Muslims security, as well as better economic opportunities.

Public Opinion Does Not Support Aggressive Anti-Minority Actions

One reason for optimism about the future of India’s Muslims is that the ele-
ctoral success of the BJP in recent decades does not represent any great rise in
popularity in India of the idea of a Hindu state, which has never gained the
support of more than 30 percent of the population in opinion polls. In fact, the
BJP has only been able to do as well as it has electorally by (a) paying more
attention to caste and distributive issues, which most voters consistently rank
in opinion polls as more important to their voting choice than religious issues,
and (b) allying with regional parties, some of which (like the Trinamool Con-
gress in West Bengal and the TDP in Andhra Pradesh) themselves rely on
minority votes.’® Consistently throughout the 199os, opinion polls found that
around two-thirds of the Indian population rejected aggressively pursuing an
anti-minority agenda by demolishing mosques on “disputed” sites or legally
banning Muslim participation in the army or security forces. For example, a
March 1993 poll of 1,300 voters in seven major cities found 73 percent op-
posed to the demolition of “disputed” mosques in Mathura and Varanasi.
Some 62 percent of voters were opposed to a Hindu state: the highest level of
support for a Hindu Rashtra was in Bombay (not Mumbai) (45 percent), and
the highest level of opposition to it was in the south, with 8o percent of voters
in Madras (now Chennai) opposed.>' A 1996 Gallup poll found that there was
“relatively little support for Hindu nationalists who wish to recast the coun-
try’s legal and political institutions along less secular lines.” When asked their
opinion of “people who say this country’s laws should give preference to the
Hindu religion over other religions,” only 26 percent said they tended to
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approve of such persons, while 45 percent—the fourth highest for any item—
expressed disapproval.”*? Finally, as we can see in table 8.1, only a minority
of Hindus (13—20 percent) support widespread employment discrimination
against Muslims in private or state employment.

Strength of India’s Institutions and Civil Society

A second reason why we should be optimistic about the future of Muslims in
India is the relative strength of two important checks—the judiciary and civil
society—on Hindu nationalists’ tendency to use their control of the natio-
nal and state administrations to increase communal tensions and discriminate
against Muslims. India’s supreme court and high courts have regularly taken
actions against state and national governments found to be abusing the legal
process to take action against minorities. In 2003, for example, the supreme
court essentially blocked the Hindu right’s campaign to build a major religious
site next to the destroyed Babri Masjid at Ayodhya. The court prevented the
national BJP government from giving sixty-seven acres next to the site of the
destroyed mosque to the Hindu nationalist Ram Janmbhoomi Nyas so that
organization could carry out religious ceremonies and (possibly) build a temple
on the site.>® Other government institutions, such as the National Human
Rights Commission, have also restrained the executive branch; for instance, in
2003, the commission came out strongly against the lack of safeguards in the
POTA legislation.**

India is also blessed with a very active civil society. It has a robust free
press, and many major newspapers sharply criticize governments for their ac-
tions against minorities. There are also a large number of NGOs with both the
will and the capacity to uncover the facts about anti-minority actions and, on
occasion, to launch public-interest litigation against measures that are used
to discriminate against Muslims.*® For example, in April 2003, the People’s
Union for Civil Liberties sought a judgment from the supreme court quashing
POTA on the grounds that many of its provisions (particularly those on the
admissibility of evidence obtained by policemen while the accused were in cus-
tody) were unconstitutional infringements to legal due process.*®

Political Incentives for Moderation

India’s twenty-eight state governments control all local law enforcement and
local administration, and they have day-to-day responsibility for most of the
major issues that affect minorities, such as education and minority language
rights. So, ultimately, the security of Muslims in India is determined largely by
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the actions of these state governments. What, then, determines whether state
governments will take measures to help or hurt their Muslim minorities? In
my book Votes and Violence, I make the argument that state governments will
protect minorities—and may also take measures to improve their economic
position—where either of two conditions applies: (1) there is a high number of
political parties competing for power, which makes Muslim votes increasingly
important (because even if a party does not rely on Muslim votes today, it may
have to form an alliance with a party that does tomorrow); or (2) the party in
power relies directly on significant minority support (figure 8.1).

Empirically, I demonstrate in my book—using statistical analysis of thirty
years of data on elections and violence, as well as case studies and interviews—
that these two factors explain most of the variation in state levels of Hindu-
Muslim violence. For one example here, consider what happened during the
2002 violence in Gujarat and elsewhere in India. Figure 8.2 shows data that I
collected from Indian press reports during the Gujarat violence (March 27 to
April 30, 2002). Reported “precipitating events” of the kind that normally spark
oft mass violence, such as Hindu nationalist processions, organized attacks on
individual members of the other community, demonstrations, forcible attempts

Government
prevents riots

Three or
more parties
(3+ ENPV)

Government
prevents riots

Government
relies on
minority votes

Two parties
(2—3 ENPV)

Government
does not rely
on minority
votes

Government
will not
prevent riots

FIGURE 8.1. Link between electoral competition and minority protection. ENPV,
effective number of parties (votes). Source: Wilkinson, Votes and Violence: Electoral
Competition and Ethnic Riots in India (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004).
Reproduced by permission of Cambridge University Press.
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Indian press reports. Source: Wilkinson, Votes and Violence: Electoral Competition

and Ethnic Riots in India (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004). Reproduced
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to get Muslim shopkeepers to close their shops as part of a Hindu nationalist
“strike,” or attacks on property belonging to the other community, are shown
along with the number of total casualties (deaths and injuries) reported in each
town from February to April 2002 as a result of these precipitating events. It
is striking that large-scale attempts to heighten tensions and cause violence
occurred throughout India in 2002, not just in Gujarat, many of them in “riot-
prone” cities that had a long history of violence, such as Indore, Hyderabad,
Aligarh, Bhopal, and Calcutta. Despite these attempts to foment trouble through-
out India, however, only one state—Gujarat—actually experienced large num-
bers of casualties.

The immediate reasons for the differences between Gujarat and other
states are not hard to uncover. The short answer is that, as Human Rights
Watch and others have conclusively demonstrated, the Hindu nationalist state
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BJP government in Gujarat facilitated the violence against Muslims through
sins of omission and commission—for example, by refusing to fire on rioters
and transferring officers who took strong actions against Hindu nationalists
involved in rioting—while governments in other states took many steps to
prevent violence from breaking out in their major cities.”” The West Bengal
government, for instance, ordered police to fire on Hindu nationalist demon-
strators near Calcutta when they refused to disperse. In Madhya Pradesh and
Rajasthan, two states right next to Gujarat, the state governments carried out
thousands of preventive arrests and enforced curfews in sensitive towns and
districts; in Rajasthan, the police were prepared to use deadly force against
rioters when these measures were not enough. Similar stories could be told
about Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, and elsewhere.

My research shows that the underlying causes of these different patterns
of state action are electoral. Where states were either very competitive (with
what political scientists refer to as a high number of “effective parties”) or in
which the main party in power relied on minority support, then the states
prevented violence.’® Where these conditions were absent, as in Gujarat (and
no other state), the state acted in a highly biased manner. Figure 8.3 shows the
levels of party competition that I calculated for each state in 2002, as well as the
violence that actually took place, indicating localities where there were no re-
ported casualties and where there were varying numbers of dead and injured.
At low levels of party competition with only around three effective parties in a
state, things depend on which party is in power: the one with a multiethnic
coalition that relies on Muslim support, or the one that has no minority sup-
port and that stands to gain from Hindu-Muslim polarization.

There were four low-competition states in 2002 (Gujarat with 2.97 ef-
fective parties, Andhra Pradesh with 2.78, Madhya Pradesh with 3.09, and
Rajasthan with 3.19). In Gujarat, the BJP state government is basically in a two-
party system with the Congress Party (the effective number of parties is 2.97
because close to 20 percent of the vote is shared among many small parties),
and, according to exit polls, it has zero percent of the Muslim vote in the state.
As the general electoral argument would have predicted, it acted in a very
biased way: officers who prevented anti-Muslim attacks, suspended negligent
officials, or tried to register criminal cases against BJP, Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh, or Vishwa Hindu Parishad members who were inciting riots were trans-
ferred from their posts almost immediately. For example, the deputy com-
missioner of police in Ahmedabad city, P. B. Godhia, was transferred for reg-
istering a case against a local BJP member of the state assembly (Jaydeep
Patel), while the superintendent of police in the town of Bhavnagar was trans-
ferred after he ordered his men to fire on a Hindu nationalist mob attacking
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a madrasa, an action that resulted in four rioters being killed and the rescue of
400 people from inside the madrasa.

In the remaining low-competition states, however, the parties in power all
relied heavily on Muslim votes. (Opinion polls show that in Andhra Pradesh, the
ruling TDP had 30-50 percent of Muslim support, and the main opposition
party also sought Muslim votes; in Rajasthan, the ruling Congress Party had
92 percent of the Muslim vote, and in Madhya Pradesh, the Congress Party had
97 percent of Muslim support.)** These state governments acted as we would
expect: with determination to prevent anti-Muslim violence that might break up
the multiethnic coalitions that keep them in power. They used arrests and cur-
fews to try to prevent violence from breaking out in the first place, and then they
were prepared to use deadly force if necessary to stop riots if they did break out.
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At higher levels of party competition, as my general electoral explanation
predicts, governments also did very well in preventing violence, not just in
states where middle-caste and lower-caste parties with substantial Muslim sup-
port were in power (such as Bihar), but even in the state of Orissa, where the
ruling coalition included the BJP. Orissa had 4.26 effective parties, with Biju
Janata Dal and BJP in a coalition supported by only 16 percent of Muslims, if
we believe polls, but this coalition government still did well in preventing vio-
lence, using force to break up an attack in Cuttack.*

Conclusion

The good news for India, and for India’s 130 million Muslims, is that there are
several factors likely to restrain any Hindu nationalist attempts to establish a
Hindu Rashtra that will turn permanently turn Muslims into second-class cit-
izens. First, opinion polls consistently show that over two-thirds of Indians re-
ject this option, and that Indians are committed to religious pluralism. Second,
India’s strong legal institutions and civil society impose real restraints on po-
liticians’ ability to target minorities in order to stay in power. Third, a broad
increase in electoral volatility and competitiveness since the early 1980s is
working in Muslims’ favor, because a higher level of party competition leads to
more competition for Muslims’ votes. The increase in political competition in
Indian states has had good effects— not just on the country’s level of violence,
as Hindu politicians offer security to Muslims in exchange for political support,
but also on Muslims’ economic prospects. In the south, which has historically
been much more politically competitive than the north, Muslims have long
benefited from reserved places in public employment, as well as educational
institutions. In recent years, as politics in the north of India has also become
more competitive, we are beginning to see politicians there also offer Muslims
not just physical protection but reserved places in government employment
and educational institutions as well. In the long term, it is these improvements
in Muslims’ educational and economic outcomes that may prove to be the
most significant developments in the next twenty years.
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Islam in China

Jacqueline Armijo

Although there have been Muslims in China since the time of the
Prophet Mohammad, few people today are aware of China’s large
Muslim population and their complex history of survival living among
a people and culture renowned for their ability to absorb and assim-
ilate outsiders. Over the centuries, the Muslim population evolved
from a small settlement of Persian and Arab traders along the
southeast coast of China to a large and diverse population scat-
tered throughout the country. Muslims in China today represent
China’s most geographically dispersed minority groups, as well as
the most urbanized and the most integrated into all walks of life.
Despite intermittent periods of religious and ethnic persecution,
the Muslim population has managed to survive, and often thrive.
At present, China’s Muslim population is conservatively estimated
at 20 million, although Muslim scholars put the total at closer
to 50 million. The Muslims are identified by the state not through
their religion but by their ethnicity. Of China’s fifty-five officially
recognized minority peoples, ten are primarily Muslim: the Hui,
Uighur, Kazak, Dongxiang, Kirghiz, Salar, Tajik, Uzbek, Bonan,
and Tatar. The largest group, the Hui, is spread throughout the en-
tire country, while the other nine live primarily in the northwest
provinces of Xinjiang, Gansu, Tibet, and Ningxia.! As the most dis-
persed group, the Hui are also the ones whose lives have been
most closely tied to the communities in which they live, be they
Han Chinese or other minority peoples. They also enjoy a broader
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degree of religious freedom than other Muslim groups. The second largest
group, the Uighur, live primarily in Xinjiang Province in northwest China
(officially known as Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region). The Uighur are a
Turkic people whose ancestors have lived in China from pre-Islamic times.
Their culture is distinctively Central Asian, and their mother tongue is Uighur.
Unlike the Hui, they are concentrated in one region, and their lives, including
their political, cultural, and religious activities are closely monitored and re-
stricted by the Chinese government. (Their situation is discussed more fully in
the section on human rights concerns.)

Given the diversity of China’s Muslim populations, their wide distribution
throughout the country, and their varying histories, cultures, and languages, it
is difficult to make generalizations about their practice of Islam. However, one
can say that Muslims living in rural areas and the northwest are more likely to
follow the basic tenets of Islam. Muslims living in relative isolation from other
Muslim communities and those living in cities are the ones most likely to have
lived through extended periods of pressure to abandon religious practices and
ignore prohibitions against pork and alcohol. The vast majority of Muslims in
China are Sunni and follow the Hanafi school of law. Unlike Muslim minor-
ities in other countries, Muslims in China are not allowed to use Islamic laws
for any official legal proceedings, even those only concerning family law.

The mosques, like the communities they serve, are equally diverse. In some
regions, there are mosques set aside for women only,2 whereas in other areas,
women are forbidden from praying in congregational mosques. In the south-
west, however, the women pray beside the men, separated only by a partial
curtain. Of the tens of thousands of mosques spread throughout the country,
many date back centuries. There are mosques in northwest China that are
Central Asian in style and design; in southwest China, one finds mosques that
look as though they came from communities in southeast Asia. However, the
older mosques in most regions of China resemble Buddhist temples, with slop-
ing tiled roofs, carved pillars, and entryways decorated with brightly colored
images of nature scenes painted on wooden panels. In some areas, the nature
scenes are combined with equally colorful depictions of Mecca; and although
the subject is Islamic, the style is decidedly Chinese. Within the mosques, one
will also see an extraordinary range of Arabic calligraphy styles, reflecting each
region’s own history and the evolution of its own styles.?

Beginning in the mid 198o0s, funding began to flow into China to rebuild
mosques destroyed or damaged during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1970).
Unfortunately, in many instances, the funding came with certain strings at-
tached: the rebuilt mosque would no longer reflect their non-Islamic cultural
history. Buddhist architectural style together with its florid decorations would
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not be allowed. The result was mosques that were touted as “authentic” but, in
fact, reflected nothing. Many were made entirely of concrete and white tile.*

Although the Hui Muslims in different regions of China have their own
histories of varying degrees of persecution by the state, their position in China
today is fundamentally different from that of the Uighurs, the second-largest
Muslim group in China. The Uighurs, like other primarily Turkic Muslim
minorities, are concentrated in China’s strategic border regions and in regions
noted for their important natural resources. Moreover, the Uighurs, who are
viewed as the most threatening by the Chinese government, live lives under
increasingly severe political, cultural, and religious state control.’

This chapter on Islam in China provides a historical background to the
arrival and development of Muslim communities, followed by a discussion of
some of the most important challenges facing Muslims in China today as they
seek to maintain their religious and cultural identity during this present period
of rapid economic development and growing social unrest. As disparities in
wealth and development opportunities increasingly divide Chinese society,
communities have found themselves facing unprecedented threats to social
cohesion and traditional values.

Muslim communities, like most minority communities who find them-
selves under threat, have sought to protect themselves by supporting their tra-
ditions. For the Muslims, this has taken the form of developing Islamic edu-
cation programs, together with the creation of informal civil society projects.
However, in Xinjiang, these types of community development projects are now
impossible. While in the past, Uighurs may have been able to take part in a
limited number of community projects, in the present post-9/11 world, the
Chinese government has used the U.S.-sponsored “war on terror” to restrict
almost all activities related to religious, cultural, and ethnic identity.

Others issues addressed include pluralism, minorities, and human rights.
The final section deals with the position of women within Chinese Muslim
communities and the increasingly important role of Islamic and secular ed-
ucation in improving their status.

Historical Background

Shortly after the advent of Islam in the seventh century, there were Muslims in
China, for sea trade networks between China and Southwest Asia had existed
since Roman times when traders from Western Asia learned to harness the
monsoon winds to traverse the Indian Ocean.® Small communities of Muslim
traders and merchants survived for centuries in coastal cities, but there was
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limited intermixing between them and the local Chinese population. It was not
until the thirteenth century, with the establishment of the Mongolian Yuan
dynasty (1274-1368), that tens of thousands of Muslims from Central and
Western Asia were both forcibly moved to China and also recruited by the
Mongols to assist in the governance and development of their rapidly expand-
ing empire. Although some of the higher-ranking Muslim officials may have
been able to arrange marriages with women from their places of origin, it is
generally assumed that most of the soldiers, officials, engineers, architects,
craftsmen, astronomers, scientists, physicians, and farmers who settled in China
during this early period married local women.” Despite centuries of inter-
marriage and relative isolation from the rest of the Islamic world, the Muslims
who arrived at this time were able to establish communities that have survived
down to this day, with many of their cultural and religious traditions intact.®

The Mongol Yuan dynasty, which witnessed this huge influx of hundreds
of thousands of Muslim and other foreigners into China, was followed by the
Ming dynasty (1368-1644), during which power reverted to the Han Chinese.
The Han lost no time in reasserting their political and cultural dominance of
the Middle Kingdom. During this period, numerous laws were passed requir-
ing “foreigners” to dress like Chinese, adopt Chinese surnames, speak Chi-
nese, and essentially, in appearance, become Chinese.

Despite the focus on restoring traditional Chinese culture, one of the
earliest Ming emperors, Yongle, launched a series of massive naval expeditions
to explore the known world. In all, between 1405 and 1432, seven major expe-
ditions were launched, involving hundreds of Chinese vessels and thousands
of tons of goods and valuables to be traded throughout the Southeast Asian
archipelago, the Indian Ocean, and as far as the east coast of Africa.” The suc-
cess of these trading expeditions was no doubt in part due to the fact it was led
by Zheng He, a Muslim from southwest China. A man known for his intel-
ligence and formidable presence, his religion and ability to interact with many
of the Muslim rulers and merchants encountered along the way, would have
greatly facilitated this series of complex diplomatic and trading missions.'®

However, shortly after the death of the Yongle emperor, China’s cosmo-
politan and international initiatives gave way to a period of conservatism and
the redirection of imperial resources toward domestic issues and projects. It
was also during this time that officials within the Ming government changed
the character used to denote the Muslims (hui), by adding the dog radical.
Although historically the dog and insect radicals had been used when devel-
oping names for the non-Han or “barbarian” people the Chinese encountered
either within China or along its borders, this is the only known case in which a
derogatory radical was added to an ethnonym.*
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Despite these restrictions and requirements, the Muslims of China con-
tinued to actively practice their faith and pass it on to their descendants. By the
end of the Ming dynasty, there were enough Chinese Muslim intellectuals who
were thoroughly educated in the classical Confucian tradition that they devel-
oped a new Islamic literary genre: religious works on Islam written in Chinese
that incorporated the vocabulary of Neo-Confucian, Buddhist, and Daoist
thought."

In 1644, the Manchu Qing dynasty (1644-1911) was established, marking
the beginning of a period of tremendous growth and expansion, in terms of
both territory and population.”” The Manchu Qing dynasty, like that of the
Mongols, represented another period of non-Han Chinese rule of China. Travel
restrictions were lifted, and the Muslims of China were once again allowed to
make the pilgrimage to Mecca and study in the major centers of learning in the
Islamic world. During this period, several Hui scholars studied abroad and,
upon their return, started a movement to revitalize Islamic studies by trans-
lating the most important Islamic texts into Chinese and thus making them
more accessible.

Despite the opportunities for travel and study that arose during this period,
the Manchu Qing dynasty also represented a period of unparalleled violence
against the Muslims in China. In northwest China, a series of conflicts arose
within Muslim communities, when Chinese Muslims who had returned from
years of study overseas sought to introduce what were seen as new and un-
orthodox Islamic practices. In several instances, the government intervened,
supporting one group against another, leading to an exacerbation of the con-
flict and outbreaks of mass violence and rebellion, eventually resulting in the
massacre of hundreds of thousands of Muslims. A rebellion involving Mus-
lims also broke out in southwest China, but although the consequences were
equally devastating for the Muslim population, the initial catalyst was quite
different. This uprising resulted in the establishment of an independent Isla-
mic State, known as the Dali Sultanate, which lasted for sixteen years. A care-
ful review of its origins allows us to examine the most common, pernicious, and
damaging stereotypes about Muslims in China: that they are inherently violent.

This stereotype of Muslims in China was first developed by Chinese of-
ficials who were seeking to justify the massacre of entire Muslim communi-
ties, including women and children.'* A close examination of one historical
event in the history of Islam in China—which culminated in the 1870s with
the state-sponsored slaughter of as many as 750,000 Muslim men, women, and
children—will help explain how such prejudices have evolved over time.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, China experienced a mas-
sive population explosion, resulting in millions of Han Chinese moving into
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frontier regions. As more immigrants moved into Yunnan province along the
southwest frontier, there were increasing clashes with the indigenous peoples
and the Hui (who had settled there in the thirteenth century and whose pop-
ulation is estimated to have been 1 million). The Han settlers, not unlike
European settlers throughout much of colonial history, did not view the local
peoples as full humans or citizens with equal rights under the law. Land and
forests were taken from local peoples, who were left destitute and forced to
move either further up into mountainous regions or further south. In one in-
stance, several different ethnic groups rose up in a violent protest against set-
tlers who had destroyed an entire forest to grow cash crops. However, armed
with both weapons and the direct support of the state, the settlers easily sub-
dued the local tribes."

Later, the settlers turned to the land and businesses owned by Muslims,
most of whom had been living in the region for over half a millennium. Many
of the Hui lived in cities and towns, were well educated, and were very much a
part of established communities. When conflicts arose with the newly arrived
settlers, the Hui turned to local officials to uphold the law. However, in a series
of legal disputes between these immigrants and the Hui, local Han Chinese
officials (who were themselves recent immigrants) repeatedly ruled in favor of
their fellow Han Chinese against the local residents. The Muslims then sent
envoys to Beijing seeking justice, but to no avail. Fighting escalated, and after a
government-led massacre of the Muslim population of Kunming, the provin-
cial capital, in desperation, a Chinese Muslim scholar led a movement to
establish an independent state based on Islamic ideals. His followers included
other indigenous peoples, as well as many of the Han Chinese who had also
settled there centuries earlier.

Established in 1856 and centered in Dali, in northwest Yunnan, the Dali
Sultanate survived for almost sixteen years.'® But after he quelled other major
rebellions, the Chinese emperor ordered his troops to concentrate their efforts
on Yunnan. The massacres that ensued wiped out the majority of Muslims
in the region. Estimates of the percentage killed range from Go to 835 percent,
and more than a century later, their population still has not recovered its orig-
inal number. Another consequence of the rebellion was a series of govern-
ment regulations that severely restricted the lives of Muslims. Muslims were
no longer allowed to live within city walls, were restricted to certain occu-
pations, and, in most cases, lost all their personal property, businesses, farm
land, and communal property, such as schools and mosques."”

From a Han Chinese perspective, the insistence on the part of the Mus-
lims to fight for their rights, against the most overwhelming odds, was seen
as a sign of violent tendencies rather than as evidence of a determination for
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justice, regardless of the consequences. During the twentieth century, at dif-
ferent points in time when Chinese Muslims have faced persecution from the
state, they have continued to stand up for their rights, refusing to back down.

