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onfessions of a madrasah student

OU can't help

1it. You see us

from afar—our
messy beard, unkempt
appearance, the
distinct attire that sets
us apart from others.
With our straight-cut
panjabi falling well
below the knees, loose-
fitting paijama, and a
skullcap straight from history books, we
remind you of the other side of progress.

You tend to cringe if we come closer. You
think twice before being in the same room as
we are, because of who we are. Perhaps you
are afraid of us. Perhaps we don't smell as
good as you do. Your children, too exhausted
by their books and video games to be
imaginative, think we probably live in some
other world.

You can't make sense of why we do what
we do. We are still into ancient texts and
scriptures that have no real-life applications.
Utterly pointless, you decide. Our teachers,
whose interpretation of life defies all logic
known to you, are the intellectual antiheroes,
preaching blind faith and whatnot.

And as we grow, you worry we might turn
into a dark force and take the world back to
its primitive days. You don't understand us

really—us, the students of madrasah.
T
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Before anyone begins to wonder: this is
how the madrasah students, by and large, are
made to feel about their way of life because
of the constant scrutiny, misconceptions and
stereotyping by a certain group of people in
society—people whose action or inaction,
unfortunately, plays a role in their life.

| know this from my own experience as
someone who has spent a significant part of
his life in a seminary. I grew up in a
neighbourhood not far from Dhaka, in a
residential madrasah that combined general
subjects with the Islamic ones so that its
students could have knowledge of both. I was
an eight-year-old when I first went there.

Soon I was confronted by what was the
beginning of a prolonged identity crisis. Who
am 1? Why do people look at me the way they
do? Am I different? I was still too young to
understand the debate on public education
reforms but I was beginning to get the point:

I was not like others. Others whose life
followed a more linear, accepted course than
mine. | walked through the streets with the
pain of being singled out. I once saw a friend
cry because he was denied entry to a cinema,
because of his attire, and another left the
madrasah for good because he couldn't stand
the stigma attached to it.

As 1 look back now, after over a decade
since | left that life, I still remember the look
of pity and disdain. The awkwardness of
being the “other”. I find myself secretly
relishing the decision to move out. For
nothing has changed in these past years to
think that our society has learned to accept
diversity.
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On July 8, police captured Sohel Mahtuz, a
terrorist linked to the banned Jama'atul
Mujahideen Bangladesh (IJMB), in
Chapainawabganj. Sohel, a key suspect in last
year's Holey Artisan attack who specialises in
explosives and covert communications, had

been eluding capture for over a decade.

Before he left home in 2003 to fight for his
newfound cause, Sohel Mahfuz, originally
Hasan Sheikh, was a student of a village
madrasah in Kushtia. That was 14 years ago.
He went on to become a most wanted
terrorist in Bangladesh and India. Soon after
his arrest, several newspapers found it
necessary to give his educational background
a special mention, in their headlines or
intros, as if that was a contributing factor.
Some social media pundits are even using it
to stoke the old debate on the susceptibility
of madrasah students to terrorism,

There is, evidently, an obsession with
madrasahs' supposed link to terrorism in
some quarters. This is partly due to the cloud
of mystery that hangs over this community,
which is still largely isolated and
underrepresented, and the fact that there is
no central authority to clear up confusions in
the public mind. Further aggravating the
situation is a small but powerful faction
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within the community that wants to impose
its own theo-fascist variety of Islam over all
others.

But if the Gulshan café attack is any
indication, the seed of terrorism can be sown
anywhere—in the affluent section of society,
in shanties, in English-medium schools,
universities, and yes, in madrasah, too—if
“proper” motivation can be given. Terrorism,
however, is not the only problem that dogs
the general madrasah students.
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Since my childhood, I have always loved
reading books. I remember reading classics,
thrillers and romance novels in between
classes, and in the wee hours when everyone
else was waking up for their morning prayer. |
went on to pursue a higher degree in
literature after [ left my madrasah, Tahfizul
Quranil Karim Fazil Madrasah, a liberal
institution that promoted a healthy
combination of classroom education and
extramural activities.

