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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Sectarianism has been a prominent issue in Pakistan for over 50 years. In the late 1970s,
this issue began to rise following Islamization policies enacted by Military Dictator General
Zia-Ul-Haq, with the goal of reviving state identity to legitimise Zia’s military takeover and to
marginalise secular democratic forces. Consequently, General Zia’s Islamised society has
triggered severe repercussions for religious minorities across Pakistan and led to a toll of
sectarian violence incidents.
Between 2007 and 2013, Pakistan experienced an upheaval of sectarian attacks in major
cities across the country. Following a paramilitary operation in Karachi in 2013, there has
been relative decline in attacks across the state due to actions taken by the civilian
government against terrorist organisations and organised high profile criminals. However,
attacks of sectarian violence remain prevalent in cities within the Balochistan province,
where the majority of the victims come from the ethnic Hazara Shia Muslim community. In
the rest of Pakistan, sectarianism continues to prominently exist in other ways, with
sectarian organizations propagating speeches inciting violence, the sectarian nature of
madrasas (Islamic seminaries) and the lack of acceptance for other religious denominations,
the rise of Jihadist groups (religious warfare organizations), and radicalisation within the
law-enforcement agencies.
While sectarian organisations are banned by the state, they continue to operate
under different names with impunity. Current trends indicate a deepening of sectarian
cleavages in Pakistan. The roots of religious extremism continue to be noticeable in
Pakistani society, causing continuing concern for the security of targeted minority
communities that have been persecuted by religious militants for upholding belief systems
and values that are considered contradictory to their Islamic ideology. The state’s weak lawenforcement agencies have been incapable of combating sectarianism effectively as they
lack the resources to take action against the activities of sectarian organisations.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Following the most recent sectarian attack on the Hazara coal miners in Balochistan in
January 2020, the Minister of Interior, Sheikh Rasheed, publicly assured that the Pakistani
government will respond to the Hazara community’s concerns by taking action against
sectarian militants involved in sectarian violence within the state. However, the state has
been unwilling to empower liberal democracy, rather focusing efforts on co-opting the
religious right to counter civilian opposition. By depriving democratic forces alongside
ignoring the need for state policies that reflect the religious diversity of Pakistan, the
government has allowed religious extremist groups to continue to carry out recruitments
through the Madrasas which leave religious minorities vulnerable to sectarian attacks.
This policy brief calls on the Government of Pakistan to reduce sectarian tensions by:
1. Promoting a tolerant religious discourse within society
2. Disarming sectarian organisations
3. Strengthening the enforcement and effectiveness of law and order
4. Withdrawing state support for Jihadist organisations

reimaginingpeacejustice.com

02

ZIA-UL-HAQ’S ISLAMIZATION:
The initial process of establishing an Islamic rule in Pakistan was for three specific purposes:
to address social disorder and disintegration, the threat of political opponents and a need
to revive state identity. In so far as Zia using Islam to legitimise his regime, the Islamization
process was exclusive to the Sunni majority of the state, thus alienating secularists and
religious minorities. In turn, the state has favoured Sunni jurisprudence in matters
concerning Islamic law while Shia political activists have accused the Zia administration of
not recognising that each Muslim sect needs to be governed by its own school of thought.

JIHAD IN AFGHANISTAN:
In the years following, Pakistan was backed by Saudi Arabia and the U.S. in an effort to
counter the influence of the USSR. During the Afghan-Soviet War (1979-89), thousands of
Mujahideen (warriors) were recruited from around the world. Pakistan was the main
conduit of U.S assistance for the Afghans through its inter-services intelligence agency
(ISI).The ISI initiated training for the fighters, provided safe-havens, opened borders and
mobilised Pakistanis for Afghan Jihad. Recruitments were predominantly made from
Deobandi madrasas (Islamic seminaries) to fight the ‘Communist threat’ and were often
conducted by leaders within Islamist political parties.
The state’s involvement in Afghanistan exacerbated the accessibility and proliferation of
weapons throughout Pakistan. Sunni-Deoband Muslims made up the majority of recruits
to fight the Soviets in Afghanistan, therefore becoming the dominant Islamic group
engaged in Islamist domestic violence within Pakistan in the late 1980s and 1990s.
Zia’s Islamization policies, followed by the rise in Shia political activism, had the combined
effect of limiting the Shia's freedom to practice their religion. Moreover, the state's
involvement in Afghan Jihad added more repercussions for Shia Muslims as militants
returning from Afghanistan began targeting religious minorities considered to be ‘heretics’
or ‘infidels’. In turn, Pakistan became a battleground for the Saudi-Iranian proxywarfare in South Asia, as militants from both opposing sects began engaging in titfor-tat terror attacks.