For the remaining years of the Qing dynasty, Muslims in regions that had
suffered mass violence sought to rebuild their communities, and Muslims in
other regions sought to avoid conflicts with the state. It was not until the rise of
the Communist Party in the 1930s and 1940s that Muslims were once again
brought into the forefront of political affairs. In an effort to gain as broad a base
of support as possible in their ongoing struggle against the Japanese and the
Nationalists (Guomindang) led by Chiang Kai-shek, the Communists had pro-
mised relative independence and freedom of religion to the Muslims, in ex-
change for their support. Although these promises were respected in the early
years of the People’s Republic of China, during subsequent political cam-
paigns, culminating with the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), the Muslims
of China found their religion outlawed and their religious leaders persecuted,
imprisoned, and even killed. During this period, all worship and religious edu-
cation were forbidden, and even simple common utterances, such as inshallah
(God willing) and al-hamdulillah (thanks be to God), could cause Muslims to
be harassed, imprisoned, tortured, and, in extreme cases, killed.'® Despite the
danger, Muslims in many parts of China continued their religious studies in
secret.'

Mosques, as the centers of communities, were targeted by the state.”
Local officials throughout the country took control of mosques, appropriating
their buildings and land and turning them into factories, storage areas, barns,
and schools. Many were simply destroyed. In addition, deliberate efforts were
made by local officials to defile the mosques and their adjacent land. For exam-
ple, mosques were used to raise pigs, and pig bones or carcasses were thrown
down the drinking wells in mosque courtyards to permanently pollute them.*'

The most extreme example of state-sponsored violence against Muslims
during the Cultural Revolution took place in July 19775, when Shadian, a Mus-
lim village in Yunnan province, was completely destroyed by a group of Red
Guards.?” The Red Guards had occupied the village and set about harassing
the villagers as part of a political education campaign. In a scene reminiscent of
the actions leading up to the massacres of Muslims in this region over a cen-
tury earlier, the villagers, after repeatedly failing to get the outsiders to desist
in their harassment, organized a delegation of local leaders to go to Beijing to
seek justice. Once again, assistance was not forthcoming. Instead, the Red
Guards called in the army and, over the course of one week, destroyed the
entire village, even going so far as to call in MIG jet fighters to bomb the village.
In all, some 1,600 Muslim men, women, and children were killed, and over
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5,000 were wounded. Although people throughout China, especially intellec-
tuals, minorities, and members of religious groups suffered tremendously
during this period, the government never really owned up to what was done.
However, the utter depravity of what happened in Shadian was so extreme that
in 1979 the government officially apologized and provided compensation to the
surviving residents.?®

Recent Revival of Religious Identity

In the years immediately after the Cultural Revolution, the Muslims of China
lost no time in rebuilding their devastated communities. Throughout China,
Muslims slowly began to restore their religious institutions and revive their
religious activities. Their first priority was to rebuild their damaged mosques.
Once communities were able to pray together again, the next priority was to
organize Islamic studies classes. As early as the 1980s, some mosques began
to organize classes for girls, boys, and young adults, as well as for the older men
and women of their communities who had not had the opportunity to study
their religion. Beginning in the early 199o0s, independent Islamic colleges were
also established throughout most of China, except for Xinjiang.

These schools offer a full curriculum, including classes on the Qur’an,
hadith, tafsir, figh, Islamic history, the history of Islam in China, Arabic gram-
mar, and Chinese language. At present, most of the textbooks of the traditional
Islamic sciences are from Saudi Arabia, the Arabic-language textbooks are from
the Foreign Language Institute in Beijing, the Islamic history texts are trans-
lated from the Arabic, and the texts on the history of Islam in China are just
being published. Many of the graduates from these colleges go on to teach in
smaller schools and establish new schools in different regions. A growing num-
ber have chosen to continue their Islamic studies overseas.

Within China, when asked how to explain the recent resurgence in
Islamic education, community members cite two main reasons: a desire to
rebuild what was taken from them, and the hope that a strong religious faith
will help protect Muslim communities from the myriad of social problems
presently besetting China in this day and age of rapid economic development.
Chinese Muslims are adamant about the importance of religion in prepar-
ing themselves and their communities for their future in a state that seems to
be ideologically adrift.

That Muslim communities should place so much emphasis on education,
both secular and religious, should not be a surprise. As other minority groups
who have survived the vicissitudes of state persecution over time, they have
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learned that the only thing that cannot be taken away from them is their edu-
cation. Consequently, Muslims in several regions of China are overrepresented
among teachers, professors, and college graduates.

Expanding Networks and Developing Identity

In addition to promoting religious knowledge, Islamic schools have also taken
important roles in strengthening networks between Muslim communities,
both within China and abroad, and in promoting different degrees of religious
identity. In the different regions in China, even in the most remote and im-
poverished areas, Muslim villagers are informed and aware of the situation of
Muslims living in the region and in other parts of China, as well as the latest
issues concerning Muslim communities throughout the world. These networks
were originally based on the trade routes plied by Muslims throughout the
country, as they have for centuries dominated the transport trade (originally
through horse carts, and now through trucks). Muslims traveling to study under
different religious scholars has also been a constant source of flows of infor-
mation. Muslim communities have established journals and newsletters and,
most recently, websites. The range of this network of information has xpanded
dramatically recently, with increasing numbers of students going overseas to
further their Islamic studies. Although there are no official records kept, it is
estimated that there is a total of between 1,000 and 1,500 Chinese Muslims
presently studying in Egypt, Syria, Pakistan, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and
Malaysia.”* Al Azhar has the largest number, with approximately 300 students.
Most of the students are sponsored by their family and community, and they
receive a small stipend at whichever Islamic university they attend.?

In conversations with Chinese Muslims who were studying, or had grad-
uated from Islamic universities in Damascus, Cairo, Malaysia, Pakistan, Saudi
Arabia, and Iran, it became clear that these young people had learned a tre-
mendous amount about the rest of the world and the challenges faced by Mus-
lims elsewhere. Most students stay abroad for between five and eight years.
Some go on for postgraduate degrees, while others choose to settle, at least
temporarily, in the cities where they studied. I met graduates in Damascus and
Cairo who had set up small businesses or were working as translators for
Middle Eastern companies doing business with China. There are also students
who decide to study overseas for more practical reasons. As the Chinese gov-
ernment has abandoned its long-standing policy of fully funding college ed-
ucation, and passed the bulk of the expense onto students and their parents,
some families have chosen to use the money they would have spent educating
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their child at home to send them abroad. Islamic universities overseas are
often a popular option, as the expense is reasonable and it would be relatively
easy to make contacts with other Chinese Muslims studying there, thus facil-
itating the process.*®

Those who return to China bring back an awareness of the world and
a strong foundation in Islamic studies. Although many hope to immediately
take up positions as imams (or ahong, from the Persian akhund, as they are
known in China) in their home towns and villages, it is often the case that the
religious leaders of the community, although impressed with their foreign
training, want to make sure the future imams have also acquired an under-
standing of their own communities and their needs.

One final indication of the growing awareness of multiple degrees and
facets of religious identity is the recent trend among religious educated Mus-
lims in China to distinguish between ethnic and religious identity. In the past,
if you wanted to ask if someone were Muslim, you would say, are they “Hui.”
Technically, Hui refers to ethnicity only, but that has been conflated with reli-
gious identity. Now, Chinese Muslims very self-consciously will distinguish
between someone being “Hui” and their being Muslim. For example, the re-
sponse could now be, “yes, they’re Hui, and they are also Muslim,” or “they are
Hui, but they are not Muslim.”

Human Rights Concerns: From the Cultural
Revolution to the Post-9/11 War on Terror

In the immediate aftermath of 9 /11 and the United States’ subsequent “war on
terror,” the Chinese government lost no time in further restricting the lives
of Muslims in Xinjiang.”” Claiming extensive ties existed between separatist
groups in Xinjiang and international terrorist networks, China used their “sup-
port” of the “war on terror” as justification for a widespread attack on all forms
of popular resistance to state policies in Xinjiang. As the Uighurs in Xinjiang
(the largest Muslim ethnic group in northwest China) had always faced severe
political, religious, and cultural restraints by the state, concern was immedi-
ately raised that the “war on terror” could have a serious effect on them. In
a November 2001 visit to China, United Nations High Commissioner for
Human Rights Mary Robinson, “warned China not to use the American-led
campaign against terrorism as a pretext to suppress ethnic minority groups.”28
Unfortunately, China did not heed such warnings. Moreover, China’s increas-
ingly severe policies in Xinjiang appeared to gain international support in
August 2002, when American Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage
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announced during an official visit to Beijing that the Bush administration had
decided to acquiesce to Beijing’s request that an obscure Uighur group, the
ETIM (Eastern Turkestan Islamic Movement) be listed as a “terrorist organi-
zation.””” This group was so small and so obscure that even experts in the field
had never heard of it. Nevertheless, its placement on an international list of
terrorist organizations implied that China was also a victim of international
terror networks and would thus be an important and active participant in the
“war on terror.”*°

Initial reports in the Chinese press claimed hundreds of Muslim extrem-
ists had been caught in Afghanistan. And although these reports did prove to be
greatly exaggerated, twenty-two Uighurs did end up in Guantanamo. At least
half of them are ready to be released, but the United States is reluctant to
return them to China for fear of their being executed. As of February 2003, the
United States had not been able to persuade any third-party countries to accept
the Uighurs; in part, this may be because the United States is refusing to accept
any themselves. So far, Germany, Switzerland, Finland, and Norway have all
rejected U.S. requests.*!

Closely linked to the impact of 9/11 on Muslims in China is the issue of
human rights, specifically those of the Uighurs in Xinjiang. Although Muslims
throughout China face a variety of challenges and are the subject of a wide
range of discriminatory actions, the situation for the indigenous peoples of
Xinjiang is unprecedented in its severity, surpassing even the repressive pol-
icies facing the Tibetans. Muslims who hold official positions, including fac-
ulty at the universities, are forbidden to carry out any religious activity in public.
They are not allowed to attend mosque, fast during Ramadan, or in any other
way respect their religious traditions in public. There are signs on mosques
refusing entry to anyone under eighteen years of age.*” Islamic education out-
side the one officially controlled school is forbidden.

Once the overwhelming majority in Xinjiang, Uighur and other Muslim
peoples will soon be outnumbered by Han Chinese immigrants. In the early
years of the Communist rule, millions of Han Chinese were forcibly relocated to
Xinjiang to work on state farms and in the mining and oil industries. When
government laws controlling migration were eased, some of the early settlers
decided to return to their birthplaces. More recently, once again millions of Han
are moving to Xinjiang, but this time on their own in search of jobs. The gov-
ernment is encouraging this trend, often offering subsidies to Han settlers.*’
And although the government is committed to spending millions of dollars on
development projects there, the primary beneficiaries in virtually every major in-
dustrial and development project have been the immigrant Han Chinese popu-
lation, and often with tremendous negative environmental impact on the region.
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In addition to being the most natural resource-rich region of China (with
major sources of oil and natural gas), Xinjiang is also a strategic border region
with its neighbors, Pakistan, India, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakstan, Mon-
golia, and Russia. Furthermore, it is the site of China’s nuclear weapon devel-
opment and testing site. Consequently, it is highly unlikely that the Chinese
government will accede to any of the demands of the indigenous Muslim pop-
ulation to grant them greater political autonomy and greater freedom of reli-
gious practice.

The state has conflated the practice of Islam with separatist activity and
completely overreacted in illegally prohibiting almost all forms of Islamic ed-
ucation and public religious practice. Thousands of Uighurs in Xinjiang have
been thrown in jail and sentenced without public trial. An untold number have
been executed upon being accused of political crimes.**

In one of the most well documented cases of government harassment, a
prominent Uighur businesswoman, Rebiya Kadeer, was arrested in August
1999, as she was on her way to a scheduled meeting with a member of a U.S.
Congressional Research delegation. In March 2000, in a secret trial, during
which neither she nor her lawyer was allowed to speak in her defense, she was
sentenced to eight years in prison. Accused of spying, her actual crime was
reported to have been sending her husband, who was living in the United
States, clippings from local newspapers.*® Kadeer’s case is especially troubling
because for years she had been held up as an example by the government as
an ideal citizen. A successful businesswomen (and mother of eleven), she
had used her wealth and resources to establish the “Thousand Mothers’
Movement,” a project that provided job training and employment for Uighur
women.>® She also established evening schools to combat illiteracy among
adult Uighurs. In 2004, she was awarded the Thorolf Rafto Human Rights
Award, Norway’s prestigious annual humanitarian award (and a frequent pre-
cursor to the Nobel Peace Prize winner). After years of demands for her release
from a range of governments and international human rights organizations
(including the U.S. government, the British Foreign Office, and Amnesty In-
ternational),®” it was only in March 2005, just days before an official visit by
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, that Kadeer was finally released.*®

Another controversial case is that of Tohti Tunyaz, a Uighur historian
who had been working on his Ph.D. at Tokyo University in Japan. He was
arrested in February 1998, while he was visiting Xinjiang to collect material
for his dissertation on the history of China’s policies toward ethnic minority
groups. He was sentenced to eleven years in prison for “illegally acquiring state

secrets.”*?
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This attack on a historian with no known ties to any extremist groups, or
history of political activity, is an example of the government’s increasing at-
tempts to control culture as much as religion and political ideas. Even language
has recently come under attack. In 2002, the government issued a procla-
mation ending the use of Uighur language in colleges and universities in
Xinjiang.*® In addition, there was also a public book-burning campaign that
resulted in hundreds, if not thousands, of books written in Uighur being de-
stroyed.*! These attacks on cultural identity have had a chilling effect on the
Uighurs in Xinjiang, as well as on those in exile, for it seems that the state is
seeking to undermine the survival of a culture. In the past, it was during times
of persecution and hardship that Muslims found renewed faith. By seeking to
undermine the religion and culture of the Uighurs, the state may, in fact, be
strengthening them. What is most troubling is the prospect of creating a self-
fulfilling prophecy of widespread violent unrest, for as one scholar has argued,
“the Chinese are sowing seeds of an ethnic resentment so profound as to
jeopardize the very stability they claim to defend.”*?

Current repressive tactics not only undermine the Muslims’ rights to prac-
tice their faith and pass on their religious, moral, and cultural values to their
children, they also undermine the Muslims’ trust in the Chinese government.
And although there are numerous reports made by the Chinese state, and
often repeated in the Western press, that radical separatism is a common desire
in Xinjiang, in fact, the overwhelming majority of Uighurs in Xinjiang, while
not uncritical of China’s policies, are resigned to the reality of Chinese rule.
The small number of violent protests are resented by most and seen as adding
to the state’s further justification of political crackdowns and control. Uighurs
speak with increasing despair of their desire simply to be allowed to practice
their religion, continue to use their language in their studies, and uphold their
traditional cultural practices, as citizens of China.

Democratization, Civil Society, and Islamic Education

Although limited village elections have been held in different regions of China,
in point of fact China has made little progress toward real democratization.
Even if village elections continue, it is unlikely that minorities in China, in-
cluding the Muslim nationalities, will experience any significant democratic
reform, as most of these populations tend to live in politically strategic border
regions or in regions with major natural resources of which the state seeks to
maintain control. As Chairman Mao is reported to have said, “China is rich in
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people, land, and natural resources; but in fact it is the Han who are rich in
people, and the minorities who are rich in land and natural resources.”

Since the early 1990s, a wide range of civil society programs have been
established in China. Some focus on rural development and public health
issues, while others focus on urban social problems. However, the degree to
which these organizations are truly nongovernmental is debatable, as the gov-
ernment still maintains a high level of control over most levels of society.
Nevertheless, many of these organizations have proven to be extremely effec-
tive in their efforts to develop projects to address a range of development issues
in China today, some with the support of the state, and others independently.

Muslim groups in China face a particularly daunting challenge in estab-
lishing civil society organizations, for technically any organization involving
Muslims must be established through the auspices of either the Religious Af-
fairs Bureau or the Islamic Association of China. These organizations, staffed
by Communist Party cadres, are able to control almost all aspects of public
religious activity. Although one of its responsibilities is to protect religious
practices, as Communist Party members are required to be atheists, many
religious leaders in China believe that the Religious Affairs Bureau is more
interested in controlling religion than in supporting it. With regard to the
Muslim populations, the Religious Affairs Bureau has the final say in the ap-
pointment of imams to every mosque in the country, and it decides which ones
will be allowed to lead Friday prayers. They decide whether to approve the re-
pair or construction of new mosques and Islamic schools. The bureau is also in
charge of the several government Islamic colleges spread out around the coun-
try, and it selects the curriculum, teachers, and students admitted. Muslim
students hoping to travel abroad to continue their studies must first receive
permission from the bureau,*’ as must those planning to go on hajj.

The issue of the hajj continues to be one of the most serious grievances of
Muslims in China against the contraints placed on them by the Chinese state.
Beginning in the 1980s, Muslims in China were once again allowed to go on
the annual hajj pilgrimage. According to the China Islamic Association, every
year approximately 2,000 Muslims take part in the government-sponsored
pilgrimage. However, the state has instituted severe restrictions: for example,
pilgrims must be at least sixty years old and not traveling with their spouse.
Also, the official quota of 2,000 per year is much lower than the usual Saudi
calculation of 1,000 pilgrims for every 1 million of a country’s Muslim popu-
lation. In China’s case, that should result in a quota of at least 20,000. Some
Muslims who already have passports are able to make the pilgrimage inde-
pendently, or travel via a third country, but for the vast majority of Muslims in
China, the possibility of making the hajj remains distant. In 2004, reports
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surfaced that China has loosened some of the restrictions regarding age, and
although the official quota remained 2,000, according to Chinese govern-
ment reports in January 2006, an estimated 7,000 Chinese Muslims took
part in the hajj.** It appears that many, if not most, of these pilgrims obtained
their visas from neighboring countries such as Pakistan and Thailand.

In response to this strict government control, Muslim communities
throughout China have established informal civil society projects that seek to
support those communities most in need. The long-standing informal net-
works that connect Muslim communities throughout China, in addition to
acting as conduits for a continual flow of information, have acted to ensure that
there is a constant redistribution of resources among different communities.
Large mosques and Islamic schools are the most common sources of funding
for both individuals and communities in need. But, in addition, beginning in
the 1990s, more and more individual Muslims who have become very wealthy
have developed their own methods of contributing to the welfare of the Muslim
community as a whole. Most of these projects focus on education, from pre-
school to university programs, but there are also projects to develop Muslim
orphanages and nursing homes. The lack of nursing homes for elderly Mus-
lims has recently become a pressing issue, as more and more older Muslims
find themselves in government-operated nursing homes where it becomes dif-
ficult, if not impossible, for Muslims to adhere to dietary restrictions.

Once again, it is through Islamic education that most of the activism of the
Muslim communities is organized. Every year, hundreds of young people who
have just graduated from Islamic colleges throughout China volunteer to teach
for several years in whichever communities are most in need of access to
Islamic studies classes. Although it might mean years away from family and
friends, often living in the most impoverished regions of China, these young
people are determined to share their knowledge, teaching Arabic and a basic
knowledge of Islam to Muslims of all ages. They also serve as yet one more tie
between the different Muslim communities. Those from wealthier commu-
nities often organize drives for food, clothing, and school supplies, to benefit
those living in poorer communities. These young people are also a tremendous
source of information about Muslim communities in other parts of China, as
well as the world Muslim ummah. Moreover, in many poor villages, these vol-
unteer teachers also provide the only source of education children might re-
ceive. Since the mid 199o0s,as the state has dramatically reduced its funding
of all levels of education, increasing numbers of poor village children are not
being educated. Although technically, public schools are not allowed to charge
tuition, they are allowed to charge a wide range of fees, which although indi-
vidually are almost negligible, quickly add up to make education unaffordable
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for a rapidly growing segment of the rural population. Consequently, in some
particularly poor villages, Islamic schools may be the only means for children
to learn to read and write in Chinese.

Beginning in 2000, Muslim college students have taken an increasingly
active role in supporting both civil society and Islamic projects. For example,
through donations from a wealthy businessman, a group of Muslim college
students was able to take part in an intensive medical care training program
at a major medical school. In addition, in one city in southwest China, Muslim
students from several different universities pooled their resources in order to
facilitate the students fasting during Ramadan. As none of the university cafe-
terias would adjust their schedule to allow for students to have an early morn-
ing meal or dinner at the appropriate time, students took it upon themselves to
rent an apartment near the universities and organize the cooking of meals at
appropriate times. Activities like these further strengthen the practice of Islam
among Muslim college students and facilitate the ties among them.

Although in the past there is evidence that Muslim communities actively
supported wagqf foundations, in the present period this has not been possible.
At the beginning of Communist rule in China, land, and later all businesses
were nationalized, and although recently there has been a land reform process
by which individuals have been given limited ownership over property and bus-
iness, to what extent this ownership can be passed on is not clear. Further-
more, although most mosques were eventually returned to their communities
in the aftermath of the chaos of the Cultural Revolution, throughout China,
mosques (and their surrounding neighborhood) that have been deemed to be
in the way of urban development projects have been systematically torn down.

The loss of Muslim neighborhoods in urban areas has been devastating to
Muslim communities. Although historical neighborhoods in cities throughout
China have fallen victim to the wreckers’ ball, the effect on Muslim commu-
nities, already tiny minorities in an ocean of Han Chinese, have proved disas-
trous. In addition, unlike all other minority groups, who tend to live in relative
proximity to one another in rural areas, the Hui are the one minority most
likely to live in cities in every region of China. When government city planners
decide to tear down old neighborhoods, residents who can prove ownership of
their homes are usually assigned public housing in developments on the edge
of the city. In the case of Muslim neighborhoods, residents have been prom-
ised that their communities will remain intact as they will receive adjacent
public housing assignments. However, in numerous cases, once neighbor-
hoods were destroyed, when public housing project assignments were subse-
quently issued, these promises had not been kept.
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For example, in Kunming, of the five traditional Muslim neighborhoods
that had existed for centuries, only two remain, and in both cases they are a
small fraction of their original size and growing smaller every year. The resi-
dents of the neighborhoods destroyed since 1990 found themselves indis-
criminately scattered throughout the public housing projects; not only were
they now living far away from their mosques and markets, they were also living
widely separated, with no Muslim neighbors and no means of community
support. In one particularly poignant case, an elderly woman I knew ended up
living alone in a large apartment block with no Muslim neighbors or friends
nearby. When she died, less than two years after moving to her assigned gov-
ernment apartment, it was days before her body was found. For many older
Muslims living in cities, forced to abandon the neighborhoods they grew up in,
these policies have proved devastating, and in some cases a nightmare.

According to some reports, a handful of cities in China have turned over
historic Muslim districts to the Muslim population in perpetuity. But the
majority of Muslim districts in the country do not have complete control of the
future of their community. To the best of my knowledge, independent Islamic
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that focus on public health,* devel-
opment projects, or micro-credit initiatives (i.e., along the Grameen model)
have yet to be established. However, with increasing contacts between Mus-
lims in China and those outside, as well as Chinese Muslims being exposed to
a range of civil society projects in the countries in which they study overseas, it
is only a matter of time before such organizations begin to flourish.

Economic Growth, Social Unrest, and Ethnic Tensions

As minorities in a nation state controlled by a communist party and one dom-
inant ethnic group, Muslims in China are extremely vulnerable to state poli-
cies, and they are not readily in a position to actively promote pluralism. For
the most part, Muslims in China have not been activists, regularly demon-
strating or demanding certain rights. On occasion, however, they have orga-
nized demonstrations in response to specific actions that they felt represented
an attack on Islam. The most famous example became known as the Chinese
Salman Rushdie case, as it involved the publication of a book that included
statements extremely insulting to Islam. Muslims throughout China demon-
strated, demanding that the government (which controls all publishing houses
in China) immediately stop publication and recall all copies of the offending
text.*
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Since the early 1990s, China has experienced an extraordinary level of
economic development and made huge improvements in quality of life. How-
ever, these advances have been concentrated in urban coastal regions and for
the most part have left the rural population behind, in the proverbial dust. As
80 percent of China’s population remain peasants tied to the land, this means
that there are more than 9goo million people who have not been able to fully
benefit from the development taking place along the coast and in larger cities.
Income inequalities are now among the worst in the world, and still growing.*’
As urban residents enjoyed significant increases in income, improvement in
quality of housing, access to an ever-growing range of quality consumer goods,
and a general improvement in quality of life, peasants found their lives under
increasing strain. Every year, millions leave their villages in search for jobs in
cities, and those left behind struggle under the increasing burden of low prices
for their crops and increasing taxes. Greatly exacerbating their precarious
position is the increasing problem of local officials preying on peasants by
illegally instituting literally hundreds of fees. Although the state has repeatedly
promised to crack down on this form of corruption, it appears to be making
little headway.

As a result, a rapidly increasing number of protests have broken out
throughout China, with more and more becoming violent. According to Out-
look, an official publication of the Chinese Communist Party, in 2003, there
were more than 58,000 reported incidents of social unrest in different regions
of China.*® These protests are concentrated in rural areas and are rarely cov-
ered by local or international media, as the government usually issues a news
blackout immediately. It is only recently, with the growing use of the Internet
and cell phones, that news of protests has leaked out before a clampdown can
be instituted. Some of the protests are by peasants who have lost their land to
development projects or dams, but most are related to accusations of corrup-
tion against local officials.

It in within this context of increasing rural protests and violence that
ethnic unrest has broken out in different regions of China between Han
Chinese and Hui. Although the Han Chinese greatly outnumber the Hui, they
often claim to feel threatened by the Hui. The Hui, meanwhile, due to their
small numbers and minority status, are vulnerable to harassment by Han and
local officials. Many of these incidents are sparked by minor accidents that set
off a series of reactions, eventually leading to violence. Although Han and Hui
have lived side by side for centuries, it seems that recent hardships faced by
most rural Chinese have begun to be expressed in ethnic violence. The Han
view the Hui as clannish and prone to violence; the Hui claim that when at-
tacked by Han, they have no choice but to call on other Hui in the village or their
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brethren from neighboring areas for support. As Hui stream in to support
their beleaguered comrades, Han often panic.

Two recent incidents have been fairly well documented and are no doubt
representative of other outbreaks that have occurred. The first incident took
place in Shandong province in 2000, and the second in Henan province in
central China, in 2004. The first incident took place over several months and
was initially triggered when Muslim villagers organized protests against a Han
butcher who had insisted on setting up a “Muslim Pork” stand. After repeated
efforts to persuade the butcher to take down the offensive sign failed, the Hui
organized a march to the local county government office to petition for their
assistance. Not only did the local officials refuse to address their complaint,
they arrested three of the petitioners. When word spread of the arrests, Hui
from neighboring villages descended on the town and demonstrations con-
tinued. The incident might have just ended then, but in December, in the mid-
dle of Ramadan, a Han villager hung a pig’s head outside the local mosque.*’
Demonstrations ensued, with thousands of Hui streaming in from an even
larger area. As they approached the city, members of China’s People’s Armed
Police opened fire, killing six and injuring more than forty.>® At that point,
Beijing had to intervene; several local officials were fired, and compensation
was promised to the families of those killed.>*

In the fall of 2004, in Henan province, there was another major case of
unrest involving Hui and Han Chinese. In this incident, a car accident trig-
gered a series of events that led to martial law being declared. Although the
exact nature of the accident is unknown, violence broke out between Han and
Hui and then quickly escalated. Homes and businesses of both groups were
looted or burned down; untold numbers were injured. As Hui from neigh-
boring regions began to arrive to support their greatly outnumbered brethren,
panic rose among the Han as rumors spread of “a planeload of Huis flying in
from the northwest region of Ningxia.” Local authorities called in as many as
10,000 anti-riot and military police to restore order. Martial law was declared,
and checkpoints were set up all around the village; no one was allowed in, in-
cluding reporters. Local religious leaders helped the security forces convince
Hui who came to support those under siege that order had been restored and
there was no need for their assistance.** According to some reports, 148 people
were killed; however, the government claims a much smaller number.>*

Although there are some Muslim communities that prefer to have as little
contact as possible with neighboring villages (be they Han Chinese or another
minority community) there are others who actively cultivate good relations
with non-Muslim neighboring villages. One example of a Muslim community
that has maintained close relations with their Han Chinese neighbors for over
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700 years, and continues to do so down to this day, are the villages of Najiaying
and Gucheng, in south central Yunnan. First settled by Muslims at the begin-
ning of the fourteenth century, this fertile plain also became the home of early
Han Chinese settlers from central China. Over the centuries, these commu-
nities formed close relations, to the extent that when a rebellion broke out in
Yunnan in the 1850s, the two communities formed a mutual protection pact.
During this rebellion, hundreds of thousands of people were massacred, but in
these villages no lives were lost. When government soldiers approached the
village, the Han Chinese villagers would come out to meet them and assure
them that no Muslims lived there. And when rebel soldiers arrived, Muslim
villagers would come out and assure them that they were all Muslim and sup-
ported the rebellion. As a result of this close cooperation, this area was spared
the bloodshed and destruction that prevailed elsewhere in the province, and to
this day this area is one of the most prosperous in the region.

Since the mid 198os, residents have established a wide range of small
factories and businesses that attract workers from all over southwest China.
Although extremely successful, local village leaders continue to be aware of the
importance of close relations with neighboring Han Chinese and local officials,
and as a result they regularly invite them as guests to all their major celebra-
tions and religious activities. They also invite representatives of the major gov-
ernment bureaucracies to give presentations on the responsibilities of their
offices. And finally, when community resources are needed for public devel-
opment projects such as road building or installing electrical systems, the
wealthier Muslim communities make a point to subsidize neighboring com-
munities who lack the resources.

As mentioned earlier, Muslims in China are all identified through their
government-assigned ethnicity and not through any means of personally
stated religious belief. There are several consequences of this policy. One is
that many Muslims now conflate ethnicity with religion and will, for example,
ask if someone is Hui when they actually mean to ask if they are Muslim. In
addition, there is a growing number of converts to Islam, but there is no way
to identify them as such in the national census.

Despite their large population, in China, Muslims still (officially) only make
up less than 2 percent of the total population of more than 1.3 billion. As a
result, they continue to be a relatively vulnerable minority group. Unlike other
minority groups, the Muslims have for the most part escaped state efforts to
exoticize and commodify them. For example, in the several ethnic minority
theme parks located in different parts of China, where tourists come to watch
different minority groups sing and dance in colorful indigenous clothing, the
Muslim minorities have not been included. This is partly because they have no
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wish to be included and partly because the Han Chinese have yet to figure out a
way to make the Muslims sufficiently exotic and entertaining.

Relations between China’s ten major ethnic groups identified as Muslim,
as well as relations between Chinese Muslims and other minority groups, is
a complex and dynamic phenomenon. In Xinjiang there is a long history of
intermittent conflict between the sedentary Uighur, who live primarily in the
oasis towns, and the Kazak, who are nomadic and live in the surrounding moun-
tains. Within the towns, there have also been occasional conflicts between the
Uighurs and the Hui. Although there are historical reasons for tensions be-
tween these communities, more recently Uighurs have expressed resentment
over the fact that the Hui, who are the most assimilated of China’s Muslim
groups, are able to pass as Han and therefore are not subject to the wide-
spread harassment suffered by the Uighur. As one Uighur explained, “if we
are all demonstrating in the streets together, when the police come, all the
Hui have to do is take off their skull caps, and they can blend right in with
the crowd, whereas we can’t, and we end up getting beaten up.”** Today,
however, as Muslims throughout China have been subjected to additional
constraints by the state, and as a result of growing strength of an international
Muslim identity, relations between China’s different Muslim communities
are strengthening.

One final note regarding minorities in China: One of the most extraor-
dinary characteristics of the Hui in China is the degree to which they have
assimilated to whichever large ethnic group they live among. Over the centuries,
as Muslims settled in virtually every region of China, many found themselves
living among different minority peoples. For example, in western China, there
are Tibetan-Hui, Bai-Hui, Dai-Hui, Wa-Hui, and Yi-Hui, to name just some.
They are indistinguishable from the minority group among whom they live,
but they also happen to be Muslim. For example, Tibetan-Hui live in Tibet,
speak Tibetan, wear Tibetan clothing, live in traditional Tibetan style homes,
and eat a traditional Tibetan diet. And although their identity is further com-
plicated by yet one more layer, Dai-Hui, Bai-Hui, and other mixed Hui people
with whom I have spoken are equally adamant and proud of each of their three
identities: ethnic, religious, and national.

Challenges Facing Women and Girls in China
and the Role of Islam as a Mitigating Factor

Although Mao once proclaimed, “Women hold up half the sky,” recent eco-
nomic reforms have had negative if not disastrous effects on the lives of
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many women and girls in China. Since the late 1980s, the status of women,
particularly in rural areas, has declined. The slow dismantling of the state’s
social welfare benefits and guarantees, combined with the growing depen-
dence on a market-driven economy, and the continued enforcement of China’s
policy of only one child in a family, have resulted in the undermining of the
status of women. Trafficking in women has become a serious problem in
virtually every region of the country. Every year, millions of women migrate
from rural areas to coastal cities in search of factory jobs. Away from their
families and networks of support, growing numbers of these women are vul-
nerable to being either lured or forced into prostitution, or they are sold as
wives to men from areas that have severe shortages of women.

One of the reasons for the shortage of women is the untold millions of
baby girls who have been killed or aborted since the implementation of the one-
child policy in 1979. As rural couples are completely dependent on the support
of their sons when they grow old, many families are adamant that their one
child be a boy. It is now estimated that by 2015, there will be between 40 and
60 million missing women in China, resulting in an equal number of young
men who will never be able to find wives.>® Throughout Chinese history, em-
perors have known of the serious social unrest caused by having large numbers
of unmarried men. Known as “bare sticks” in Chinese, as they resembled
branches that would never bear fruit, they were held responsible for causing
excessive violence and crime. Today in China the shortage of women has
resulted in a huge increase in prostitution, in addition to the forcible trafficking
in women.

Other evidence of the extreme difficulties facing women in China today
can be seen in the rise in female suicides, especially in rural areas. China is
now one of the very few countries in the world where more women kill them-
selves than men.>®

Although Muslim women in rural areas of China face many of these same
challenges, in some respects their religion has protected them from some
of the worst dangers facing others. To begin with, Chinese Muslims do not
practice female infanticide. Although some scholars have argued it is because
of the less strict enforcement of family planning laws for minorities living in
most areas, the more likely explanation is the extremely negative affiliation of
female infanticide with the jahaliyya period. One of the defining characteristics
of bedouin living in the days before Islam was their practice of carrying out
female infanticide by burying baby girls in the desert. One of the most dra-
matic descriptions of the day of judgment is found in Surah 81, and it refers to
all those infant girls:



ISLAM IN CHINA 219

When the sun is overthrown,

And when the stars fall,

And when the hills are moved,

And when the camels big with young are abandoned,
And when the wild beasts are herded together,

And when the seas rise,

And when souls are reunited,

And when the girl-child that was buried alive is asked,
For what sin she was slain,

And when the pages are laid open,

And when the sky is torn away,

And when hell is lighted,

And when the Garden is brought nigh,

(Then) every soul will know what it hath made ready.>’

As a consequence, Muslim communities are not suffering the serious shortage
of women experienced by Han Chinese communities. Prostitution, while com-
mon in most areas of China, is relatively uncommon in Muslim communities.
Also, as Muslim women appear to be less likely to travel to distant cities in
search of jobs, they are less vulnerable to being kidnapped and trafficked or
forced into prostitution. Finally, in some regions of China, Muslims take spe-
cial pride in their daughters, and one of the ways they define themselves vis-a-
vis the Han Chinese is that they seem themselves as a community which re-
spects women, whereas Han are characterized as having a “zhong nan, qing
nu” attitude, or one that favors men and belittles women.

Throughout China, Muslim women are playing an active role in the revival
of Islamic education, as both teachers and students. Young women attend the
coeducational Islamic schools and colleges, as well as the schools designated
for women only. The female graduates of these schools have taken an active
role in promoting the study of Islam among other Muslims. Most become
teachers themselves upon graduation, either working in Islamic schools that
are already established or helping to establish new schools in poor and remote
regions. Several recent graduates have also established Islamic before-school
and after-school programs for Muslim children.

In China, the state maintains complete control over the curriculum of all
primary and secondary schools. Although in the past, Muslim communities
established their own schools in which they were able to combine both secular
and religious studies, after 1949 the state took over control of these schools and
their curriculum. As these schools were often among of the finest in the area,
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their loss was a significant blow to Muslim communities in different regions of
China. Today, because state law prohibits children from attending any school
other than a government school during regular school hours, all Islamic
education classes are offered in before-school and after-school programs and
intensive sessions organized during school vacations. These efforts represent
some of the most important ways in which Muslim communities are reviving
their religious identity.

These women speak clearly and confidently about the importance of
Islam in their lives, their commitment to Islamic education, and their deter-
mination to educate others. Many of these young women volunteer upon
graduation from Islamic colleges to teach in remote impoverished villages,
isolated from friends and family. Others have established independent Islamic
girl’s schools. One spoke of the fundamental role women played in society
and the importance of the role of education, for as she put it, “educate a man,
educate an individual; educate a woman, educate a nation.” Sitting in a small
village in a remote part of China, she listed the various ways in which a young
girl’s education could have a major effect on the health and social well-being
of her future children and grandchildren and the community at large. She
seemed to know intuitively what it had taken several international NGOs years
of research and millions of dollars to realize.

Chinese Muslims’ commitment to girl’s education has also allowed for an
important alliance between religious leaders and government officials deter-
mined to stem the tide of rural households forgoing education for their daugh-
ters. Since the 199o0s, government fiscal reforms have resulted in the burden of
support for public education being passed from the central government to local
governments. As a result, due to lack of funds, local governments have often
introduced school fees that have multiplied over the years. These fees have now
reached crippling proportions, and as a result, an increasing number of rural
farmers are choosing to forgo educating their children, especially their daugh-
ters. In response, the All-China Women’s Federation has begun a rural cam-
paign to encourage the education of daughters. In Muslim regions, imams
have worked together with this government group to remind peasants in rural
areas of their religious obligation within Islam to educate all their children.

Conclusion
At present, despite the fact that their Islamic identity makes them significantly

more vulnerable to government surveillance and potential harassment, for the
Muslims of China, Islam is a major source of conviction and pride. Their faith
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engenders a strength of identity and self-confidence that enables them to more
readily meet the challenges caused by the myriad of contemporary social pro-
blems presently besetting China. While so many in China today desperately
seek an ideology in which they can believe and place their faith, the Muslims of
China are able to look to their religion as one that may have been attacked and
persecuted in the past but has never been discredited. Moreover, the social
problems in China today are serious, and they directly or indirectly affect vir-
tually everyone in every region. HIV/AIDS and drug addiction are now prob-
lems in every province of China, prostitution is rampant, violent crime has
increased exponentially, women are kidnapped and bought and sold through-
out the country, and unemployment is a growing concern everywhere. Exacer-
bating the feelings of social malaise accompanying these problems is the gov-
ernment’s systematic dismantling of the socialist welfare state. Free housing,
education, and medical care are now things of the past. Emergency patients are
literally left to die on the doorsteps of hospital emergency rooms because they
are now not allowed in unless they have cash on hand to pay for their medical
care. As mentioned earlier, education fees are now prohibitively expensive in
many rural areas. Although Muslims face these same challenges, and in many
regions of China they are significantly poorer than the Han Chinese, Muslim
communities have tried to band together to give each other as much support as
possible. But, perhaps most importantly, at a time when so much seems to be
changing so fast in China, and almost always for the worse in rural China, the
Muslims are at least able to find some solace and hope in their faith.

In conclusion, although maintaining their religious beliefs and practices
over the centuries has been a continual challenge, Muslims in China have
always been confident of their identities as both Muslims and Chinese. Al-
though many scholars have presumed that these identities were somehow
inherently antagonistic, the survival of Islam in China for over a millennium
belies these assumptions. Islamic and Chinese values have both proven to be
sufficiently complementary, dynamic, and fluid to allow for the flourishing of
Islam in China, and for the Muslims of China there is no doubt that their tra-
ditions are authentically Islamic, their faith is strong, and they are true Muslims.

NOTES

1. According to the 2000 China national census, the Hui population of China is
approximately 9.2 million and the Uighur population is 8.6 million. The other
Muslim populations are Kazak, 1.3 million; Dongxiang, 400,000; Kirghiz, 171,000;
Salar, 90,000; Tajik, 41,000; Uzbek, 14,000; Baonan, 13,000; and Tatar, 5,000.
Muslim scholars estimate the population total to be at least 50 million.
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2. Women’s mosques in China date back centuries. Led by woman imams,
they act as a center for women’s Islamic studies and community development pro-
jects. For more on women’s mosques in central China, see Maria Jaschok and Shui
Jingjun, The History of Women’s Mosques in Chinese Islam: A Mosque of Their Own
(Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2000).

3. Ironcially, after surviving in relative isolation for centuries, Islamic calligraphy
in China has come under the greatest threat since the mid 1990s. As increasing
numbers of Chinese Muslim students study overseas, they learn the more traditional
Arabic calligraphy styles and then introduce them to communities in China. Often
viewed as more “authentic” than local styles, they are often quickly adopted. In ad-
dition, many of the Muslims who in the past would have decorated their homes
with Islamic calligraphy made by local artists are now buying the readily available
Islamic-themed posters imported from Pakistan and the Middle East. For an excellent
account of Arabic calligraphy in China, see Wasma’a K. Chorbachi et al., “Arabic
Calligraphy in Twentieth-Century China,” paper presented at a conference, “The Le-
gacy of Islam in China: An International Symposium in Memory of Joseph F. Fletcher,
Harvard University, April 14-16, 1999.

4. Traditional mosques in China were not the only ones to suffer this fate.
Outside funding from the Middle East, primarily Saudi Arabia, has resulted
in mosques throughout South and Southeast Asia being built in styles that reflect
neither the indigenous cultures nor their natural physical environments. For a
survey of this phenomenon, see Barbara Crossette, “The World: (Mid) East Meets
(Far) East; A Challenge to Asia’s Own Style of Islam,” New York Times, December 30,
2001, p 3, Week in Review section.

5. In 2005, Human Rights Watch issued a comprehensive report on the dete-
riorating conditions facing the Uighurs in Xinjiang: “Devastating Blows: Religious
Repression of Uighurs in Xinjiang,” at http: /hrw.org/reports/2005/chinac405/
(accessed October 16, 2000).

6. Kuwabara Jitsuzo, “On P’u Shou-geng,” Memoirs of the Research Department of
the Toyo Bunko 2 (1928), p. 72, n. 32.

7. Muslims from Central and West Asia served the Mongols in China in a wide
range of capacities: it was Muslim architects and engineers who helped design
and build the Mongols’ new imperial capital, Dadu, later known as Beijing; Muslim
hydraulic engineers introduced irrigation techniques from Central Asia; Muslim
physicians introduced new medicinal plants and techniques; and Muslim astrono-
mers assisted in the establishment of the Astronomical Bureau. Under the patronage
of the Mongols, Muslims were able to settle in different regions of China and
enter into a myriad of different fields.

8. Although somewhat outdated, the most comprehensive overview of the
history of Islam in China remains Donald Leslie’s Islam in Traditional China: A Short
History to 1800 (Canberra: Canberra College of Advanced Education, 1986).

9. The six-hundredth anniversary of the first of these voyages in 2005. Scientists,
explorers, and academics in Taiwan and China have worked together on a project
to re-create the voyages as accurately as possible. A replica of the Ming-era boat was
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built, though on a smaller scale and equipped with modern navigational instruments,
and was expected to set sail in July 2005 on a three-year expedition to Southeast
Asia, India, the Middle East, and East Africa (“Odyssey Modeled on Ancient Oceanic
Trip,” China Daily, January 9, 2004, at http: Jwww.china.org.cn/english/China/
84369.htm [accessed June 2, 2007]).

10. Originally from a prominent Muslim family in Yunnan, southwest China,
Zheng He had been captured by government soldiers as a boy, castrated, and forced to
work for the Ming army. For more on the life of Zheng He, see Louise Levathes, When
China Ruled the Seas: The Treasure Fleet of the Dragon Throne 14051433 (New York:
Simon and Shuster, 1994).

11. Chinese characters are almost all made up of several components, the most
important being the radical, which usually denotes the general category of the
character’s meaning. The insect radical is used in the characters for a range of insects,
and the dog radical is used for dogs, as well as other small dog-like animals. For
centuries, the character used for the Hui, or Muslims, of China had been “hui,” which
means “to return,” and has no negative connotations.

12. These philosophical and religious texts, collectively known as “Han Kitab,”
adopted the highly complex language of Neo-Confucian thought, not in an effort to
make Islam more accessible to non-Muslim Chinese but as a reflection of their
own intellectual immersion in and understanding of traditional Chinese philosophy
and thought. For a further understanding of this intellectual and religious phe-
nomenon, see Sachiko Murata, Chinese Gleams of Sufi Light (Albany: SUNY Press,
2000), and Zvi Ben-Dor Benite, The Dao of Muhammad: A Cultural History of Muslims
in Late Imperial China (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2005).

13. In 1685, the population of China was estimated to be 100 million; less than
200 years later, the number had risen to 430 million. For more detailed informa-
tion on the influx of migrants into Yunnan, see James Lee, “Food Supply and
Population Growth in Southwest China, 1250-1850,” Journal of Asian Studies 41.4
(August 1982), pp. 711—406.

14. Interestingly enough, several Western scholars have perpetuated this essen-
tialist view of Muslims in China. One of the most well known examples is the
work of Raphael Israeli; see his Muslims in China: A Study in Cultural Confrontation
(London: Curzon Press, 1978). A related unexamined but often-perpetuated as-
sumption about Muslims in China is that they lead lives in a constant state of tension
between their Chinese and Muslim identities. However, as the vast majority of
Muslims in the world are not Arab, and Islam has flourished for centuries throughout
much of the world, why would Muslims in China alone have been unable to develop
an identity that incorporated both their religious and cultural/national identities?

15. The local peoples involved were the Lisu, Dai, and Yi. An excellent account of
this conflict can be found in Christian Daniel’s “Environmental Degradation, Forest
Protection and Ethno-History in Yunnan: The Uprising by Swidden Agriculturalists
in 1821,” Chinese Environmental History Newsletter, November 1994, pp. 7-14.

16. David Atwill has documented the events leading up to the establishment of
an independent state in his book, The Chinese Sultanate: Islam, Ethnicity and the
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Panthay Rebellion in Southwest China, 1856-1873 (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University
Press, 2005).

17. For an account of the role played by Muslim women in ensuring the sur-
vival of the Muslim community in the aftermath of the massacres, see Jacqueline
Armijo “Narratives Engendering Survival: How the Muslims of Southwest China
Remember the Massacres of 1873,” in Meaghan Morris and Brett de Bary, eds., “Race”
Panic and the Memory of Migration, vol. 2 of Traces: A Multilingual Series of Cultural
Theory and Translation (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2001), pp. 293—
329.