CCRJ POLICY BRIEFS: ISSUE 5
DECEMBER 2021

03

DEEPENING SECTARIAN DIVIDES:
Following Islamization, sectarian politics led to great bloodshed across all provinces of
Pakistan.
The district of Jhang, within Punjab, became the epicentre of this sectarian violence in
the late 1980’s and 1990s, with militant uprisings on both sides, backed by foreign
powers that had politicised forms of Islam against each other.
Social insecurities reinforced sectarian identities and bitterness, leading to increasing
residential segregation. At the time of partition of British India in 1947, the upper class
community of Jhang were adherents of Shia Islam, whereas the majority Sunni
community formed the lower stratum in the social, economic and political hierarchy.
The Sunni middle class became more prosperous in the 1970s, demanding their share
of social and political status. In turn resisted by Shia landlords, anti-Shia political parties
were established. Tensions rose to the point of top leaderships in both opposing sects
being assassinated. In response, ex-President of Pakistan, General Musharraf, banned
religious militant outfits in 2001-2002, though this had limited effect in reducing
sporadic attacks on religious minorities and tensions between different social
groups.
In an attempt to counter terrorism and protect religious minorities from internal
threats, the Nawaz Sharif Government introduced its first National Internal Security
Policy (NISP) in February 2014. Following the Peshawar attacks in December 2014, NISP
was extended into a National Action Plan (NAP) which rearticulated the goals of NISP.
However, two additional features of the NAP cause concern to the protection of human
rights - the implementation of the death penalty and special military courts. Both NISP
and NAP have been met with challenges due to tensions between the central and
provincial governments over security policy formulation and worry of a backlash
from religious militias.
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MADRASAS:
Since the Islamization of the state, there has been an upward trend in the growth of
madrasas. Madrasas are often the recruitment hub for extremist organisations and provide
manpower to such radical groups, with approximately 18% of madrasas sharing links with
militant networks across the state that are involved in sectarian and non-sectarian violence.
All madrasas set their own curriculum, which tend not to promote tolerant views towards
other religious denominations within the state. These madrasas lack regulatory
oversight, with many not registered with the state. Of importance, areas with greater
madrasas per density were found to experience higher incidences of violence. These
madrasas are also essential to the poorer working class in Pakistani society. To add to the
problem, state GDP towards education is at 2.5% with Pakistan state schools constantly
suffering from teacher absenteeism and heavily limited resources. Madrasas are often
perceived as better institutions for those from underprivileged backgrounds, with
individuals from poorer communities relying on such organisations.
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PROMOTING A TOLERANT RELIGIOUS DISCOURSE WITHIN
SOCIETY:
The sanctimonious nature of the ‘Ulama’ (clergy) has played a significant role in the
destruction of society. In print and electronic media, religious authorities tend to propagate
peace and harmony, yet some clergy have been involved in re-enforcing violent attitudes
towards other sects in private gatherings. Religious leaders from all sects need to be
encouraged by the government to raise religious tolerance. Sermons need to promote
religious tolerance and acceptance of all religions practiced in Pakistan.
The state also needs to take action against scholars upholding radical viewpoints harmful
to cohesion within society. With areas with greater madrasas per density found to
experience higher incidences of violence, there is an urgent need for the teaching to
consist of different and diverse schools of thought to counteract sectarian violence. This is
only possible by introducing regulatory bodies that are assigned to monitoring the
madrasas, disciplining seminaries that fail to register with the state and also setting a
curriculum that promotes diverse doctrines that encourages students to be accepting of
different worldviews and schools of religious thought