18. Although Muslims in China today will speak in private about the persecution
faced by their communities during the Cultural Revolution, it is extremely diffi-
cult to find published accounts written by Muslims of this time period. Al-
though more than thirty years have now passed since the height of the Cultural
Revolution, certain aspects, particularly the treatment of Muslim and other minori-
ties, remains politically highly sensitive.

19. In the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution, many of these teachers became
the most respected members of their community and are credited with helping to
ensure the survival of Islam in China. In addition, many of the young people willing
to risk their future by taking these illegal classes went on to become the vanguard of
Muslim religious leaders in China. They led the efforts to establish independent
Islamic schools throughout China and were also among the first Chinese Muslims
allowed to continue their studies overseas at Islamic universities.

20. The only mosque allowed to function as a place of worship during this time
was the one used by foreign diplomats in Beijing.

21. On a visit to Lanzhou in northwest China in 1982, I happened upon a
mosque that was still being used as a glue factory. Piles of horse, cattle, and pig bones
lay stacked up in the courtyard. A local Muslim explained how the mosque was still
being defiled by local officials, even after the end of the Cultural Revolution.

22. The Red Guards were radical youth groups Mao used to carry out political
campaigns throughout China during the Cultural Revolution. Millions of Chinese
suffered at the hands of these groups.

23. In travels throughout this region, I have heard dozens of accounts of this
event, known locally simply as the “Shadian incident.” To many Muslims, it repre-
sents just another example of the folly of putting one’s complete trust in the state.
Although well known among Muslims, a full account of the incident has never been
published in China. However, two brief accounts can be found; see Dru Gladney,
Muslim Chinese: Ethnic Nationalism in the People’s Republic of China (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1991), pp. 137—40; and Wang Jianping, Concord and Con-
flict: The Hui Communities of Yunnan Society in a Historical Perspective (Lund:
Studentlitteratur, 1996), p. 15.

24. In the past, there have also been students in Indonesia, Libya, and the
Sudan, but it is not clear if there are students in these countries at present.

25. For more on the development of Islamic education among Chinese Muslims,
see Jacqueline Armijo-Hussain, “Resurgence of Islamic Education in China,” Inter-
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national Institute of the Study of Islam in the Modern World Newsletter 4 (1999), p. 12,
and Elisabeth Alles, “Muslim Religious Education in China,” Chinese Perspectives
45, January-February 2003, at http: Jwww.cefc.com.hk/uk/pc/articles/art_ligne
.php?num_art_ligne=4502 (accessed 2 June 2007). Also, there are several chap-
ters related to Islamic education in China in the recent work edited by Stephane
Dudoignon, Devout Societies vs. Impious States? Transmitting Islamic Learning in
Russia, Central Asia and China, through the Twentieth Century (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz
Verlag, 2004).

26. Recently, however, both the Chinese and the U.S. governments have made
studying overseas significantly more difficult for Chinese Muslim students. In
March 2002, under U.S. pressure, Pakistan agreed to expel all foreign students and
bar future enrollment of foreign students in religious schools in Pakistan (“Pakistan
Prepares to Expel Foreign Religious Students,” New York Times, March 9, 2002,

p- 8A). According to students in Damascus, in the summer of 2003, the Syrian
government also agreed, under U.S. pressure, to stop allowing foreign students to
study in religious schools in Syria.

27. The Chinese government has always tightly monitored the Uighur popula-
tion of Xinjiang and reacted to any signs of discontent immediately and often
with excessive force. In February 1997, a peaceful demonstration in Gulja, Xinjiang
province, came under attack by Chinese security forces. A news blackout was im-
mediately imposed, but according to some estimates, dozens were killed. The original
cause of the demonstration was growing discomfort with recent attempts by the
state to control almost all forms of religious and cultural public activity. For more on
this case, see Amnesty International Public Statement, “China: Remembering the
Victims of Police Brutality in Gulja, Xinjiang on 5-6 February 1997,” February 4,
2005, at http: /web.amnesty.org/library/index/engasaryoo52005 (accessed June
2007).

28. “Robinson Warns China on Repression,” BBC News, November 8, 2001.

29. “American Gives Beijing Good News: Rebels on Terror List,” New York
Times, August 27, 2002, p. 3A. This action, seen by many as an opportunistic move by
both countries to further different political agendas, did much to undermine any
faith Chinese Muslims may have had that the United States would play a part as an
international protector of human rights.

30. While the government was quick to use 9/11 as a pretext to further certain
policies against the Muslims on Xinjiang, in other parts of China, 9/11 caused a
very different response among the general population toward Muslims in China. To
begin with, the reaction to 9/11 by the general public in China was complicated
by the fact that, although many Chinese have very positive views about certain aspects
of the United States and American life and culture, there is also a tremendous re-
sentment of what is perceived as American arrogance and international bullying. The
U.S. bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Yugoslavia in 1998, together with the
downing of a Chinese fighter jet after a midair collision with a U.S. intelligence-
gathering aircraft in 2001, resulted in violent public protests critical of U.S. actions.
Consequently, in the immediate aftermath of g/11, there was a commonly shared
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sentiment among many that, while the loss of innocent lives was regrettable, the
illusion of U.S. invincibility had been burst, and that in and of itself was a positive
thing. In a rather unusual incident related to me by a Chinese Muslim woman

in Kunming, shortly after the attack, upon entering a store wearing hijab, the woman
was approached by the owner who walked up to her and said, “You people are

our heroes now. You are the only ones who have had the courage to stand up to the
Americans and put them in their place.” This particular exchange is surprising be-
cause, in general, the Muslims in China are often looked down on. Although they are
often seen as not quite fully Chinese, they are usually not so closely identified with
Muslims from the Middle East.

31. Demetri Sevastopulo, “US Fails to Find Home for Uighur Detainees,”
Financial Times, October 28, 2004, p. 8. In addition, although the United States has
been reluctant to return this initial group of Uighurs to China, they did allow an
official Chinese delegation to go to Guantanamo in September 2002 to carry out in-
terrogations of the Uighur detainees. According to an Amnesty International Report,
the interrogations included excessive tactics (Amnesty International, “People’s
Republic of China: Uighurs Fleeing Persecution as China Wages Its ‘“War on Terror,””
July 7, 2004, http: /web.amnesty.org/library/index/engasaryo212004 [Accessed
June 2007]).

32. The rationale behind this law is that there should be no compulsion in
religion. And as children are too young to make their own decisions, they should not
have to follow their parents’ decision regarding religion but, instead, should be
allowed to make up their own minds once they become adults. It is significant that
this policy has only recently begun to be enforced and is only being enforced with
Muslims in Xinjiang; not with Muslims in the rest of China or people of other
religions—that is, Christians or Buddhists—in any region of China.

33. John Pomfret, “Go West, Young Han,” Washington Post, September 15, 2000,
p. I. This mass influx, and the resentments it is engendering, is reminiscent of the
effect of the Han Chinese mass migration in Yunnan in the nineteenth century.

34. According to an Amnesty International report, Xinjiang remains the only
place in China where people are still commonly executed for political crimes
(People’s Republic of China: Uighurs fleeing persecution as China wages its “war
on terror,” at http://web.amnesty.org/library/index/engasaryo212004 [Accessed
June 2007]).

35. Erik Eckholm, “Beijing Jails Muslim Woman for Sending Newspapers
Abroad,” New York Times, April 20, 2000, p. 12A.

36. Nora Boustany, “A Pioneering Woman as Political Prisoner,” Washington
Post, February 22, 2002, p. 20; Isabel Hilton, “A Remarkable Woman Is Sup-
pressed,” Guardian, March 15, 2000, at http: Jwww.guardian.co.uk/comment/story/
0,3604,181795,00.html (accessed June 2007).

37. Erik Eckholm, “Fight over a Chinese Prisoner Goes Public,” New York Times,
February 10, 2000, p. 18A; “British FCO to Raise Uighur Case,” BBC News, March 15,
2000. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2 /hi/asia-pacific/678698.stm (accessed June 2007).
Amnesty International has several reports related to her case, including the following
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call for her release: “China: Amnesty International Calls for Release of Business-
woman Rebiya Kadeer and Other Uighur Prisoners of Conscience,” August 9,
2002, at http:/web.amnesty.org/library/index/ENGASA170352002 (accessed
June 2007).

38. Although Kadeer is presently settled and living in the United States, her
family in China is still vulnerable to Chinese government harassment. In 2006, in
response to government actions, Kadeer wrote an op-ed piece for the Wall Street
Journal, “The Price of Speaking Out: Why Beijing Beat and Jailed My Sons,” June 27,
20006, http: Jwww.opinionjournal.com/extra/?id=110008572 (accessed June 2007).

39. “Worldwide Appeal, China: Uighur Historian behind Bars,” Amnesty
International Worldwide Appeal, August 1, 2002, at http: /web.amnesty.org/library/
index/ENGNWS220022002 (accessed June 2007).

40. Rupert Wingfield-Hayes, “Language Blow for China’s Muslims,” BBC News,
June 1, 2002, http:/news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/2020009.stm (accessed
June 2007).

41. Nicholas Becquelin, “Criminalizing Ethnicity: Political Repression in Xin-
jlang,” China Rights Forum 1 (2004), pp. 39—45.

42. Ibid., p. 45.

43. According to religious teachers in China, after 9/11 it became significantly
more difficult for Muslim students to receive permission to study abroad. Because
religion is linked to ethnicity, and ethnicity is included in every citizen’s identification
card and passport, it is not difficult for the state to restrict Muslims ability to travel.

44. Sun Shangwu, “Chinese Pilgrims to Haj Hit Record,” China Daily, January
19, 2000, at http://english.people.com.cn/200601/19/eng20060119_236646.html
(accessed June 2007).

45. One of the most potentially devastating problems facing China today is HIV/
AIDS. In Xinjiang, where rates are particularly high due to intravenous drug use,
some NGOs are working together with local religious leaders to develop education and
prevention programs that incorporate Islamic values and precepts.

46. Dru Gladney has covered this event extensively; see his “Salman Rushdie in
China: Religion, Ethnicity, and State Definition in the People’s Republic,” in Helen
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The Effect of 9/11 on
Mindanao Muslims and
the Mindanao Peace Process

Eliseo R. Mercado

Creeping murmur and the pouring dark
Fill the wide vessel of the universe:
From camp to camp, through the foul womb of night
The hum of either army stilly sounds
That the fixed sentinels almost receive
The secret whispers of each other’s watch. ...
Each battle sees the other’s umber’d face.
—William Shakespeare, King Henry V, act 4

So Shakespeare’s chorus described the eve of Agincourt. The words
might well have been written also of Mindanao, more particularly
of Muslim-Christian relations. When faiths and religious traditions
confront each other, it is, for the most part, with “fixed sentinels”
and even with the “whispers of the other’s watch.”

It is said that Christianity and Islam are physically adjacent.
Yet, for all their nearness, the relations between these two faiths
and their respective adherents are largely shrouded in mutual suspi-
cion and darkness. There are few exceptions on either side to rise
above the general ignorance and suspicion that obscure one from
the other. But these are rare, for when faiths and religious tradi-
tions confront each other, it is, for the most part, with “fixed
sentinels.”

In the Philippines, particularly in the south, Christianity and
Islam have always been presented as two competing faiths for
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the same geographical area. Wittingly or unwittingly, the recent spate of
lawlessness—kidnappings, terrorism, and plain and simple banditry—is read
along the understood “separateness” between Christianity and Islam.

This tragic and sad reality is further exacerbated by the recent surge of the
so-called Islamic fundamentalist movements. The likes of the Abu Sayyaf and
the Pentagon kidnapper groups are often associated with terrorism and fanat-
icism that send jitters to the people in the area.

In the post—-September 11, 2001 era, there is a general tendency to lump
together groups and movements opposing the present global and regional
status quo under one label: that is, “fundamentalists” at best or “terrorists” at
worst. This generalization is a result of an “emotional revulsion” to horrific
attacks “near at home.” The subsequent “war on terror” after 9/11, under U.S.
leadership, exacerbates the journalistic reading and analysis of the complex
and varied realities that give rise to groups and movements that oppose the
prevailing systems or, in particular, the U.S. policies, in both the Middle East
and Southeast Asia. Recent bombings in Bali and Jakarta in Indonesia and
Manila and in Zamboanga in the Philippines are often seen as activities or
operations of both indigenous and international terrorist groups, and those ele-
ments of the two have been closely interlinked.

Southeast Asia (before and after g/11) has frequently been the scene of
political violence that has either been explicitly or closely linked to terrorism
-for example, Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines. This has included ac-
tivities by separatist groups and Islamist groups. But terrorism has also, at times,
been state-sponsored or condoned, as in the case of Christian anti-separatist
groups in the southern Philippines (opposing Muslim secessionists) and Mus-
lim militias in Maluku Province, Indonesia, and in East Timor.

Cultural Processes

Three cultural processes are at work in the southern Philippines, and they
contribute to the dynamism, complexity, and dilemmas of peace and devel-
opment. First is the Lumad (indigenous people) cultural process that emanates
in differing intensities and ways from over twenty ethnolinguistic traditions
that are literally scattered in the hinterlands of the region and that have re-
mained vibrant, despite the effect of urbanization and modernization. Cultural
values distinct to each tribe have been preserved through the observance of
customs and practices, especially those rituals associated with the rites of pas-
sage and with indigenous (native) religion. They are also enshrined in the
varieties of oral literature (like epics, proverbs, and poetry), as well as in music,
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dances, and the arts. Each ethnic group tends toward isolation and indepen-
dence but maintains reciprocal relations with other groups through trade."

The second cultural process ensues from the Bangsamoro people, who are
represented by thirteen Muslim ethnolinguistic groups. While they maintain
their distinct ethnic traditions, they are also bound together by a common ad-
herence to the Islamic faith. They constitute what Islam refers to as distinct
ummah (community) united to the Islamic world. It is this spiritual bond of
Islam that distinguishes them from the Lumad groups that have no unifying
ideology other than their love for the “ancient liberties” or “freedoms.” When
not threatened by external forces, the Bangsamoro tend to give importance and
preference to their ethnicity; when their Islamic life is imperiled, however, they
transcend ethnic considerations. Like the Lumads, they have distinct and color-
ful ethnic traditions blended with Islamic flavor and features.

The third cultural process comes from the migrant Christians settlers who
brought into Mindanao’s “cul-de-sac” their ethnic folk Christian traditions from
the Visayas and Luzon. They are bound by a common Christian faith that has
been nurtured through the centuries until contemporary times by conscious
missionary efforts of the church. While ethnicity has remained important,
devotion to the Christian faith tends to be given preference by the Christians of
Mindanao. But because of the pioneering character of the Christian faith, re-
lations with the Muslims and Lumads have been often marred by irritations
and conflict, largely because of politics and issues of governance and land use
ownership.

Rise of Bangsamoro Nationalism

The Bangsamoro people take the Jabidah Massacre in March 1968 as the
“new” turning point in their “separatist” struggle. It was the single event that
set the fuse of the Bangsamoro rebellion under the leadership of the Moro
National Liberation Front MNLF). Although, by itself, the Jabidah Massacre
was simply a flashpoint that ignited the conflict, it became a powerful symbol
of the Manila government’s discrimination against Muslims.?

As an aftermath of the Jabidah Massacre, the Muslim population (under
the leadership of young intellectuals) launched massive protest actions and
demonstrations in Manila. The occasion also provided a good backdrop for the
public declaration of the Muslim Independence Movement (MIM) by Datu
Udtog Matalam, former governor of the Empire Province of Cotabato, on May
1, 1968. The organization of the MNLF in 1972 (under the leadership of Nur
Misuari) followed, and it became the sole front until 1978 to carry on the
Muslim struggle for secession from the Republic of the Philippines.
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Moro Rebellion and Peace Process in the Southern Philippines

Poverty, injustice (real or perceived), and political exclusion are concrete issues
that fueled the separatist war from its inception. But attributing to these is-
sues the popular sentiment of politics of separatism under the banner of Islam
does not lead to the whole truth. Religion and ethnicity matter, especially in
terms of the accent on their Islamic identity and their desire to determine and
shape their future according to their own set of beliefs.

The Mindanao Peace Process is not a new invention of our era. In fact, the
present realities in Mindanao are the fruit of various peace processes with
differing foci and emphases, depending on the mood and temper of the
Manila-based central government.?

Historically, the establishments of Fort del Pilar in the present Zambo-
anga City, the naval station at Polloc in the present province of Maguindanao,
the “intramuros” in the town of Jolo, and the military stations along the Rio
Grande de Mindanao from Taviran to Reina Regente are a few examples of con-
tainment programs to build peace in the southern Philippines. The so-called
Moro problem haunted the Spanish government in Manila for more than three
and a half centuries. Northern Mindanao and some parts of western Mindanao
were successfully brought into mainstream politics by way of settlements be-
ginning in the second half of the nineteenth century. But in southern Mind-
anao, including the islands of Sulu, Tawi Tawi, and Basilan, the Spanish pre-
sence was limited to military stations and garrisons, except for pockets of
civilian settlements in today’s Zamboanga and Cotabato.

The political and economic configurations in the southern Philippines
were radically altered during the American occupation. The U.S. colonial gov-
ernment, with its far superior army, brought to an end practically all Moro
resistance to the American rule.

To put the peace in southern Mindanao on a more solid footing, several
peace programs were unfolded. First was the economic development of Min-
danao’s fertile land: plantations were opened, and businesses were established
inmajor trading posts, including Zamboanga, Cotabato, Jolo, and Iligan. Second,
Mindanao was opened to settlement from Luzon and the Visayas. It began with
the establishment of the agricultural colonies in the fertile plains of the then
empire province of Cotabato. This was followed by massive and well-planned
settlement programs during the Commonwealth period and continued un-
abated in the postwar era during the subsequent administrations of Presidents
Manuel Roxas, Elipido Quirino, and Ramon Magsaysay after World War II.

The southern Philippines has also seen several administrative structures
from 1899 to the present. Military rule—from General Leonard Wood to
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General John J. Pershing— was followed by the establishment of Moro Pro-
vince under a civilian governor. Then the Departments of Mindanao and Sulu
were created, followed by the Bureau for the Non-Christian Tribes and, finally,
regular provinces. Civilian governors were first appointed by the president;
subsequently, they were elected under the 1935 constitution. This system re-
mained in place until the eruption of the Muslim Separatist War in the early
1970s.

During the twentieth century, a dramatic shift in population and land
ownership in Mindanao contributed to the beginning of the modern conflict.
In 1900, the Muslim population in Mindanao made up more than 9o percent
of the island’s inhabitants, but by 1970, the Muslims constituted barely 20 per-
cent. The population shift came about through policies that gave the Christian
population from Luzon and the Visayas incentives to migrate to Mindanao.
The new immigrants, with legal titles issued by the government, claimed and
tilled large tracts of land that the Moro and other indigenous peoples consid-
ered to be their homeland.

The Muslim secessionist war in Mindanao attracted the attention of the
Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC). Attempts at reconciliation be-
tween the MNLF and the Government of the Republic of the Philippines (GRP)
were initiated through mediation by the OIC. On December 23, 1976, the
Marcos government and the MNLF signed the Tripoli Peace Agreement as a
concrete response to the Moro people’s demand for local self-rule in what was
recognized as the “Bangsamoro homeland” within the sovereignty and terri-
torial integrity of the Republic of the Philippines.

Political Structures Adopted by GRP vis-a-vis Muslim Autonomy

The Philippine government, from President Ferdinand Marcos to President
Gloria Arroyo, has developed a number of political arrangements to address
the autonomy issue in the southern Philippines.

On July 7, 1975, prior to the historic Tripoli Agreement, then-President
Marcos issued Presidential Decree 742 and Letter of Instruction 290 estab-
lishing the Office of the Regional Commissioner for Region IX and Region
XII. The government believed that by creating special regional commissions in
that area of Mindanao, both the social and the economic causes of conflict could
be better addressed. Then, on December 23, 1976, the GRP and the MNLF, un-
der the auspices of the Organization of Islamic Countries through its Quad-
ripartite Commission, signed a peace agreement in Tripoli, Libya, thereafter
called the Tripoli Agreement (TA). They also signed an agreement for imme-
diate cessation of hostilities. The environment of war was transformed into
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a hope-filled expectation for an enduring peace settlement in the the southern
Philippines.

On March 26, 1977, President Marcos established a provisional govern-
ment in the thirteen provinces, as stipulated in the Tripoli Agreement. In the
first plebiscite, conducted on April 17, 19777, in the thirteen provinces, the peo-
ple overwhelmingly rejected the merger of all the provinces into one autono-
mous region. They opted for two separate regional autonomous governments,
one for Region IX and one for Region XII, with the provinces of Davao del Sur,
South Cotabato, and Palawan opting for exclusion from the autonomous re-
gions. As a result of the referendum, President Marcos issued Proclamation
1628A, defining the composition of the two autonomous regions. After that,
the Batasan Pambangsa (National Parliament) passed Batas Blg. 20, which
provided for the organization of a Sanguniang Pampook (Regional Legislative
Council) and a Lupong Tagapagpaganap (Executive Council) in each autono-
mous region. Then, on July 25, 1979, President Marcos issued Presidential
Decree 1618, implementing the organization of the Sanguniang Pampook and
Lupong Tagapagpaganap in Autonomous Regions IX and XII, thus provid-
ing the final political structure and framework of autonomous governance in
Regions IX and XII.

The Aquino Presidency and the Moro Fronts

On February 2, 1987, the new 1987 Aquino Constitution was unanimously
ratified. This constitution provides for the creation of autonomous regions in
Muslim Mindanao and the Cordilleras by an Act of Congress with the assis-
tance of a Regional Consultative Commission. President Corazon Aquino con-
vened the RCC in Cotabato City on March 11, 1988. The RCC was mandated to
come up with a draft Organic Act to be submitted to Congress for enactment.
In 1989, the Philippine Congress passed Republic Act 6734 or the Organic Act
for the Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM), and on August 1,
1989, President Aquino signed it into law.

On November 19, 1989, Republic Act 6734 was submitted to the people of
the thirteen provinces and nine cities for a second plebiscite, as stipulated in
the Tripoli Agreement. Only four out of thirteen provinces and nine cities
ratified the Organic Act. These were the provinces of Lanao del Sur, Maguin-
danao, Sulu, and Tawi Tawi. On July 9, 1990, ARMM elections for all elected
offices were held. Zacaria Candao and Benjamin Loong were elected regional
governor and vice governor, respectively. The ARMM elections regularized and
completed the 1987 constitutional steps in creating the autonomous region in
Muslim Mindanao.
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Under the Ramos Government

President Fidel Ramos established the National Unification Commission
(NUC) and appointed Attorney Heidi Yorac as chair. Ramos also tapped the
personnel and infrastructures of the two well-established institutions, the
Catholic Bishops Conference of the Philippines and the National Council of
Churches of the Philippines, in the work of the commission. The stated goal
of the commission was to conduct a nationwide people’s consultation to find
out the root causes of rebellion and unrest in the country.

After the results of the national consultation were published, Ramos is-
sued Executive Order 125 on August 25, 1990, articulating the vision and the
framework of the peace process that his administration would pursue to ad-
dress the three internal armed conflicts: the National Democratic Front (NDF),
the Muslim Separatist Movements in Southern Philippines, and the Military
Rebellion.

Then followed the formulation of the famous six paths to peace that be-
came, more or less, the “Magna Carta” that guided the government in respon-
ding to the issue of armed conflict in the country. They are the following:

1. Government must initiate and implement social, economic, and po-
litical reforms to address the root causes of rebellion and social unrest.

2. Government shall pursue consensus-building and people empower-
ment through mobilization and facilitation of people’s participa-
tion and support for community peace initiatives.

3. Government shall seek peaceful and negotiated settlements with
rebel groups with no surrender or shame but with dignity for
all concerned.

4. Government shall initiate reconciliation with and reintegration of
former combatants and indemnify civilian victims of the armed
conflict.

5. Government shall ensure the continued protection of civilians caught
in the midst of armed conflict, reduction of violence in conflict
areas, and prevention and management of conflict.

6. Government shall build and nurture a climate of peace that includes
peace advocacy and peace education.

On September 2, 1996, the 1996 Peace Agreement was signed, which, in the
words of President Ramos, “[brought] to a close almost 30 years of conflict, at
the cost of more than 120,000 Filipino lives.” He hailed the Peace Agreement
as the beginning of “a new era of peace and development for the southern
Philippines, and for Philippines as a whole.” Truly, a new era has begun, the
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era of rebuilding, of forging partnership between and among diverse peoples of
the land, and establishing one community and one future for all.

The Peace Accord established a Zone of Peace and Development out of the
contested provinces and cities in the southern Philippines. The approach was
innovative and followed the trodden path in resolving conflicts involving ter-
ritories, borders, and frontiers. The establishment of the Special Zone of Peace
and Development consisting of the fourteen provinces and nine cities provided
for a new framework of identity and consolidation on the basis of intense peace
and development initiatives.

The Philippine government had the mandate to legislate an amendment to
Republic Act (RA) 6734 that would incorporate in toto the 1996 Final Peace
Agreement. In many ways, this sovereignty was compromised a bit when the
government entered into the Tripoli and Jakarta Agreements, inasmuch as
MNLF also compromised its position by accepting the constitutional processes
of plebiscite in drawing the geography and coverage of autonomy in the south-
ern Philippines.

After the new law, RA 9054, had been ratified in five provinces (Basilan,
Lanao Sur, Maguindanao, Sulu, and Tawi Tawi) and in one city (Marawi), the
Philippine government pursued the creation of the New Expanded Autonom-
ous Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) and conducted an election for the
purpose of filling up the officials of both the Executive and Legislative de-
partments of the New ARMM. With the new officials installed on the 77th of
January 2002, the Philippine government declared that it has fulfilled the final
obligation and requirement of the 1996 Final Peace Accord between the GRP
and the MNLF.

The Nur-led MNLF rejected the law, RA 9054, and rejected, in turn, the
results of the plebiscite in 2001. This faction does not recognize either the law
or the result of the plebiscite on the premise that both are part of the 1996
Final Peace Agreement. But the other faction of the MNLF under the leader-
ship of the so-called top-thirteen leadership of the MNLF Central Committee
recognized the new law and the results of the plebiscite. These leaders served
as government partners in the new expanded ARMM.

“On and Often Off” Peace Talks between the GRP and the MILF

The Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) is a breakaway faction of the Moro
National Liberation Front. The birth of this faction occurred in 1978 when
Chairman Nur Misuari expelled Salamat Hashim from the MNLF Central
Leadership. Salamat and his group named this breakaway group the Moro
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Islamic Liberation Front. The word “Islamic” replaced the word “National” to
indicate the ideological shift that this group would like to adopt.

Hashim, the MILF chair and its ideological brain, defined the ideology of
the MILF as “la ilaha illa-llah wa Muhammadul-rasullallah.” This ideology is
actually the Islamic confession of faith that states, “there is no deity but Allah
and Muhummad is the Messenger of Allah.” The return to Islamic rule is key
to the reorganization of the Muslim community.

To understand this radical Islamic movement, there is a need to situate it
within the historical matrix that gave it birth. Two prominent Muslim theo-
logians gave the theoretical principles to this radical Islamic movement. First
was Abul A’la al-Mawdudi (1903-79), founder of the Jami’atul-al-Islamiyya,
and second was Sayyid al Qutb (1906-1966) of the Ikwan al Muslimun
(Muslim brotherhood). Both advocated strongly the exclusive sovereignty of
Allah and jihad (holy struggle) against the so-called conspiracy of the West to
destroy Islam. Modern civilization is labeled as a new era of jahiliyya (igno-
rance). The three principles that govern today’s society are secularism, na-
tionalism, and democracy. These are against the very beliefs and principles of
Islam. For al-Mawdudi and al-Qutb, secularism is an idea that excludes God,
while democracy arrogates unto itself the sovereignty that is exclusive to God.
Secular democracy is a deliberate violation of divine law and a reversion to the
era of pagan ignorance.

Both al-Mawdudi and al-Qutb are the major influences in shaping this
ideology and aspiration of the MILF. The Islamic ideology of the oneness of
God and Muhammad as the messenger of God points to the desire and ob-
jective to reinstate Islam as a political system. The assertion of the absolute
sovereignty of God negates the concept of the legal and political sovereignty of
human beings and nations.

By its chosen name, the MILF puts an emphasis on religion. It explicitly es-
pouses the establishment of an Islamic community (ummah) and Islamic rule in
areas under its control or influence. This has been the beginning of its articu-
lated goal of “creating a Separate and Independent Islamic State” in the south-
ern Philippines. How this Islamic state shall take shape is a continuing debate
among the Muslim scholars and the MILF constituency. After the GRP and the
MNLF Final Peace Accord in 1996, the MILF now claims to be the “Sole and
Legitimate Representative” of the Bangsamoro people, who are still in rebellion.

In 1997, the Agreement on the General Cessation of Hostilities was inked
between the Government of the Republic of the Philippines (GRP) and the
Moro Islamic Liberation Front. After a series of high-level consultations, both
groups agreed to constitute their respective peace panels to begin the formal
peace talks. The peace talks between the GRP and the MILF were progressing
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well, albeit beset by some problems, particularly in the implementation of the
ceasefire agreement.

The Estrada Presidency

In July 1998, Joseph Estrada became the president of the Philippines. Initially,
he followed the Ramos peace initiative. But upset by a series of lawlessness in
the south, specifically the wanton kidnapping of foreigners by the Abu Sayyaf
group and their reported cruelties, his government, upon the advice of his chief
of staff, General Angelo Reyes, adopted a military solution that led to the“total
war” policy against the MILF. The Defense Department painted the MILF
“terrorist front” in the same league as the Abu Sayyaf groups following Sep-
tember 11 and the subsequent U.S. “war against terror.”

From the second week of March 2000, the National Defense and the
Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) got into the “flag-raising ritual” in all
MILF camps. These military operations concluded with the take over and mil-
itary occupation of the MILF Main Camp Abubakar with the president himself
leading the flag raising and the feasting of roasted pigs and beer for the “vic-
torious” AFP.*

On the Abu Sayyaf Groups

Since 1992, the group that has become notorious in the south is the Abu
Sayyaf group under the joint leadership of Abdulrajak Janjalani and Gerry
Angeles (a convert to Islam). Terrorism by this group reached a new peak
during the famous burning of the town center of Ipil, Zamboanga del Sur, in
1995. It waned during the rest of the term of President Ramos, especially after
the death of Janjalani and Angeles. Its ugly face resurfaced in 2000 under the
leadership of the young Qaddafi Janjalani in Basilan and the erstwhile MNLF
Commander Robot in the province of Sulu. The kidnapping of schoolchildren
and Father Rhoel Gallardo in Basilan and the hostage taking of foreign tourists
in Sipadan, Sabah, Malaysia, have made the Abu Sayyaf an international ter-
rorist group. But even before these two internationally covered acts of terror-
ism, by all calculations the Abu Sayyaf had become notorious for kidnapping
and other lawless activities in the island provinces of Basilan and Sulu and in
the Zamboanga Peninsula.

There has always been a suspicion that the Abu Sayyaf and the MILF are
somewhat “connected,” especially when Abu Sayyaf has begun espousing
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some major aspirations of the MILF. The MILF officially denies any connec-
tion to the Abu Sayyaf and the leadership of the MILF, particularly the reli-
gious, openly condemned the lawless and kidnapping activities of the group as
“Un-Islamic.” But even with the denial and open condemnation, there are
people who still believe that these two groups are somewhat connected. There
is no proof to support this suspicion. But the continued use of Islamic slogans
by the Abu Sayyaf group simply confirms, to many, the suspicion.

The very complex issue of the Bangsamoro people is now hostage to three
dangerous currents in Philippine society. First is the trend of an overly sim-
plistic view and the pursuit of an “instant” solution to the centuries-old
problem. The prevailing culture of “instant” coffee makes people look for an
easy fix to the problem in the south. What makes this trend very dangerous is
the perception that this easy fix and instant solution is the military option to the
Bangsamoro issue. Second is the natural and dangerous proclivity of many in
the military and in the civil government to lump all Muslims together into one
basket. Third are the strong anti-Abu Sayyaf sentiments following the brutal
murder of Gallardo and the continued agonies over what seem to be endless
cases of criminalities and lawlessness. The lawless activities of the Abu Sayyaf
group are the major obstacles in the understanding, today, of the Bangsamoro
issue.

The Estrada-Reyes—led Mindanao War in 2000 was presented as a prelude
to a “war against terror” that would, in time, reinforce the U.S.-led “war against
terror” following September 11. No doubt, the war with its massive displace-
ment of Bangsamoro civilians, especially women and children, further com-
plicated the peace process between the GRP and the MILF. The trauma of that
war runs deep, especially with the civilians who suffered massive displace-
ment, destruction of homes, and the “pulverization” of the MILF camps, par-
ticularly Camps Abubakar, Bushrah, and Rajah Muda. The AFP continues its
massive presence in all the former MILF camps; to be sure, their presence
guarantees continued “armed skirmishes” between the AFP and the MILF in
and around the camp areas.

The AFP has become a force of occupation. This fact, in a way, has made
the AFP’s claim of liberating the areas and highways hollow. The displaced
will not return to their villages and homes while the AFP continues to occupy
those villages. This is a dangerous twist in the previous peace process that rec-
ognizes that the true war to win is not the one over areas and territories but
the one over the hearts and minds of the Bangsamoro people.

The only way for the government to avoid this natural pitfall is to trans-
form the role of the AFP in these occupied territories. Can the AFP become
“builders” and development workers? If the AFP continues to be perceived as
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“occupation forces,” the entire military operation would be in vain and would
only fuel the hatred and animosity of the Muslim population against the gov-
ernment and the AFP.

Peace and War under President Arroyo

In January 2001, the people revolted, once again, against the perceived cor-
ruption and immorality of President Joseph Estrada that led to his downfall.
This revolt backed by the Armed Forces of the Philippines installed the Vice
President Gloria Arroyo in the presidency. Under her new administration, the
government launched the peace process with all the rebel fronts. President
Arroyo reconstituted the peace panels to begin the peace talks, both with the
National Democratic Front and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front. She coined
the word “all-out peace” (contrasting it to Estrada-Reyes’s all-out war policy) to
define her administration’s peace impetus. The new Arroyo government and
the rebel fronts (NDF and the MILF) once again “reaffirmed” all the agree-
ments that had been negotiated and signed during the Ramos and Estrada
administrations.

With the MILF, the peace process was on track and very promising, with
Malaysia acting as the broker. Both parties agreed to pursue, jointly, the relief,
rehabilitation, and reconstruction of the livelihood of the displaced, as well as
the communities in conflict areas, even before the final peace accord was
signed. The creation of the Bangsamoro Development Agency and its interface
and coordination with all government development and service agencies looked
bright for a new era dawning on the victims of war (both individuals and com-
munities). It was also heart warming to behold the enthusiasm of the MILF to
bring development and reconstruction to the ravaged communities.

The formal peace talks were scheduled for early March 2003 when the
AFP, again under the leadership of the same General Angelo Reyes (the secre-
tary of national defense under the Arroyo government) attacked and assaulted
the “headquarters” of the MILF chairman, Ustadz Hashim Salamat, on Feb-
ruary 11, 2003—the day of Islam’s holiest Feast of the Sacrifice (Idul Adha).

Again, as during the administration of Estrada, but more specifically fol-
lowing 9/11, the MILF is being tagged as a terrorist front connected to Jama’at
Islam (JI) and al-Qaeda. Formal peace talks are one of the casualties of the “war
against terror.” The powerful symbol of the continuance of the all-out war
policy from Estrada to Arroyo is no less than Reyes himself, who served as chief
of staff of the AFP during the Estrada administration and as secretary of
national defense under President Arroyo.’
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Recent developments, particularly the accession of more pragmatic lead-
ership in the MILF after the demise of Hashim Salamat, paved the resumption
of the peace talks, though informal, in the southern Philippines. During these
informal talks between the GRP and some representatives of the MILF in
Kuala Lumpur, both parties reaffirmed their commitment to pursue the peace
process. However, they, too, acknowledged the difficulties and the hurdles to
put the peace process on track once again. This “intent,” hopefully, would lead
to more formal peace talks between the GRP and the MILF in order to continue
the discussion over the issues that had already been raised before the all-out
war policy of the year 2000.

At this stage, the formal peace talks increasingly became hostage to cease-
fire violations and the alleged “anti-terror” policy of the government. The in-
formal peace talks would continue to prepare the groundwork through mutual
confidence building measures for the eventual resumption of the formal peace
talks. But this prospect would depend on the political will and courage of the
Arroyo government. No doubt, there is a need for an increase in confidence-
building measures, because the policy of war continues to destroy the remain-
ing trust and confidence built in the initial months of the Arroyo presidency.

The years 2002 and 2003 did not make any progress in the peace talks.
The alleged attacks against civilian communities and the bombing of civilian
targets, particularly the Davao International Airport a week after the unpro-
voked military attack against “Buliok,” Pikit (though officially denied by the
MILF) are believed by the AFP and the PNP to be the work of the MILF.
However, the young military officers’ brief revolt in July 2003 exposed the top
military leadership as the perpetrator of the series of bombings in Mindanao in
order to convince the U.S. Defense Department that the MILF is, indeed, a
“terrorist front,” thereby winning U.S. support for the AFP’s own “war against
terror.”

The civilian casualties once again revealed the brutal and ugly visage of a
resumption of an all-out war between the GRP and the MILF. Several sectors in
Mindanao, particularly the religious and business, appealed to the GRP and
the MILF to go back to the negotiating table or to limit the fights between and
among combatants. At no time should civilians and their communities be tar-
gets of military actions, neither offensive nor defensive.

In the second half of 2003, interesting developments favored a political
settlement with the MILF. First was the entry of more pragmatic people into
the top leadership of the MILF since late July 2003, following the death of
Chairman Hashim Salamat. Second was the seeming “retreat” and defensive
stance of the military hawks, resulting from the military rebels’ direct accu-
sations that top brass in the AFP instigated the series of bombing in Mindanao



242 RELIGION AND POLITICS IN MUSLIM MINORITY SOCIETIES

to project the “terrorist” image of the MILF. Third was the sympathetic push of
the OIC, particularly of Malaysia, toward an earlier settlement of the GRP and
MILF peace talks, although conditions for a successful settlement remained
unfavorable.

The assumption to the MILF top leadership of Hajj Ibrahim Murad as the
new chair of the MILF Central Committee is viewed as a “swing” to a more
pragmatic and “lay” style of Moro leadership within the Bangsamoro. Simi-
larly, the choice of Mohagher Iqbal as the new chair of the MILF Peace Panel
reinforces the pragmatic and lay leadership, since Igbal has always been as-
sociated with Chairman Murad. The triumvirate leadership of Murad, Ghaz-
zali (vice chair for political affairs), and Igbal results in what I refer to as the
pragmatic perspective in the present MILF leadership, contrasted to what
seemed to be the previous “religious” slant within the MILF leadership.

This development points to a greater focus on three important issues on
the pragmatic agenda in the peace talks and possible settlement. These are the
following:

1. Down-to-earth issues like ancestral domain, rehabilitation, and recon-
struction of war-affected Moro communities

2. Representation of the Moro people in national and regional gover-
nance, coupled with their self-governance in local affairs in places and
areas where Muslims are the majority population

3. The issue of MILF “demobilization and disarmament” tied to the
economic package and development for former combatants

Conclusion

At this stage, it is good to observe that the electoral victory of President Arroyo
in 2004 is not associated with the policy of the peace process in Mindanao. The
opposition, as in 2001 elections, has once again won in Mindanao—a fact that
points to the continued popularity of the all-out war policy of former President
Estrada beginning in 2000. Thus, the new electoral mandate in the May 2004
national elections has really not changed the ambiguity or ambivalence in
peace making, neither in Mindanao with the MILF nor in the national level
with the National Democratic Front (NDF).

With the deepening economic and leadership crisis, what appears as
the paramount agenda of the top leadership in the country is survival amid
the mounting dissatisfactions of the present dispensation. It is noteworthy to
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point out that all the polls taken before Christmas 2004 gave the president the
lowest popularity image in years. Both of these situations greatly influence the
pursuit of peace, particularly in Mindanao where peace making policy is not
popular.

There is no doubt that the GRP-MILF peace talks and the possible peace
settlement would be bound to be controversial. The mood and the prejudice of
the Christian majority against the talks and any political settlement with MILF
would be seriously weighed in the equation of “poll popularity” for President
Arroyo.

With the increasing crisis in the country and the “incapacity” of the gov-
ernment to pursue a bold peace policy, I believe that peace will not be a priority
in the political agenda of Arroyo, notwithstanding the lip service that is often
given to the issue. Once again, the peace agenda is subsumed to the larger and
more pressing national political agenda.

There are two imperatives for peacemaking: courage and political will.
These two are terribly lacking in the present leadership of President Arroyo.
What we see in the present trend is a continuance of ambiguity and lack of
leadership and direction in the current peace talks. The talks would go “on and
off” without a political settlement in sight.

This is, indeed, tragic, because the favorable changed conditions within
the MILF may not last, as, increasingly, the young people within the ranks of
the MILF will be disillusioned—not only by the conduct of the present talks but
also by the pragmatic leadership that has gripped the MILF since the demise of
Chairman Salamat. The religious members within the central leadership and
from the rank and file continue to long for a leader akin to the late Chairman
Salamat, who was both an imam and a commander.

In the end, the people of Mindanao—not the government—should be the
major stakeholders in peace. Until the Mindanao people and leaders from all
sectors take counsel from each other and take responsibility for the process, no
peace settlement can work. Meanwhile, we as peace advocates must not rest.
We need to pursue peace with greater fervor and immense hope, praying and
working ceaselessly for peace...and believing in miracles!
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Thai and Cambodian
Muslims and the War
on Terrorism

Imtiyaz Yusuf

The state of relationship between the world of Islam and the West
since the event of 9/11 and the subsequent wars in Afghanistan and
Iraq has been topic of many discussions with which we are familiar—
for example, “Unholy Terror,”" “A Fury for God,”” “The Crisis of

Islam,”?

and “Clash of Ignorance.”* All these discussions have focused
on the Middle Eastern political scenario. But in view of the world-
wide presence of Islam, it is necessary that we also look at and
understand the Asian Muslim interpretations and responses to the
same events, including those of Muslim minorities in Thailand and
Cambodia.

Some commentators are of the opinion that Asian Islam is
now taking center stage.’ This is largely due to the emergence of
fissures between the dominant trend of moderate “cultural Islam” and
emergent “political Islam” in Southeast Asia.®

In this chapter, I discuss how the Thai and Cambodian Muslim
minorities have been affected by and how they have responded to
recent global events such as the bombing of the World Trade Center
and the war in Afghanistan. This is illustrated not only in light of
the effect of external events on the local front but also in how the
internal evolution of politics of democracy has enabled local Islam to
express itself in relation to global events. First, I outline the evolu-
tion of democratic politics in Thailand and Cambodia; second,
I look at the Thai Muslim responses to the events of 9/11 and the
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Afghan war. I also consider the ramifications of alleged charges of engaging in
terrorism for Muslim organizations operating in Cambodia.

Political Evolution of Democratic Politics
in Thailand and Cambodia

Thailand: A Political Profile

Contemporary Southeast Asian states are evolving on the path of democratic
politics in their own patterns. Thailand is a religiously pluralistic country with
a Buddhist majority of 94 percent, Muslims constituting about 5 percent, and
Christians and others 1 percent of the population. Even with this majority, the
Thai constitution does not declare Buddhism to be the official religion of
Thailand. Thailand is a constitutional monarchy in the form of a “secularized
Buddhist polity” with a “stable semi-democractic” political system.”

The history of democratic political evolution in Thailand has to be un-
derstood in light of the history of Thai politics. The relationship between Thai
state and society follows a three-dimensional pattern, where the interaction is
directed by concerns for security (S), development (D), and participation (P),

“where development takes precedence over participation,”®

with security being
the foremost objective of the concerned government.’ It follows the commu-
nitarian democracy model, “a...process...that is characterized by stability,
peace, and order, the upholding of shared moral and cultural values, and
the priority of communitarian interests.”'® This is evident from the history
of the role of ethnic and religious communities in the development of Thai
democracy.

Since the adoption of the model of constitutional monarchy in 1932, the
Thai political system has undergone major shifts, advances, and setbacks
along the democratic path. These were factors in the role of the military,
bureaucracy, ethnic groups like the emergent Chinese middle class, and the
sub-religiocultural groups such as that of Thai Muslims. Along the way, Thai-
land was also launched on the process of statism by then-strongmen such
as Major General Luang Pibulsonggram, who ruled during 1938-1944 and
1948-1957, and Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat, who held power between 1958
and 1963, and other military generals. This situation lasted until the 1973 stu-
dents’ revolt, which began a democratic process marked by party politics and
constitutionalism.

The 1992 political uprising ended military rule, and since then Thailand
has embarked on “a political system in which the military and bureaucratic
forces largely determine the role as well as the mode of participation of the non-
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bureaucratic forces.”!" It is a system in which the parliament is not the center
of power but “is only now becoming a new source of power, struggling to
institutionalize its legitimacy.”'*

Amid all these political developments, the Thai Muslims have developed
their own political space, which, over the years, has allowed them to express

their cultural and pan-Islamic concerns on the Thai political stage.

HISTORY OF ISLAM IN THAILAND. Islam spread to Thailand from different
directions: The Malay-Indonesian archipelago, Yemen (Hadhramawt), Persia,
India, Burma, China, and Cambodia. Just as other Southeast Asian Muslim
communities, the Thai Muslim community is made up of two groups: native/
local Muslims and immigrant Muslims. Hence, there is ethnic, linguistic, cul-
tural, and political variety within the Thai Muslim community.

In southern Thailand, the Malay form of Islamic religiosity reached as far
as the town of Chana on the way to Hatyai, marking the culturo-language
border between the Thai-speaking and Malay-speaking cultures. One reason
that Malay Islam has not spread far beyond Chana is the consolidation of the
“orthodoxy of Singhalese (Theravada) Buddhism, which had been introduced
on the Indochinese Peninsula by the Mons of Burma and was disseminated
further by the Thai.”'*> The encounter between Malay Islam and Thai Bud-
dhism was one between two religious orthodoxies of native types founded on
ethnolinguistic distinctions. Both agreed to coexist.'* Today, the majority of
Thai Muslims reside in the five southern provinces of the country: Songkla,
Satun, Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat. The southern Muslims make up about
44 percent of the total Thai Muslim population.

The second arrival of Islam into Thailand was made up mostly of immi-
grant Muslims of different sectarian and ethnic backgrounds. Persian Mus-
lims belonging to the Shia sect served at the court of the Ayudhaya Kingdom in
different official capacities.'® Thai Muslims in the central plains of Thailand
are of Persian, Pakistani, Indonesian, and Cham descent.'® In contrast, those
in the northern provinces of Lampang, Chiangmai, and Chiang Rai are of
Bengali, Burmese, and Yunnanese origins who migrated from Bangladesh,
Burma, and southwestern China.'” These migrant Muslims from neighboring
countries came to settle in Thailand for economic and political reasons. They
fled religious persecution at the hands of the communists in China and the
nationalists in Burma. There are also Thai converts to Islam, either through
marriage or religious conversions.