THE DISARMAMENT OF SECTARIAN ORGANISATIONS:
The proliferation of weapons and access to arms has dramatically increased over the
course of the past forty years. For the state to reduce sectarian tensions, all known
sectarian organisations must be disarmed with immediate effect. In addition, those
involved in illegal selling, buying or trafficking of weapons should be severely dealt with by
state authorities.
Greater collaboration with civil society groups will also provide the state with much needed
knowledge and legitimacy to implement effective responses to extremism. Civil society
members can, and need to, amplify the voices of those religious authorities who have
spoken out against religious extremism. In turn, the state should provide security to
religious scholars in exchange for condemning religious violence and extremist acts.
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Moreover, the state will need the assistance of civil society in order to implement NISP and
the NAP. NAP has been met with many challenges as taking action against proscribed
organisations has been complicated and perceived as long-term, which is why the state
must rely on constructive cooperation with Pakistan’s civil society to overcome religious
extremism.

STRENGTHENING THE ENFORCEMENT AND
EFFECTIVENESS OF LAW AND ORDER:
The state already has existing laws legislated to combat sectarianism, however it fails
to effectively apply them due to weak law-enforcement agencies. Previous steps to
counteract sectarianism include those enacted by the Musharraf regime (1999-2008)
when it closed offices belonging to multiple sectarian organisations along with
arresting key leaders. These need to be re-established, as these efforts showed the
public a zero-tolerance approach towards all forms of violence.
In order to resolve the law-enforcement crisis, and counter sectarian attitudes within the
state, all police personnel who are identified as members of any sectarian organisation
should be identified, removed from service and submitted to a de-radicalisation
programme. The provincial police forces must also take preventive measures, such as
including deradicalization sessions in their training process. Education acts as a key,
sustainable form of deradicalisation. If the state is serious about its intentions to
remove sectarian violence from society, the state must realise that it cannot afford
to have law-enforcement agencies taking the side of any particular party carrying out
sectarian attacks within Pakistan, but must act impartially.

THE WITHDRAWAL OF STATE SUPPORT FOR JIHADIST
ORGANISATION
The Pakistani state has long backed Jihadist organizations to secure its geopolitical interests
within South Asia. Groups such as Lashkar-e-Taiba (LET) have supported the state’s Kashmir
policy by carrying out attacks against Indian security forces. LET and other Kashmir-based
Jihadist groups have traditionally stayed away from sectarian politics, however some Jihadist
groups in Kashmir have begun to engage in sectarian attacks.
Pakistan should learn from its role in Afghanistan during the 1980s, By supporting
Jihadists, the state may be able to pursue their interest to counter Indian occupation of
Kashmir, but it invites terror attacks in its cities.
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Pakistan has long suffered tremendously by maintaining ties with Islamist groups in
multiple aspects. With government reports indicating 13,721 terrorist incidents between
2001-2013, government estimates indicate losses of up to $78 billion to the national
economy. Alongside infrastructural loss and damages to the economy, Pakistan has
suffered from limited foreign direct investment, weakened national unity, due to any
secular ideology being deemed a threat to Islamist groups, alongside sheer human
suffering.
In turn, the state urgently needs to withdraw all state support for Jihadist organisations and
publicly issue a statement that reminds the public of severe punishment for any individuals
involved in jihadist organisations.
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This policy brief has outlined four key recommendations for the Pakistani government
which would play an effective role in paving a way forward to counteract religious
extremism. This brief has paid particular attention to addressing the harms of sectarian
groups within the state and the importance of delegitimising Islamist organisations that
threaten any citizen’s religious freedoms.
The state needs to encourage well-recognised religious leaders of Pakistan to speak in
favour of religious tolerance. Moreover, disarmament of sectarian militias will have a
significant impact on reducing sectarian violence in Pakistan. Police personnel that are part
of sectarian organisations or adhere to their ideology of sectarian organisations need to be
de-radicalised through a special police focused de-radicalisation programme, while
preventive measures need to be taken for new recruits. Pakistan must end all support for
Jihadist organisations and not use Jihadi groups to further their geo-political interests. The
state needs to ensure that all madrasas are registered with the state and clamp down on all
those madrasas that promote extremist attitudes towards other sects and backgrounds.
The founder of Pakistan always wanted a harmonious state, and these actions will ensure
Pakistan is on its way to eradicating religious extremism from its society.
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