Apart from the ethnic differences, there is also linguistic diversity within
the Thai Muslim community. Most Thai Muslims who reside in the south
speak Malay language, whereas those residing in other parts of Thailand
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converse in Thai, both at home and in the public. They are not familiar with the
languages of their ancestors.

Most Thai Muslims belong to the Sunni sect, but there is also a small Shia
community belonging to the Imami and Bohras/Mustali Ismailis subgroups
within the Shia sect.'® Thai Muslims make up the largest minority religious
group in the country and are generally considered to be “a national minority

rather than a border minority.”*?

THAI MUSLIMS AND POLITICS. Thai Muslim politicians have represented Thai
political parties such as the Democrat Party and the New Aspiration Party
(NAP), which is now merged with the Thai Rak Thai Party (TRT) in the various
parliamentary elections that have taken place in the country. Thailand has also
witnessed the Malay-Muslim struggle against the policy of Thaiization in the
form of a separatist movement.*

The relations between the Muslims and the government consist of con-
tinuous negotiations. In 1988, the first Thai Muslim political faction of the
Wahdah (Unity) group was established, made up of Muslim politicians who
withdrew from the Democrat Party. The Wahdah has been described as an
ethnic movement seeking to achieve the interests of Thai Muslims from within
the political system. The Wahdah saw itself as an independent political group
ready to offer its support to any political party that promised to pay special
attention to developmental issues and problems facing Thai Muslims.

Collectively, the Thai Muslim members of Parliament and the Senate
agree on the need to address specific developmental issues facing Thai Mus-
lims. They have succeeded in achieving improvements in the infrastructure
and economic development of the Muslim majority provinces, in easing travel
arrangements for Thai pilgrims going to the Hajj, in obtaining legal permis-
sion for Thai Muslim females to wear the hijab in public places of work, and in
the establishment of an Islamic bank as an alternative financial institution.

In the previous Thai government led by the TRT, Wan Muhammad Nor
Matta of the Wahdah faction served as the minister of agriculture. Surin Pitsuwan
of the Democrat Party has previously served as the foreign minister of Thailand.

The political expressions by Thai Muslims in relation to their religious,
cultural, and group concerns—at both the national and international levels—
have been expanding over the decades. These Muslim political expressions
have been taken by the Thai state in the spirit of “globalized communitarian-
ism” rather than that of a “clash of civilizations”:

The future world is more likely to witness dynamic interactions over
and under the state propelled by the coexistence of opposing and
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complementary forces. The combined forces of globalization,
the historical longue dur of distinct civilizations and ethnic pluralism
across the world will, I believe, give birth to “globalized commu-

nitarianism” and not the “clash of civilizations.”?!

Cambodia

Cambodia has a total population of approximately 12 million.*” The main cit-
ies of the country are Phnom Penh (the capital), Battambang, and Kampong
Cham. Buddhists make up the majority of the population at 93 percent, Mus-
lims at 5 percent (700,000), and others at 2 percent. Buddhism is the state
religion, with the Ministry of Cults and Religious Affairs in charge of religious
matters.

Cambodia became a French protectorate in 1863 and was occupied by the
Japanese between 1940 and 1945; it gained independence in 1953. Cambodia
became member of the ASEAN grouping in 1999.

The local Cham ethnic group adopted Islam around 1000 c.e. Cham
Muslims took a significant role in the Kingdom of Champa until its end in
1470. Persecuted under the Marxist/Maoist ideology of the Khmer Rouge re-
gime, many Muslims fled to Malaysia, Thailand, Saudi Arabia, France, and the
United States. Cambodian Muslim refugees from Thailand and Malaysia have
now returned to the country.

The political change effected through the 1993, 1998, and 2003 elections
has brought about political and religious freedom, including the freedom to
practice Islam. Several Muslims serve as members of the parliament, armed
forces, and the civil service. Of the 700,000 Muslims in the country, most are
ethnic Chams; of these, about 40 percent reside in Kampong Cham, 20 per-
cent in Kampong Chenang, 15 percent in Kompot Province, and about 30,000
in the Phnom Penh area. There are three types of Muslim groups in Cambodia:
the Malay-influenced Shafi’i branch constitutes 9o percent of the total Muslim
population; the Saudi-Kuwaiti-influenced Wahhabi branch represents 6 per-
cent; and the traditional Iman-San branch, who practice a syncretic form of
Islam that assimilates ancient Cham culture with mystical Sufi teachings, make
up 4 percent.

Since 1994, several Muslim organizations have been established, includ-
ing the Cambodian Islamic Association, the Cambodian Khmer Islamic As-
sociation, the Cambodian Cham Islamic Association, the Islamic Students and
Teachers Association, and the Jamiyah Ansar as-Sunnah Muhayid

A total of 220 mosques exist in Cambodia. In October 2001, the Ministry
of Cults and Religious Affairs released a circular on “maintaining order in the
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Islamic religion in the Kingdom of Cambodia” with the intention to impose
new restrictions on mosques, which would require the ministry’s approval for
certain activities, especially those involving contact with Muslim foreigners.
However, Prime Minister Hun Sen cancelled the circular three days later,
citing it as contrary to the policy on freedom of religion.

Muslim affairs at the national level are managed through the Islamic
Affairs section of the Department of Minority Religious Affairs in the Ministry
of Cults and Religious Affairs. In 1994, the state sponsored the formation of
a national Muslim representative body called Majlis Sheikul Islam Cambodia.

The War on Terror and Its Implications
for Thai and Cambodian Muslims

Radicalization of Thai Muslims

The emergence of democracy in Thailand has made available opportunities for
Thai Muslims to take an independent stand on global events affecting the
Muslims.

Immediately after the events of 9/11, Surin Pitsuwan, a Muslim and the
former Thai foreign minister, remarked in an article that the barbaric act of
9/11 needed condemnation, but it also offered an opportunity for a renewal of
mankind as it could allow the prophesied theory of “clash of civilizations” to be
checked against reality:

We are facing one of the most serious threats to international order
and security in the history of mankind. The search for a common
strategy to deal with the new form of terrorism must be pursued on a
multilateral basis. The resources of the entire international commu-
nity must be garnered. It cannot be accomplished in a unilateral
manner. It must be comprehensive, inclusive, and with nobility of
purpose for the entire world community.?*

Surin called for promotion of the United Nations project of a “dialogue of
civilizations,” saying it was time to address the fact that terrorism is a symptom
of a deeper malaise that afflicts us all. He called for prevailing of wisdom,
rationality, and compassion in addressing human acts such as the destruction
of the Twin Towers, for it represented “the final moment of darkness brought
about by the clashes of civilizations.”**

In contrast, a Thai Muslim senator, Imron Maluleem, was of different

opinion:
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I believe that the U.S. fears the establishment of an Islamic state
in any part of the world because it believes an Islamic state will
destroy American civilisation and interests. First, we (Muslims)
certainly feel very sad that many innocent people died. By the same
token, there is also satisfaction that, at least, America’s dignity

and reputation as the world’s most powerful country has been den-
ted. I believe that the terrorists did not want to kill many innocent
people. Otherwise, they would have done it later in the morning
when more people would have been in the buildings.?®

Imron commented that if America targets Afghanistan, it will ignite a pro-
longed jihad in which the Muslims will side with the Afghans: “Muslims
believe that Muslims are brothers. Whenever and wherever a Muslim is hurt,
Muslims all around the world are hurt too.””® This became the populist view
among the Thai Muslims concerning the U.S. attack against the Taliban. Thai
Muslims took the stand that the United States had no evidence to justify an
attack against Afghanistan, and they called on the Thai government to adopt a
neutral stance by refusing the use of Thai airbases to the United States.?’

Meanwhile, the Thai government had decided that it would side with the
United States in its campaign against terror. The Shaikh al-Islam, or the Chu-
larajmontri, the official head of Thai Muslims, expressed support for the gov-
ernment’s policy of joining in the campaign against terror. He remarked that
“if war breaks out, it is not jihad because the action is aimed against terrorists,
who are the destroyers of religion and lands.”*® Nevertheless, he asked the Thai
government not to commit troops or allow the use of Thai military bases for
U.S. attacks against Afghanistan.”

Initially, Thai Muslims did not believe that Muslims were behind the g/11
attacks. They concluded that it was an act by the adversaries of Islam. And they
made appeals for the support of Afghan people in the face of impending at-
tacks by the United States.’® These Thai Muslims saw the war against terror as
a means of spreading suspicions about the good intentions of Muslims, brand-
ing them as potential terrorists and a way to sideline the resolution of the core
issue of the Israeli-Palestine conflict in the Middle East. Meanwhile, many
seminars, discussions, prayer meetings, and protests were held during the U.S.
attack on Afghanistan, leading to the boycott of American products as an act of
protest.*!

After 9/11 and the war in Afghanistan, Thai Muslims still believed that
Muslims were made scapegoats by the United States, and they expressed
distress over such an American stand. They held that the post-9/11 U.S. action
created disunity among countries in the world, resulting only in the killing
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of thousands of Afghan civilians and children. They also believed that the
U.S. administration was out to threaten Muslim countries because they do
not comply with U.S. policies and thus classify them as terrorists.*? The Thai
Muslims’ disappointment with the American administration’s campaign—
what is seen as being directed against Muslims—continues.

In Thai Muslim opinion of today, America has become a foe of Islam.
Islam is under siege by America, guided by the thesis of the clash of civiliza-
tions, as exhibited by the American interventions in Afghanistan and now Iraq.
Thai Muslims are calling for a change in the stance of American policy as it
relates to the Muslim world at large.

Thai Jemaah Islamiyah?

Over the decades, Thai Islam has been influenced by the Islamic resurgence
movements such as the 1979 Islamic revolution in Iran and the Wahhabi
Puritanism. One can easily say that the contemporary state of the majority
Islamic trend in Thailand is oriented more toward resurgence than traditional.
In the Sunni context, the situation has been influenced by the Islamic move-
ments of the Indian subcontinent, including those in Malaysia, Egypt, and
Saudi Arabia. Hence, the term “Jemaah Islamiyah” in the Thai context has
acquired a local socioreligious meaning of “religious community.”

Thai governments (being sensitive to the religious and cultural needs of
Thai Muslims) have allowed Thai Muslims to pursue their own theological
development. They allowed thousands of Thai Muslim youth to attend Muslim
universities such as the al-Azhar in Cairo, Egypt; the Islamic University in
Madina and Ibn Saud University in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia; the Nadwatul Ulama
of Lucknow and the Aligarh Muslim University in India; the Karachi, Abu Bakr,
and Islamic universities in Pakistan; and the universities and religious schools
in Malaysia, Indonesia, and Qum, Iran—all for acquiring bachelor’s, master’s,
and doctoral degrees in theology. Influenced by the religio-theological trends of
reformist and revivalist Islam during their educational stay, the returnee Thai
students have engaged in promoting Islamic resurgence in Thailand along the
revivalist and resurgent patterns encountered in the Middle East and in South
and Southeast Asia. This contributes to the religious reform of Thai Muslim
society along puritan lines, but the authorities do not consider such promotion
to be a threat.*

Hence, Thai Islam today—in both the city and the country, the south and
the north—is more puritanical in its orientation and stands for the support of
Islamic resurgence. This is based on two grounds: (a) the influences of global
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Islamic resurgent movements, and (b) the availability of democratic space in
the Thai political forum, allowing for the freedom of religion and expression.

But this does not mean that Thai Islam is pro-action-oriented in the local
context; rather, it is pro-vocalist in expression of its concerns with the events
taking place in and affecting the Muslim world. The U.S. military actions in
Afghanistan and Iraq radicalized Thai Muslims to oppose the United States.
Thailand witnessed large protest rallies, both in the south and in Bangkok, but
these rallies were not linked directly to violence in the streets. Rather, these
were peaceful rallies in the spirit of pan-Islamism. Thailand’s initial low-key
support for the U.S. war against terror had won the confidence of the Thai
Muslims, but the recent passing of the executive decrees against potential
terrorists—which many fear may scapegoat the Muslims and the American
designation of Thailand as a key non-Nato ally at the recently held APEC
summit—has disappointed many.**

Islamic Terrorists in Cambodia?

Cambodia’s embarking on the path of democracy opened up a freer religious
environment in the country, whereby the religious communities started paying
attention to their own developmental needs.

The Cambodian Muslims are basically rural people, the majority of whom
are primarily engaged in fishing and farming activities. Since 1995, Mus-
lim organizations from Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Malaysia, and Indonesia—
representing different Islamic trends and objectives—have engaged in the
reconstruction of the Cambodian Muslim community. One form of assistance
was sending personnel and aid to relieve the economic and educational needs
of the Cambodian Muslims who were the victims of many of years of war and
ravage. Such religious schools do not offer multicultural education, but reli-
gious only, and they are staffed by foreign teachers who are unaware of local
Islamic customs and culture in a multireligious country.*® In 2002, an Amer-
ican diplomat remarked, “There do seem to be growing links with the Middle
East. It actually does make us a little nervous that this is happening that these
links are being formed.”*®

On May 30, 2003, the Cambodian authorities arrested two Thais and an
Egyptian on suspicion of having links with the Jemaah Islamiyah (JI). These
persons were teachers at the Saudi-financed Islamic religious school named
Umm al-Qura. The two Thais were sentenced to life imprisonment in Decem-
ber 2004.%” The CIA could not find any evidence to link the two persons to
JI1.*® The Thais were arrested after an alleged Singaporean JI operative, Arifin
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bin Ali, who was arrested in Bangkok in May 2003, alleged that they were
members of the terror group and had helped plan an attack. The same alle-
gation from Arifin led to the arrest of four Thai Muslims in Thailand, in-
cluding the well-known physician Waemahadi Wae-dao, but the four were later
acquitted of charges of plotting attacks on Bangkok embassies. After his
release, in the 2006 senatorial elections, Waemahadi was elected to the Thai
senate from the southern Thai province of Narathiwat.

On May 31, 2003, the Cambodian authorities ordered the expulsion of
twenty-eight foreign teachers from the same school, along with their families,
on the charges of links with JI; they had come from Nigeria, Pakistan, Sudan,
Thailand, Yemen, and Egypt. The media reported that this action was taken on
the basis of U.S. intelligence reports about associations between the Umm al-
Qura and ]I.39 The most likely reason for this action, however, was the up-
coming meetings of the foreign ministers of the ASEAN and ASEAN Regional
Forum (ARF) member-countries in Phnom Penh during June 16—21, which
were attended by General Colin Powell, the U.S. secretary of state.*® Earlier the
International Religious Freedom Report 2002, released by the Bureau of
Democracy, Human Rights and Labor in the U.S. Department of State, had
mentioned tensions between the various Muslim groups that receive foreign
financial support and the types of Islam that each of them promote. It also
reported that the Buddhists had expressed concerns about the foreign financial
assistance coming to the Cham Muslim community.

Several foreign Muslim groups ranging from the Tabligh Jamaat, the
Islamic Relief Organization, al-Rabitah, RISEAP, and the Kuwait Society have
engaged in the reconstruction of Islam in Cambodia in affiliation with the
locals.*" Since each of them represents a certain religious stance within the
purview of Islamic religious thought, this resulted in a proxy war between
different groups and may be the reason behind the arrests and the closing
down of the Umm al-Qura school in the name of the war against terrorism. It
was alleged that many Saudi organizations, including Umm al-Qura, were en-
gaged in promoting the Wahhabi type of Islamic resurgence, leading to internal
tensions and divisions within the local Muslim community.

Furthermore, the activities of Islamic movements such as the Tabligh
Jamaat and Umm al-Qura in Cambodia were directed toward removing the
influences of communism, Buddhism, and Hinduism from the minds of the
Cambodian Muslims with the aim to spread orthodox Islam or Wahhabism.
This was interpreted concisely by Ahmad Yahya, a member of the Cambodian
Parliament, who, in response to an interview in the New York Times (December
23, 2002) about Cambodian Muslim involvement in terrorism said, “I told the
(U.S.) Ambassador, don’t worry about our people. Our people I can guarantee.
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But the Bangladeshis, Afghans, Pakistanis, Saudis and people like that who
come here, I cannot guarantee."42

The Cambodian case is somewhat similar to that in Central Asia where
“religious ideology has found fertile soil in societies where economic develop-
ment is poor and moral and political decay are rampant.”** Such a situation
in a Muslim minority country attracts donations from various Muslim sources
of different ideological backgrounds, leading to Muslim infighting and re-
sulting in the government taking action against the foreign groups. Hence, the
combined effect of 9/11, the Afghan war, and the activities of Umm al-Qura
provided grounds for the Cambodian government to take against the Saudi-
related institution. The comments by an Islam expert of the International
Crisis Group stationed in Jakarta are interesting; he remarked that there have
been speculations about JI members seeking refuge in Cambodia, but it was
unlikely that there were direct links between the school and the terrorists.**

The above-mentioned event in Cambodia has to be understood in the
aftermath of Khmer Rouge persecution, reconstruction of democracy, eco-
nomic poverty, theological challenges to local Islam, and the demands of de-
velopment. Cambodian Muslims feel that they became the victims of a global
venture and targets of discrimination in their own country. Furthermore, the
aid received to meet their developmental needs was severed and may not come
back for some time,** as the foreign Muslim aid organizations are now weary
of engaging in social construction projects in Cambodia.

Conclusion

The security concerns on the part of Thai and Cambodian governments have
shaped the action of the states vis-d-vis Islamic groups in these countries. The
state and management of concerned affairs were more democratic in orien-
tation in Thailand than in Cambodia.

Since the event of 9/11 and its aftermath, Asian Muslims have faced many
questions about the state of Islam in the region. There has emerged a growing
tension between the customary mode of “cultural Islam” and the rise of “neo
pan-Islamism” in Southeast Asia. In some instances, the combination of local
factors and the aggressive nature of international relations has made local
Muslims accidental victims of the global war against terrorism.

It is hoped that the accommodative and moderate nature of Southeast
Asian Islam functioning within the state of religious diversity will still con-
tinue to be play a representative role in the promotion of the Islamic way of life
and thought across the region. And that it will be in the interest of America and
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Europe that they repair their relations with Southeast Asian Islam, both in its
majority and minority situations, by convincing the locals that they are not
engaged in a blind war against Islam and Muslims, neither in the region nor
elsewhere.

Southeast Asian Muslims having developed within a democratic environ-
ment, generally possess a moderate outlook toward religion and society, and
are always in favor of friendly and dialogical relations with other traditions and
cultures. They cannot afford to be hijacked by both internal and external forces.
Thus the war against terrorism should not serve as a metaphor for creating
tensions and wrecking relations between the world of Islam and the West.

The trail of post-g/11-related events in Cambodia and Thailand illustrates
that contemporary Islam in these countries faces new types of challenges in
managing itself, at both the local and global levels. The events in Cambodia
showed how local issues within a Muslim community got intertwined with
global matters affecting the state of Islam in a not yet politically stabilized
country. The Thai Muslim responses to the events of 9/11 and the Afghan war
showed how far the Thai Muslims have come in publicly expressing their
concerns on pan-Islamic matters in a democratic country.

This purpose of this chapter has been to present both the Thai and
Cambodian Muslim responses to contemporary global events so that infor-
mation about self and other can become a means for building an under-
standing and enhancing coexistence and dialogue to the mutual benefit of all.
Until now, the Cambodian and Thai Muslims have maintained a moderate and
traditional form of Islam, but the turn of events in the globalized era and the
“war on terror” has seen the growth of anti-Western Muslim attitudes in these
countries.

As the United States continues to be engaged with affairs in the Muslim
world, it should tread the path with an understanding of how the societies and
communities of the ummah perceive its role as the superpower. Only then can
there be reduction of conflicts and hostile imagining about self and other on
both sides.
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Conclusion: Asian Islam
at a Crossroads

John O. Voll

Contexts: Global Transformations

Every society and human tradition is experiencing major transfor-
mations at the beginning of the twenty-first century. An examination
of Islam in Asia must place itself firmly in this context of global
transformations.' Asian Islam is at a major and significant crossroads,
and this is an experience shared by virtually every other society
around the world. Old and long-established patterns of politics and
society are rapidly disappearing and being replaced by new ways of
thinking and doing things. Yet, the underlying historical and cultural
foundations continue to shape events in significant ways. In this
present time of turmoil and rapid change, it is clear that conscious and
unconscious decisions of leaders and the general public are deter-
mining which paths are being taken in this crossroads era of history.
There are important global developments that have an effect
on Asian societies, but this involvement does not create a homoge-
neous or standardized result, neither globally nor within the re-
gion. Instead, the result is the emergence of distinctive local
expressions of the global, as global elements are incorporated into
long-standing particular cultures and modes of life. Some ana-
lysts have used the awkward but helpfully descriptive term of
“glocalization” for this process of the mutually interactive globaliza-
tion of local life and the localization of the global processes as
they operate in specific and particular societal conditions.?
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The consequences of the interaction of contemporary global and local de-
velopments are contrary to the expectations of many scholars. Modernization
of societies around the world did not create a homogeneous global “modern”
society. Instead, what has emerged is a complex array of multiple forms of
modernity. In fact, in the words of S. N. Eisenstadt, “the best way to under-
stand the contemporary world, including the upsurge and reconstruction of
the religious dimension on the contemporary scene—indeed the history of
modernity—is to see it as a story of continual development and formation,
constitution and reconstitution of a multiplicity of cultural programs of mo-
dernity and of distinctively modern patterns, of multiple modernities.”> In the
development and definition of these multiple forms of modernity, religion
takes an important role.

The continuing significance of “religion” in the main dynamics of con-
temporary life is itself also a surprise to many. Many people had assumed that
secularization of society was an inherent part of the processes of moderniza-
tion. Increasingly there is agreement that the old assumptions of secularization
theory are wrong, and while there is disagreement over the future role of reli-
gion in society, there is little disagreement about its continuing significance.*

For Muslims in Asia, as in other parts of the world, this changing under-
standing of the relationship between “secular” and “modern” is transforming
the nature of discussions about the relationships between Islam and contem-
porary social order. Among the reformers of the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century in the Muslim world, the debate about “secularization” of state
and society was at the heart of many of the issues involving reform programs.
The Kemalist transformation of the Ottoman Empire into the Turkish Re-
public had at its core the implementation of an activist program of seculari-
zation. Nationalist programs advocating revolutionary socialist transformations
of societies were implicitly and sometimes explicitly secular in orientation, and
these dominated the ideological scene in the middle of the century. However,
by late in the twentieth century, many of the basically secular visions of state
and society were seen as ineffective and even as failed. This combined with a
growing conviction among both scholars and believers that secularization was
not an inherent part of modernization. As a result, the debates involving issues
of secularism have now shifted with the secularist position frequently being
viewed as one among a number of competing ideological positions within the
context of multiple modernities rather than as an inevitable part of a homoge-
neous modernity.

In Muslim communities and societies in Asia, these broad and long-term
processes are clearly visible, and they help shape the nature of Asian Islam in
this crucial era. The involvement of these societies in economic globalization is
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matched by a participation in broader social and cultural globalizations as well.
The continued significance of religion in global terms is reflected in the re-
gional developments that are often spoken of as the “resurgence of Islam.” The
dynamics of global and local interaction—of glocalization—in the Muslim
communities and societies of Asia and the region as a whole, along with the
“local” implications of the global religious resurgence set the broad context for
examining “Islam at the crossroads” in Asia. These broad themes help define a
framework for understanding more specific issues and developments in the
region, especially in terms of the Islamic dimensions of life. They are a nec-
essary part of any study of Asian Islam at the beginning of the twenty-first
century.

Mainstream Islam at the Crossroads:
Struggle for the Soul of Islam

Many people speak of the “struggle for the soul of Islam” that is taking place
throughout the Muslim world. This struggle involves much more than prob-
lems in the war on terror or issues of political repression. The struggle is the
competition to define the nature of the religious experience and life of the
majority of Muslims in the world. In many ways, the core issue is not con-
trolling marginal—and often violent—extremists; it is shaping and maintain-
ing the mainstream consensus on issues of social and political morality and
religious piety. In Muslim Asia, among the many developments shaping the
future of mainstream Islam are those that involve education, the mass media
and the new means of electronic communication, and the changing nature of
pop culture. While these aspects are not often as “headline grabbing” as ter-
rorist activities or dramatic—but usually of short-term impact—political events
and crises, these three dimensions of Muslim life shape the basic nature of
mainstream Islam.

Education

One of the most important arenas in the battle to define Islam for the future is
in education. The success of the Taliban and the relatively high visibility of the
militant madrasa culture in the developing Afghan crisis of the 199os did
cause some attention to be given to issues of education. It is regularly em-
phasized that the madrasas were crucial in shaping the mentality of the war-
riors engaged in the Afghan jihad and the subsequent establishment of the
Taliban state. However, little attention is given to the educational alternatives.
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The madrasa reform program announced by President Pervez Musharraf early
in 2002, for example, received little notice or support.

The struggle to define the content of madrasa education in Pakistan re-
flects the broader contest among the different Islamic visions competing for
followers in the contemporary Muslim world. At one extreme is the Taliban
style of Islamic interpretation, which emphasizes the struggle against non-
Muslims and advocates militant jihad as the necessary mode of operation for
“true” Muslims in the contemporary world. The content of such a vision is
framed within the theologically conservative tradition of the South Asian
Deobandi tradition of strict and narrow interpretation of the faith. At the other
extreme are secularist modernizers, who believe that secular, Western-style
education is necessary for modernization and development in Muslim socie-
ties. The broad mainstream of Muslim opinion runs between these two ex-
tremes, seeing an Islamic dimension in education as being essential but an
extreme conservative fanaticism as destructive. The competition becomes the
struggle to define the degree to which the mainstream will reflect more “fun-
damentalist” or more “secularist” visions of the needs of Muslims in the cont-
emporary world. The largest Muslim organizations in Asia, like Muhammadiyya
and Nahdatul Ulama in Indonesia, work consciously and actively to create a
dynamic mainstream Islam in their educational institutions, while schools of
the smaller, militant organizations like the Jemmah Islamiyya are the core in-
stitutions of hardline “jihadism” in the area.

In the history of the Islamic community—the ummah—education and
scholarship has been central to the identity of the believing community. In a
pre-modern manifestation of interregional relations (an early form of global-
ization), scholars moved freely across the Afro-Eurasian Islamic ummah from
Morocco and West Africa to China and the islands of Southeast Asia. Teachers
and the school communities in which they taught shaped the nature of Mus-
lim life in profound ways. The madrasas of the Saljugs and the great schools
of the Ayatollahs in Safavid Iran are important examples of how the educa-
tional institutions shaped the nature of mainstream Islam in major historic
societies.

If one hopes to understand what will be the nature of Islamic life in Asia in
the twenty-first century, it will be essential to know what the coming genera-
tions of Muslims are being taught and where that learning is taking place.
Many actively believing Muslims have had little contact with formally struc-
tured “religious” education, while others have studied within the framework of
a more formally organized curriculum of Islamic studies, either in more sec-
ular schools or in schools that are identified as Islamic. The ways that Islam is
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presented within the educational experiences of the majority defines the foun-
dation for what will be the mainstream Islam of the twenty-first century.

It is very important to determine, in each of the countries of the region and
in the broader region as a whole, where people have received their instruction
in Islam and what the nature of the instruction has been. This must involve
some awareness of the influence of “secular” education on religious sensibil-
ities, as well as information about developments in the more “traditional”
educational institutions. At the level of higher education, for example, it is
important to have information about the impact of institutions like the In-
ternational Islamic Universities in Kuala Lumpur and Islamabad and the
Syarif Hidayatullah State Islamic University in Jakarta, and how that impact
might compare with the influence of more secular institutions in shaping the
Islamic consciousness of the mainstream majority. Similarly, it is important to
know about the continuing influence of pre-university education as organized
within the schools established by organizations like Nahdatul Ulama in In-
donesia. In societies where Muslims are a minority, it is also crucial to know
what role religious schools have in maintaining a sense of Muslim identity.

In the context of globalization and the Islamic resurgence, the old net-
works of scholars extending across regions take new forms. Growing numbers
of students from countries in South and Southeast Asia study in many dif-
ferent countries. Where they study and what they learn becomes an important
component in shaping the nature of mainstream Islam. Scholars studying
militant Muslim groups have given more attention to the importance of this
international circulation of students, noting how many have been trained in
camps in Afghanistan or those students who studied in Cairo and returned to
their homeland with the perspectives of the Muslim Brotherhood. Where the
students study shapes the ideas that they bring back with them. A report of
the impact of international Islamic education in China, for example, notes that
Chinese Muslims studying in the University of Medina had a more narrow and
rigid definition of Islamic practice than those who had studied with the Grand
Mufti of Syria in Damascus.® Information about the international dimension
of Islamic education in all of the countries in the regions, and the possible
regional impact, is of great importance.

In general terms, education is the key to the future of mainstream Islam in
Asia in the twenty-first century. The many different visions of Islam, ranging
from the militant conservative to more pluralist visions, compete to define the
Islamic future, and the schools are the places where the battles are most fre-
quently won and lost. An agenda for understanding Islam in Asia must include
the examination of all levels and types of education.
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Media: Mass and Electronic

Mainstream Islam is also strongly influenced by the nature of the sources of
information, public and private. During the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, newspapers, radio, and television gained great importance in shaping
public opinion in the countries of Asia. Initially, these media were not major
sources for religious information or instruction. However, Islam has become
an increasingly important part of the content of these media, and it is im-
portant to gain a better understanding of the interaction that takes place: How
does Islam influence what is presented in the mass media, and how does pre-
sentation in these media shape the religious material that is being presented?
Is the message of a tele-preacher, for example, going to have a character differ-
ent from that of the traditional khutbah, because television shapes how one can
present the message?

Periodicals and newspapers have greatly influenced mainstream Islam.
The modernist Salafi journal published in Egypt, al-Manar, for example,
helped shape the development of modernist thought in Indonesia early in the
twentieth century. Throughout the regions, newspapers have been significant
in presenting a variety of Muslim views, and they remain important. Radio and
television also have important roles in presentation of ideas and in shaping the
views of the people, however. By the late twentieth century, it was recognized
that

television serves as an effective vehicle for the transmission of
Islamic doctrine and for the holding of discussion forums on Isla-
mic matters in both Malaysia and Indonesia. . .. [In government-
controlled television,] it is important to see television program-
ming as demonstrating part of the Malaysian and Indonesian gov-
ernments’ efforts to Islamise their respective countries in a
modernist way during the 199o0s, rather than taking the more radi-
cal approach of Islamist governments in some other parts of the
Muslim world.®

It is important to know more about how much the media reflect mainstream
Muslim beliefs and experiences, and how much influence they have on the ac-
tual definition of those beliefs.

By the end of the twentieth century, new modes of communication relying
on new technologies have had increasing importance. The development of
cassette technology transformed major aspects of popular culture. A study
of the impact of cassette technology on the music industry in India notes
the wider impact as well: “Cassettes and tape players constitute a two-way,



CONCLUSION 2067

potentially interactive micro-medium whose low expense makes it conducive
to localized grassroots control and corresponding diversity of content.”” The
“small media” open the way for important grassroots activity:

The basic mass-media model of vertical message transference sees
the audience as a group of message consumers.. .. Yet the pro-
liferation of new media, the lowering of costs, the differentiation

of the audience into taste cultures, and new models of the active au-
dience offer opportunities for communications participation so

that the erstwhile “passive” audience can actively produce not only
meaning but messages.®

The importance of the small media technology in the Iranian Revolution has
been noted by many scholars.’

The ways in which the small media communications revolution affects
mainstream Islam in Asia are a vital part of the picture of Islamic life in the
region in the twenty-first century. How effectively the advocates of different
visions of Islam and its future make use of the small media will play an im-
portant part in shaping the nature of the mainstream Islam of the next gen-
eration. Early in the twentieth century, modernist advocates were clearly effec-
tive, but at the beginning of the twenty-first century, some of the most effective
use of small media communication is by the advocates of violence, as seen in
the videos and cassettes produced by supporters of Osama bin Laden.

Similarly, the global electronic communications network represented by
the Internet also needs to be understood. The globalizing impact of Islamic
sites providing fatwas and other information is an aspect of this. Again, it
becomes important to ask how the medium used shapes the content, as well as
noting the dissemination of content. In general terms, development of Inter-
net capacity is an important aspect of creating institutions and structures that
will be effective in the contexts of the world of the twenty-first century. Muslim
societies in Southeast Asia, especially Malaysia, have been leaders in this devel-
opment, while Muslim majority societies in the Middle East and North Africa
have lagged behind.'® While Malaysian leaders are willing to assume the risks
of economic and political transparency that are involved in connecting effec-
tively with the global communications network, leaders in the Middle East were
not: “All of this suggests that the big political issues of freedom of expression
and democracy in the Muslim world (as elsewhere) in the 21st century will be
fought out within the context of the radically new medium of exchange that we
call the Internet.”"!

Understanding the influence of the media on the articulation and pre-
sentation of Islam in the twenty-first century and the influence of Islam on the
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modes of media present becomes a significant element in the agenda of un-
derstanding mainstream Asian Islam at its current crossroads.

Pop Culture

The study of “popular Islam” is well established in the standard scholarship on
Islam in Asia, as it is in the study of Islam in other parts of the world. In this
established scholarly tradition, “popular” Islam is identified with the practices
of the less-educated believers and is frequently placed in contrast to “orthodox”
Islam.'? In this definition, local religious traditions and practices are included
in what is identified as Islam, but terminology, especially in the older litera-
ture, often talks about “saint worship” and “superstitions” that are in sharp
contrast to the expectations of Muslim scholars. A key concept in this standard
discussion of “popular” religion is syncretism, in which cultural patterns ex-
isting when Islam comes to a society are incorporated into what becomes
considered “Islamic.”’® Movements of renewal and revival are often seen as
“Islamizing” such syncretistic mixtures of Muslim and local elements (i.e.,
“popular Islam”).

While this conceptualization of popular Islam is useful for understanding
historical developments, the context is changing dramatically. As societies
demographically shift from having rural majorities to urban ones and have
increasing proportions of the population under the age of twenty, and as the
economies are transformed, the popular culture of the bulk of the population is
also changing. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the old popular
culture is disappearing and is being replaced by what many people might think
of as “pop culture.” This is still the culture of the less educated and poorer
classes, but it has been transformed by new media resources and the new
contexts of glocalized societies.

The nature of the relationships between the old popular culture, the
popular Islam of pre-modern village life, and the cosmopolitan Islam of the
scholars was relatively clear. However, the relationship between the new pop
culture and the Islam of the scholars is still in the process of being defined. The
evolution of this relationship is an important component of the future main-
stream Islam of the region, and it is a hotly contested arena that needs to be
thoroughly examined.

The issues involved in the relationship between the emerging pop culture
and mainstream Muslim sensibilities are illustrated in two controversial pop
culture icons. In Indonesia, there has been some dispute over current devel-
opments in what was a traditional popular culture dance style, dangdut. A
singer-performer, Inul Daratista, has added a vigorous hip movement to the
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more traditional mode of presentation and has been strongly condemned by
some hard-line scholars, “who branded her dancing as ‘devilish’ and ‘lust-
ful.’ ”'* However, her popularity has expanded the audience for dangdut from
its traditional rural and lower-class constituency to the urban middle-class and
professional audience. Inul identifies herself as a Muslim who prays regularly
and appears to have the support of mainstream urban Muslim society."
Abdurrahman Wahid, former president of Indonesia and head of Nahdutul
Ulama, defended Inul, saying that “no cleric has the right to decide what peo-
ple can and cannot do in a democratic society.”*®

Similarly, the popularity of a Pakistani rock band, Junoon, and its leader,
Salman Ahmad, has aroused the strong opposition of militant, theologically
conservative teachers, who argue that the Qur’an forbids music. However,
Junoon has a very large audience and has had support from important Sufi
teachers. Ahmad also prays regularly and considers himself a faithful Muslim.
His faith, he says, gives him “the confidence to try to form a modern Pakistani
identity.”'” Here the issue becomes the definition of the faith of the main-
stream majority, and it is not automatically the militant teachers who define
what that faith is.

The relationship between pop culture and mainstream Islam needs to be
more clearly understood. It is a relationship that shapes the nature of main-
stream Islam in the coming century.

In the “struggle for the soul of Islam,” the real issue is the evolving nature
of mainstream Islam, the Islamic faith of the majority of the population. Ra-
dicals and extremists may be highly visible but in the long run will have a
major effect only if they can convince the majority. In understanding the dy-
namics of this “struggle,” it is essential to know what is happening in the areas
of education, the media, and pop culture.

Islam and Politics

Islam’s political role is often the most visible and frequently discussed aspect
of Islam’s role in contemporary societies. The emergence of what became
labeled “political Islam” was seen as a key development of the late twentieth
century. Debates revolved around whether there was a “failure of political

Islam,”'®

whether Islam and democracy are compatible, and similar issues.
However, the political dimensions of contemporary Islamic life are shaped
fundamentally by the broader developments of mainstream majority faith and
piety. In Muslim Asia, two issues have high visibility and great importance: the

nature of an Islamic State and the nature of the Sharia and what it means to
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implement the Sharia in contemporary societies. A third area of major im-
portance is the issue of the relationship between Islam and violence: What is
the appeal of the call for violent action in the cause of Islam?

The Islamic State

In South and Southeast Asia, the question of whether or not the state should be
formally (possibly constitutionally) identified as an “Islamic State” has been
debated since at least the middle of the twentieth century. Independence gave
special urgency to the issue, as new leaders engaged in the process of post-
colonial state formation. Pakistan was identified as an “Islamic state” by the
very process of its achievement of independence with the partition of British
India in 1947. What that actually meant, however, was the subject of much
debate in the following decades, with no clear consensus emerging, even at the
beginning of the twenty-first century.

In every Muslim majority society in South and Southeast Asia, the issue of
formally identifying the state as an “Islamic State” has been hotly debated. In
Indonesia, the subject was raised almost immediately after World War IT and
independence, and it was resolved by an inclusive definition of the role of
religion and Islam in state definition. Advocates of a more exclusivist definition
of the Islamic State remained relatively marginal, and the largest Islamic or-
ganizations, like Nahdutul Ulama and Muhammadiyya, argued that Islam is
important as a moral foundation for society but they were not active in sup-
porting a more standard Middle Eastern conceptualization of an Islamic State.
In Malaysia, advocacy of a formally declared Islamic State was an important
part of the political program of the major opposition party, PAS, but the PAS
definition of what an Islamic State is differed significantly from what was
meant by Mahathir Muhammad when, as prime minister, he proclaimed
Malaysia to be an Islamic State in 2001. Even in the context of Muslim mi-
nority communities, the nature of an Islamic State sometimes becomes a divi-
sive factor, as can be seen in the competing definition of goals and the conflicts
between the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) and the Moro Islamic
Liberation Front (MILF) in the Philippines, especially during the 199os.

An examination of the different visions and definitions of the “Islamic
State” articulated by Muslim groups in Asia becomes an important part of the
agenda for examining the possible paths that might be followed in the coming
century. In this analysis, it is extremely important to be aware of the diversity of
definitions, even among those who advocate the formal proclamation of an
Islamic State. There is no single vision of a restored caliphate that is advocated
by all, and an Islamic State is not simply conceived of as a theocracy. Some
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advocates of an Islamic State conceive of such a state as democratic or repre-
sentational, while others define the state more in terms of the guided republic
model of Iran or a more authoritarian hierarchy.

These debates have been changed by the changing understanding of
“secularism” by the end of the twentieth century. In many of the earlier dis-
cussions, “secularism” was defined broadly as the separation of “religion” from
“politics.” In the new historical contexts of the 199os, an older and more
narrow understanding of secularism—considering it as an institutional pro-
gram of separation of religious institutions from those of the state—has come
to be a more important part of the discussions to define an Islamic State. In the
Islamic Republic of Iran, for example, some people have been identified as
secularist because they advocate the withdrawal of the mullahs from politics,
even though they remain committed to having a state based on Islamic prin-
ciples.

The relationship between Islam and democracy is an issue of special im-
portance in these debates. In this context, both “Islam” and “democracy” are
highly contested terms, and much of the disagreement revolves around the
fundamental definitions that are being used. For those who insist that Islam
can only be understood in the terms articulated by medieval thinkers and
experience and for those who insist that the only valid definition of democracy
is Western-style liberal democracy with institutions identical to those found in
the United States and Western Europe, Islam and democracy appear to be in-
compatible. Others argue that Islam provides conceptual resources and tradi-
tions that make it possible to articulate “Islamic democracy.”'® However, there
is a broad spectrum of views on this issue, and understanding the full breadth
of that spectrum and its relationship to mainstream Islam is a necessary part of
any analysis of Islam’s role in politics and what a state based on Islamic faith
and principles should be.

These issues involve the definition of the foundation of authority of the
political regime. For Muslims, Islam provides at least a part of the basis for the
normative order of society. In this context, the state must in some way reflect
and affirm the Islamic normative order. Legitimacy of the state and political
regime depends on a minimum recognition that the regime is not counter to
Islam and in some way is in accord with the Islamic normative order. This
legitimacy becomes the basis for a state to be “Islamic” in the broadest defi-
nition.*°

Understanding this diversity of visions of the nature of an Islamic State
requires a careful understanding of the specifics of local movements. It must
also be aware of the impact of globalization on the interactive awareness of
Muslims in the region and the importance of Middle Eastern and other models
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in shaping new iterations of the Islamic State visions in Muslim Asia in the
twenty-first century.

Implementation of Sharia

Although many people see the implementation of the Sharia as the primary
reason for the establishment of an Islamic State, these are two related but dif-
ferent issues. The specific structure of an Islamic State can vary, and the modes
of implementation of Sharia can also be different, depending on time and
circumstance. The issues involved in the debates over implementation of Sharia
go to the very heart of how Muslims in the contemporary world define Islam.

One of the long-standing issues in Islamic legal thought is the tension
between the approach that primarily accepts precedent and the following of the
judgments of major scholars of the past (taglid) and the approach that argues
for the necessity of continued informed analysis for deciding how Islamic prin-
ciples are to be applied in particular and changing conditions (ijtihad). In terms
of the issue of implementation of the Sharia, these two approaches are re-
flected in two different views of what constitutes the Sharia. One approach
views the Sharia as an established body of rulings and laws that already exists
and simply needs to be applied. The second approach understands the Sharia
to be a set of basic principles and standards that establishes a framework for
rules and regulations, but this is a dynamic and not a static legal structure.
These two approaches involve very different understandings of the nature of
the scholarly discipline for the study of Sharia, which is figh, and the relation-
ship between figh and Sharia. Some argue that the static vision of Sharia in fact
confuses figh with Sharia and that what some people are in reality advocating
is the implementation of a particular and outmoded figh rather than implemen-
ting Sharia.

Throughout South and Southeast Asia, scholars debate about the need for
changing the methodology of figh in order to get an understanding of Sharia
that is effective (and implementable) in the contemporary world. It is impor-
tant to describe the political battles that take place over whether or not a static
vision of Sharia should be implemented. This is an important part, for example,
of understanding the programs of PAS in Malaysia. However, it is essential to
understand that these battles are taking place in the context of broader con-
ceptual debates about the nature of figh and Sharia. It is not simply a matter
of deciding whether or not to implement an existing corpus of legal rules;
it is also a matter of defining the foundations of those rules and how they
should be applied. When the two largest Muslim organizations in Indonesia,
Nahdatul Ulama and Muhammadiyya, opposed a constitutional amendment
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to implement Sharia, they were opposing the implementation of the static
conceptualization of Sharia. They were not in opposition to having Islamic
principles be foundations for state and society.

In ways similar to the issues involved in establishing an Islamic State, the
issues of implementation of Sharia begin with the fact that Muslims in Asia
approach the subject in many different ways. These approaches involve de-
fining new methods of analysis in the discipline of figh, as well as a conflict
between dynamic and static understandings of Sharia itself. Again, it is essen-
tial to be aware of this diversity of perspectives and approaches if one is to un-
derstand the nature of the choices being made by Muslims in South and
Southeast Asia that are shaping their future.

Islam and Violence

Although the majority of Muslims in Asia do not engage in acts of violence as a
result of their religious and political commitments, the call for violent jihad has
a growing appeal. In virtually every country where there is a Muslim commu-
nity, there are reports of growing numbers of people being attracted to previ-
ously marginal, militant organizations. Some of these reports are a reflection
of the increased attention given to terrorism since the destruction of the World
Trade Center in September 2001 and of the tendency among some journalists
and policy makers to label every active Muslim organization as a terrorist, or po-
tentially terrorist, group. However, it is clear that this dimension of Muslim life,
in Asia as elsewhere, has growing importance and needs to be better understood.

One important aspect of this rapidly changing situation is the transfor-
mation of old-style Muslim associations and networks into new modes of
organization and operation. An example of this is the evolution of the group
associated with Abubakar Baasyir. This group began in an old-fashioned way.
Baasyir established a small religious school with a conservative curriculum in
the 1970s. Over the years, some of his associates also established schools, and a
small network of teachers emerged. Baasyir advocated the adoption of Sharia
(conceived in the static version) as the law of Indonesia and was arrested and
jailed in 1978 on charges of opposition to the state. After his release from
prison, he moved to Malaysia in 1985, where he became a part of the broader
networks of Islamic activists that were emerging on a global scale, especially in
the context of the anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan. He traveled widely, and his
“religious philosophy became more global in ambition and scope, according to
interviews with associates who knew him before, during, and after his exile.”?!
Baasyir’s group gradually became better organized and emerged as the Jemaah
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Islamiyah (JI), and by the beginning of the twenty-first century the JI is de-
scribed by many as one of the significant new-style terrorist organizations in
Southeast Asia. The JI was identified with the terrorist bombing of a nightclub
in Bali in October 2002, and the United States formally declared the group to
be a “terrorist organization.”*?

The example of the evolution of the JI shows the importance of the ob-
servation made by the rector of the Indonesian National Islamic University,
Azyumardi Azra: “We should not hesitate to recognize the potential for the
radicalization of Indonesian Islam.”?* This potential exists throughout Muslim
Asia, and it is actualized in many different ways. It is not a sufficient expla-
nation simply to note that a militant Middle Eastern style Islam—often called
“Wahhabism”—is being exported to Southeast Asia. Analysts need to deal with
the question of why growing numbers of Muslims in countries like Indonesia
are open to adopting such a style of Islam at the beginning of the twenty-first
century, even though it clashes with the mode of Islamic faith that has his-
torically been more characteristic of religious belief and practice in the region.
The emergence of new types of Muslim associations and the evolution of old
types needs to be better understood.

The analysis of the relationship between Islam and violence in Asia must be
done within as inclusive a perspective as possible. As the example of the evolu-
tion of JI illustrates, simply viewing developments within the framework of sep-
arate countries is no longer a viable framework for analysis. Remaining confined
to the geographic boundaries of individual states opens the way for a misleading
exceptionalism. It also misses the impact of globalization and the direct invol-
vement of globalization in historical developments. Baasyir traveled widely, and
the emergence of JI cannot be understood without seeing it in the context of
the globalization of activist organizations. Similarly, such developments must be
viewed within the framework of global religious resurgence. This is not a pheno-
menon that is restricted to Muslim organizations in South and Southeast Asia.
The issue of the relationship between religion and violence involves examination
of Hindu, Jewish, Christian, and other traditions, as well as Islam. The role of
violence in religion is an important part of the challenges facing Asian Islam at
the crossroads of history in the beginning of the twenty-first century.

Islam’s political role has many important dimensions. The very nature of
an “Islamic State” provides an important arena for political debate and activ-
ism, and this is joined with the issues of defining the significance of Sharia for
societies in the twenty-first century. Islamic politics is always the arena of
mainstream Muslim activity, but it is also increasingly shaped by the violence
of extremists, whose appeal appears to be growing. These many dimensions of
Islam’s political role need to be better understood.
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Islam and the Social Order

The whole structure of society is being transformed in the modern era. Issues
involving the definition of the nature of the social order are an important part
of the crossroads situation of Muslim communities and societies in Asia at the
beginning of the twenty-first century. Concern about the changing nature of
the social order is, in many ways, a continuation of long-standing Islamic
perspectives. The real center of the Islamic concepts of how human life should
be organized is not “the state”—it is the community, or ummah. The con-
centration on the issue of the “Islamic State” is, in important ways, a “modern”
concern, reflecting the general tendency of modernity to be state-centered
rather than community-centered. However, the often-repeated statement that
“Islam is not solely ‘a religion,’ it is a total way of life” reflects a concern for the
whole of society, including the political order, but goes beyond the state.

The views of Muslims, both mainstream and extremist, regarding the
relationship between Islam (both their own personal faith and the historic
tradition) and the nature and structure of their community are of great sig-
nificance. Debates defining the developing nature of the whole social order are
a major part of the dynamics that determine what the nature of Muslim
societies in Asia will be in the twenty-first century. In the broadest terms, this
involves defining the role of Islam in civil society (and organizations in civil
society), the nature of the public sphere for human activity, and the complex
issues of interactions between religion and politics, morality and social order,
that arise in defining “secular” relationships in contemporary glocalization and
the global religious resurgence. Concrete issues in the contemporary trans-
formations involve the redefinition of both male and female roles in society in
the context of increasing global and local sensitivity to gender issues. This also
involves recognizing dimensions of societal diversity in ways that can avoid
social instability and violence. Recognition of distinctive ethnic or regional iden-
tities and supporting the rights of religious minorities are part of the necessary
responses to the diversity present in all of the societies of Asia.

Islam in Secular and Civil Society

The whole of the social order and its constituent parts are being transformed
in many ways. This is true for societies in Muslim Asia, as it is true for all
societies around the world in this current transformative era. Much has been
written describing the changes that are taking place, and important conceptual
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frameworks have been developed for the analysis of these changes. However,
many of the basic analytical concepts have been defined almost entirely in
terms of Western European and North American experiences. Three such con-
cepts, which are very important in contemporary analyses, are “civil society,”
the “public sphere,” and “secular.”

One of the first challenges for analysis of Islam and the social order in Asia
is to redefine and adapt these Western-based conceptualizations in an effort
to create a more globally oriented framework for study. One cannot do this by
creating a new set of terms that apply specifically to Muslim experiences.
Simply creating separate terms that apply only to the Islamic experience results
in an exceptionalism that denies the relevance of the Muslim experience for the
rest of the world and gives a false impression of the “Islamic world” as an
exotic, mysterious place that is difficult, if not impossible, to deal with or un-
derstand. The real challenge is to redefine the concepts in ways that make them
relevant to the Muslim experience. A number of scholars have already been
working on this for a number of years and have made significant contributions.
One might note as an example the work of the “Civil Society in the Middle East
Project” at New York University.**

The concepts of “civil society,” the “public sphere,” and “secular” are all
related to efforts to understand the relationships among different parts of
society, especially as they relate to issues of political authority. Each draws
attention to particular aspects of social organization and how they relate to the
broader operation of the social order.

Civil Society

Civil society distinguishes between the state and the general population that
is primarily concerned with matters of local and domestic life. “Civil society” is
identified as those organizations and institutions that provide nongovern-
mental links between the state and nonstate society. Most scholars use defi-
nitions that are similar to that of Edward Shils: “The idea of civil society is the
idea of a part of society which has a life of its own, which is distinctly different
from the state, and which is largely in autonomy from it. Civil society lies
beyond the boundaries of the family and clan and beyond the locality; it lies
short of the state.”?* The development of the concept of civil society was a part
of the evolving understanding of the modern social order as it emerged in
Western Europe. In this conceptualization, “civil society came into existence as
the corollary of a depersonalized state authority” in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries.?® As a “category of bourgeois society,” it was tied to modern
Western social orders.
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By the 1990s, however, significant work was done to broaden the defini-
tions, recognizing the existence of institutions and structures in many societies
that were and are between the individual-clan-locality and the state. This new
and broader conceptualization is especially important in the context of analysis
of processes of democratization, since civil society came increasingly to be
viewed as having an important role in democracy. By the beginning of the
twenty-first century, the term has become an important part of political and
social discourses around the world. As John Keane observes, “So striking is the
popularization of the term that it could even be said that the language of civil
society is currently undergoing a vertical and horizontal ‘globalization.” Indi-
viduals, groups, organizations in every corner of the earth now speak its lan-
guage. Some even speak of an emergent ‘global civil society.” "%’

This global expansion of the concept and its use can be seen in South and
Southeast Asia. Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Muhammad, in defining
the basic goal of his long-term vision for the country, said: “We want to become
a developed nation in our own mould .. .[and the content of the mould is] the
creation of a civil society. By civil society we mean a community which is self-
regulating and empowered through the use of knowledge, skills, and values
inculcated within the people.””® In Afghanistan, it is being used as a self-
identification of groups who are not part of the government but seek an active
role in shaping constitutional development. For example, a group of academics,
students, NGO representatives and others met on July 26, 2003 in the Foun-
dation for Culture and Civil Society and drafted recommendations for the for-
mation of the Constitutional Loya Jirga. In this action, they saw themselves as
“representatives of civil society” in Afghanistan.?

However, there continues to be a tendency to identify civil society with
Western liberal values and modern modes of social association. In some
analyses, so-called traditional social organizations are not considered part of
civil society. This raises an important issue for understanding the development
of the social order in the twenty-first century in all parts of the world. In an
analysis of state and civil society in Malaysia, Vidhu Verma states the issue
clearly: “The question is: if civil society is closely connected with liberal politics
of the West, should it be modified to account for a different set of associations
in the intermediate realm between family and state, or should we discard it as
a weak concept? I argue for the need to broaden the concept in order to ana-
lyze the associational life characteristic of a variety of civil societies.”*°

The nature of civil society has become a subject of great interest in South
and Southeast Asia, and the broader debates are reflected in discussions in
Indonesia during the 1990s and to the present. Traditionalist and modernist
intellectuals in Indonesia have emphasized different definitions:
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Traditionalist Muslims, as demonstrated in the thoughts of Moh. A. S.
Hikam for instance, understand civil society as a discourse in de-
fense against the domination of the state, while modernist Muslims
observe the importance of the state in the development of civil
society. The former stresses the importance of the self-governing and
self-supporting society, an idea promoted by Alexis de Tocqueville
amongst others. The latter, through its proponents such as Nurch-
olish Madjid, looks for the legitimacy of civil society in Islamic
history and civilization, their point being that the idea of civil society
is already embedded in the body of Islam.?'

An important part of the research agenda for understanding Islam in
South and Southeast Asia at the beginning of the twenty-first century is the
examination of the nature of social institutions that are in the part of society
that is neither state nor personal and local, that is, the “civil society.” There are
many associations that are identified in some way with Islam that have roots
in pre-modern society and others that are products of modern colonial and
independence experiences. It is important to discuss the degree to which civil
society in the region is Islamic or is at least partially defined by Islam.

The Public Sphere

The public sphere is defined as “that arena of collective opinion and activity
that, together with the state and the individual, makes up contemporary civil
society.”*? The emergence of the “public sphere” has been discussed in terms
of the development of the modern nation-state in Western Europe. The anal-
ysis was developed by Jiirgen Habermas, who “argued that the bourgeois public
sphere that emerged in Western Europe had at its heart a public opinion that
was shaped by open access to information circulated through the print media
and that functioned by exercising surveillance over the state.”** Although spe-
cifics of Habermas’s views have been debated, and there have been significant
revisions in the conceptualization, both the concept and the reality to which it
refers continue to have great significance: “The public sphere is likely to con-
cern social historians for some time, as it historically has performed a critical
function in the legitimation of power in the emerging nation-state, while also
serving as the locus of resistance and contestation to the state.”**

As is the case with the study of civil society, the concept of the public
sphere was initially defined by scholars in terms of the development of modern
society in Western Europe. However, the concept has been increasingly applied
in analysis of societies outside of the West and in pre-modern eras. Some
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important scholarship in this area has been done in the area of Islamic history
and Muslim societies. Nimrod Hurvitz, for example, shows the existence of a
religious public sphere in the ninth century Abbasid Empire, within which the
ulama had “discursive autonomy” in shaping Islamic doctrine and public opin-
ion at the center of the empire.>® In the world of multiple modernities, such
study provides an important insight into the distinctively Islamic dimensions
of what might be conceived of as the Islamic modernities of the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries. Analysis of “the characteristics and dynamics of public
spheres in Islamic societies illustrates how one might account for the internal
dynamics of these non-European modern civilizations at least to some extent in
their own terms; how one might analyze the ways in which power and culture
are interwoven in different societies and shape also the distinct dynamics of
these societies.”*®

The public sphere is where the contest for the “soul of Islam” is taking
place. It is the arena of debate in which the nature of mainstream Islam is
being defined. It is essential to understand the nature of the public sphere and
Islam’s place in that public sphere if one is to understand the present and
future of Islam in Asia.

Secular

“Secular” is a term that is at the heart of many of the debates about contem-
porary political legitimacy and authority and the nature of modern and con-
temporary society. It is also a term whose current definitions come from
a base that involves description of modern Western history and experience.
However, it has a much longer history as a descriptive and analytical term
than either “civil society” or “public sphere.” “Secular” referred to matters
pertaining to the world in the sense of the “material world,” in contrast to the
spiritual world or in the sense of “this world” in the contrast with “the next.” As
a result, in medieval usage, priests who served in parishes were “secular
priests,” in contrast to monks who lived separate from “the world.” Increas-
ingly, the contrast became the difference between the church and the secular
world.*”

Two related terms are also important in discussions of the nature and
development of modern society: “secularization” and “secularism.” In recent
years, the term “secularization” has been associated with theories of mod-
ernization that asserted that the separation of religion from other major arenas
of society, especially the political, was an inherent part of the processes of
modernization. In the context of the emergence of a modern public sphere, it
was thought that religion would increasingly be confined to the private sphere
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and lose its importance in the dynamics of the public sphere. However, the term
secularization was first used to describe a process by which the church in
Western Europe was divested of control of properties: “The term secularization
came into use in European languages at the Peace of Westphalia in 16438,
where it was used to describe the transfer of territories previously under
ecclesiastical control to the domination of lay political authorities.”*® In this
early usage, the emphasis was on defining relationships between the social
institutions of church and state, and there was no thought, in the context of
Westphalia, of being able to separate politics from religion.

It was not until the self-conscious programs of Westernization and moder-
nization undertaken by reformers like Mustafa Kemal Ataturk in the twentieth
century that an ideological dimension was added, advocating the separation of
religion from politics. This position is called “secularism,” which is “an ideo-
logy; its proponents consciously denounce all forms of supernaturalism and
the agencies devoted to it, advocating nonreligious or antireligious principles
as the basis for personal morality and social organization.”*’

In Muslim Asia in the twenty-first century, issues related to secular di-
mensions of societal transformation are of great significance. They are part of
the debates about establishing an Islamic State and the nature of democracy
in Muslim societies. However, the terms “secularization” and “secularism” re-
flect two significant dimensions of the debates about the nature of the state and
political authority.

In Muslim societies historically, the nature of institutions and their rela-
tionships has been different from the situation in Western Europe. It has often
been noted that there is no formal institution that can be identified as “church”
in Islam. In the early community of believers under the leadership of Mu-
hammad and his immediate successors, there was no distinction between the
religious and political dimensions of community life. However, relatively rap-
idly, there was a transition

from an early identification of politics and religion to a differen-
tiation of political and religious life into organized and partly
autonomous entities. . .. This initial differentiation of religious and
communal institutions from the political institution of the Caliphate
grew more profound and more clearly defined. In later centuries. ..
the Caliph lost his de facto political power to secular military and
administrative regimes, albeit to regimes nominally loyal to Islam. At
the same time, the several religious communities, Sunni and Shi’ite,
developed religiously organized forms of socioreligious life inde-
pendent from that of states and empires.*’
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This set of processes can be viewed as the “secularization” of the state in
Muslim societies, which followed a different path from that of political de-
velopment in Western Europe. In the West, this involved the development of
two independent institutions, the Church and the State. However, since po-
litical and religious institutions did not develop in the same way in the Muslim
world, Seyyed Hossein Nasr suggests that “instead of applying the terms
Church and State to Islam, it is perhaps wiser to use spiritual and temporal
authorities which are free from the implications characteristic in the Christian
tradition.”*! Within this conceptual framework, the secular “implies ideas and
institutions of purely human origin, not derived from an inspired source, no
matter what the origin,” while “religion means all the teachings and institu-
tions of Divine origin.”*?

Within this type of framework for analysis, it is possible to identify the
differentiation of political and religious institutions—that is, a form of secu-
larization of the polity—in historic and current Muslim societies. This does not
mean that the temporal authorities departed from Islam. Instead, historic
Islamic societies inherited

a repertoire of cultural and religious ideas [from early Muslim society]
which remain operative in Islamic lands to the present day.. ..
This period [up to 1200 cE] also gave rise to the basic elements of
Islamic social organization: states, schools of law, and Sufi tariqat.
Finally, this era set the precedent for a separation between state in-
stitutions and Muslim religious communities. All the while the
persistence of non-Islamic modes of social and economic organiza-
tion, and non-Islamic cultures, generated an endlessly rich variety
of social and communal possibilities, and an abiding ambiguity

as to what constituted an Islamic society. Wherever Islam was es-
tablished, these institutions and cultural concepts would be com-
bined and recombined and merged with local traditions to

form new types of Islamic societies.*

The different forms of institutional differentiation are an important aspect of
diversity among Muslim societies, but in historical terms, such differentiation
is an important part of Muslim tradition and heritage.

Heritage and Modernity

In Muslim Asia at the beginning of the twenty-first century, the issues of how
this heritage is to be structured in the context of modernity, the modern nation-
state, and the new contexts of globalization and religious resurgence are hotly
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debated. It is possible to identify two general approaches. One that is a mi-
nority view among intellectuals in South and Southeast Asia insists “that
anything short of a total Muslim state regulated by divine law (Sharia) is a
betrayal of Islam’s promise.”** The second perspective insists that “Islam does
distinguish between the religious and the secular...[and allows] great lati-
tude for human reasoning in the organization of the latter—including in this
instance, the organization of modern government. According to this liberal
interpretation of tauhidic truth, then, it is imperative not to confuse the urgent
reality of God’s oneness with any particular state structure, political estab-
lishment, or, least of all, powerholder.”45 However, this position rejects the
Western secularist position that advocates a sharp separation of religion from
the state and the public sphere. Instead, “these civic Muslims insist that to
restrict religion to the private domain is to deprive it of its vital ethical role in
public discourse and activity. . .. Hence, as a source of moral guidance, reli-
gion is never just a matter of personal belief, but the most vital of public
concerns.”*®

In the era of the transformation of the social order in Muslim societies of
South and Southeast Asia, it is essential to understand the nature of civil
society, the public sphere, and the relationships between the temporal and
spiritual dimensions of human life in those societies. This understanding
requires analysis that does not impose categories that apply simply to modern
Western experience while avoiding as well an essentialism that makes com-
parison impossible.

Islam, Social Order, and Gender

One significant dimension of the contemporary transformations of the social
order involves the redefinition of both male and female roles in society in the
context of increasing global and local sensitivity to gender issues. The trans-
formations do not simply involve changes in the status and roles of women in
society. Speaking of “gender” rather than “women” recognizes that “infor-
mation about women is necessarily information about men, that one implies
the study of the other.”*” The modern transformations in Asia reflect broader
transformations elsewhere, in the changing roles of both men and women
in society. Economic globalization has created new opportunities and new
challenges for men and women in terms of employment in multinatio-
nal industrial enterprises. The evolution of the public sphere, with its neces-
sary complement of the private or domestic sphere, involved significant
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changes as well. The identification of women’s activities with the domestic
sphere, in both modern Western and Muslim societies, has been changing
significantly.

Women in modernizing Muslim societies have been increasingly active in
the public sphere, and more traditional expectations for behavior have been
changing. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, a number of competing
developments are taking place. In some areas, the resurgence of religion has
involved “a return to the veil, with increased emphasis on the separation of
sexes, and the restriction of women’s role in public.”*® In contrast, “some
Islamic activists and intellectuals have in recent years engaged in a reassess-
ment of women’s status and role in society, emphasizing not only greater
gender equality in worship and piety but also in education and employment.”*’
In many parts of the Muslim world, women have been increasingly active in
the public sphere. Notably in South and Southeast Asia, women have served
as heads of government in the three largest Muslim majority countries,
Indonesia, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. In addition, “Muslim women empower
themselves not just as defenders of women’s rights but as interpreters of the
tradition.”*® This function of women as scholars is illustrated by the careers of
“female ulama” in Indonesia, like Lutfiah Sungkar, who “is a popular preacher
who appears to have succeeded in using technology as a media [sic] to pro-
vide religious teachings for her audiences,” and Zakiyah Darajat, who became
a professor at the State Institute for Islamic Studies (IAIN) in Jakarta and
Yogyakarta.*!

In the major political developments of recent years in South and South-
east Asia, women have had increasingly important roles. In the transition to
democracy, this was visible, for example, in Indonesia: “The year 1998 saw
an undeniable upsurge in the dynamics of women’s struggle in Indonesia.
Generally invisible, not regarded as important enough for major roles in de-
velopment projects, women became an irresistible force when the monetary
and financial crisis, with its ensuing political confusion, hit the country.”>?
There are growing numbers of activist associations in the region dealing with
gender issues. Although still relatively small in number, “they may well, as has
occurred in other religions, prove to be a vanguard in a long-term process of
reassessment, reform, and transformation.””>

An understanding of Islam in the twenty-first century in South and
Southeast Asia must include an examination of gender issues in these socie-
ties. This cannot be limited to more traditional “women’s studies” concerns
but must have an inclusive perspective that sees the transformations of the
status and roles of males as well as females in society.
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Islam, Diversity, and Societal Pluralism

Issues of diversity and pluralism are central to many aspects of social trans-
formation and political development. In Asia, this has two very important
and different dimensions for Muslims. Muslim communities are both ma-
jority and major minority communities in the region, with one of the four
largest Muslim communities in the world being the Muslim minority in
India.

The wide spectrum of positions held by Muslims that is visible in other
major social and political issues shapes policies and attitudes regarding diver-
sity as well. At one extreme is the position of the militants, who insist on a
rigid and limiting definition of membership in religious or ethnic groups or
national citizenship. At the other end of the spectrum is an open pluralism that
accepts diversity of identities. The mainstream perspectives range between
these two poles, accepting the reality of diversity in society but also insisting on
the importance of distinctive identities.

In Muslim majority societies, the Islamic resurgence has had an effect on
non-Muslim minorities within those societies. The traditional protections
within Islam for religious minorities are sometimes ignored as militant move-
ments emerge: “Reactionary religious leaders have found it easy to mobilize or
incite their followers against minorities.”>* This has raised serious concerns,
both within the societies and globally, about the basic human rights issues as
they relate to religious and ethnic minorities. Attacks on Chinese Indonesians
since the late 199o0s illustrate the tensions involved, and the conflict in East
Timor showed how destructive conflicts resulting from these tensions can be.
Muslim-Christian communal conflicts continue in places like Ambon. Attacks
on Shi’i groups in Pakistan raise similar issues regarding the treatment of
religious minorities who are viewed as apostate or heretic by militant groups
within the majority. Movements of ethnic or regional identity, like the sepa-
ratist movement in Aceh and the Parbatta Chattagram Jana Sanghati Samity
(PCJSS) in the Chittagong Hill Tracts in Bangladesh, also raise issues of the
degree to which the majority is willing to give recognition to elements of diver-
sity within society.

In addition to the rigid revivalism of militant extremists, many highly
visible Muslim intellectuals and activists “have marshaled scripture and his-
tory to argue that Islam supports the equality and pluralism of the human
community.”>® Muslim thinkers from Southeast Asia play an especially im-
portant part in this development of faith and practice: “The multireligious and
multiethnic societies of Malaysia and Indonesia provide a substantial example
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of pluralism—the issues, problems, and possibilities for change, accommo-
dation, and coexistence.”®

In societies where the majority is non-Muslim, Muslim minority com-
munities face the same issues, but in a symmetrically opposite way. Pressures
to assimilate into the majority culture are strong and create tensions within all
of the minority communities. Movements of religious and cultural affirmation
are part of the response to those pressures, and there is always the choice
between militant opposition to the majority society and political system or
accommodation and assimilation. The experiences of Muslims in China, Thai-
land, and the Philippines are of special significance. They raise the funda-
mental question of whether or not a community can be authentically Islamic if
it is a minority in a non-Muslim state and society. This dimension is also an
important part of Asian Islam at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

In the struggle for control of mainstream Islam, issues of pluralism and
diversity are of major significance. The crossroads at which Asian Muslims
stand at the beginning of the twenty-first century opens two very different paths.
One is a path of activist exclusivism that insists on a standardized conformity
in belief and practice, and the other path emphasizes the importance of a
pluralist response to the diversity of the societies that are being increasingly
shaped by the processes of glocalization. Understanding the nature of this
struggle is essential for any examination of Islam in South and Southeast Asia
at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

Conclusion

The world of the twenty-first century is one of dynamic change and transfor-
mation. No society escapes these processes, and old ways of life are disappear-
ing. The purely nomadic lifestyles of Bedouin or the gathering-hunting peoples
of the Kalahari are disappearing, and more complex traditional social orders
are being changed almost beyond recognition. In this context, the emergence
of multiple modes of modernity that are shaped by processes of glocalization
and religious resurgence is a key element in the historic situation in which all
human societies find themselves.

Muslims in Asia are at a crucial crossroads in their historic experiences. To
understand the dynamics of Islam in Asia in the twenty-first century, it is
necessary to take into account the full range of human institutions and expe-
riences. There is a struggle for defining what the mainstream of Islam will be
in the coming century. There are many different positions being advocated,
with varying degrees of success. These positions range from the militant
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exclusivism of groups like the Taliban to old-style secularist positions, with the
largest groups in the middle, open to more pluralist views but affirming the
viability of Islam in the contemporary world. The competition among groups
and visions involves the education of the coming generations, the media for
transmitting and shaping information and knowledge, and the changing na-
ture of the popular culture of the general population. In terms of specific
institutions, the issues of political authority are of great importance as debates
rage over the nature of a truly Islamic political system, the implementation of
Sharia, and whether or not violence is necessary for defending and enforcing
Islam. All of this takes place in a framework of the transformation of the whole
social order, with the evolution of civil society and the public sphere and the
definition of those arenas of activity in terms of the meaning of secularization
in contemporary contexts. Specific issues of particular importance in this trans-
formation are the ways that Muslims define and redefine gender and the
significance of diversity in the social order.

These complex issues set an important agenda for research and exami-
nation in the effort to understand what will be the nature of Muslim faith and
experience in South and Southeast Asia in the twenty-first century.
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