[ know quite a few madrasahs that, while
following the course curricula set by
Bangladesh Madrasah Education Board,
encourage their students to go through
physical and life-skill exercises meant to make
them decent, productive human beings. I do
not claim to know all the madrasahs, however,
nor is whitewashing the system or its murky
past the goal of this column.

Loopholes do exist and “no idea can be
above scrutiny, just as no people should be
beneath dignity,” as the British activist Maajid
Nawaz has said. My immediate concern is the
endless stereotyping of a community that is
perhaps as diverse as any other, which makes
any reconciliatory attempt futile.
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There are lakhs of students involved with
the madrasah education system. This sheer
number alone makes a statement that's hard
to overlook: that you can't ignore them. The
subtle tension and faceoff that exist between
this group of students and the rest of the
society—especially its educated elite—are
unfortunate, to say the least, and damaging to
the interests of both.

Since | have had the opportunity to see
things from both ends, I can't help but feel
that our society needs to open up a little
more to these children, their teachers and
their way of life. Whatever reformation is
needed in the system should be in their best
interests, preserving its unique quality as a
medium of Islamic education.

Misconceptions occur when there is a
miscominunication. Miscommunication
occurs when there is a lack of understanding.
We can't hope to be a united nation unless we
reverse this cycle, and start trying to
understand each other, our humanness and
our differences, and reach out to each other
instead of staying away.

The social and cultural "othering” that
madrasah students are subjected to far
predates the rise of terrorism in Bangladesh,
but it may presage an even more frightening
prospect for us in the future if it is allowed
to continue. What's important to remember
is that those involved with the madrasah
system yearn for acceptance as much as
anyone else.

Badiuzzaman Bay is a member of the editorial team at The
Daily Star.

The Islamic World's Dark Age

MUNIR AKRAM

N the 14th and 15th centuries,

Christian Europe was divided by

the rivalries of the kingdoms of
Spain, France and England, the Holy
Roman Empire and the squabbling
papal and city states of Italy. They
were unable to unite in halting the
advance of the ascendant Ottomans
who reached the gates of Vienna and
were stopped there more by Sultan
Suleiman's demise rather than
credible Christian resistance.

Today, the roles are reversed. It is
the Muslim world which is unable
to unite to fend off the domination
of the West. The crisis between Qatar
and its Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) partners is reminiscent of the
rivalries of Italy's Papal States and
the role of external powers in
determining the destiny of its weak
rulers.

The Muslim world, wracked by
multiple conflicts and crises, is
traversing a period akin to Europe's
Dark Ages.

Today's vulnerable Muslim world
is wide open to the influence and
domination of external powers.
First, in many Muslim countries,
there is crisis of political legitimacy.
Governance structures, mostly
bequeathed by departing Western
colonists, have corroded. The
authoritarian regimes in the GCC and
[ran were untouched by the Arab
Spring; but most are vulnerable
domestically to both democratic and
ideological challenges. Egypt has
reverted to military rule. Turkey's
populist leader battles internal and
external opposition. External
intervention in Libya has yielded a

civil war and the emergence of the
militant Islamic State group and
other terrorist groups. Similarly, Syria
has been destroyed by external
intervention and a brutal sectarian
and ethnic civil war. The fiction of
Iraq's unity is preserved by the

injustices against the Muslim
population, for example in Palestine
and Kashmir, or poverty, ignorance
and social alienation which create
recruits for terrorism, including over
the internet.

Third, the crises within the

The Muslim world, wracked by multiple
conflicts and crises, is traversing a period
akin to Europe's Dark Ages.

presence of Iranian militias, US
military support and the war against
IS. The US-installed Afghan regime is
weak, corrupt, divided, and militarily
beleaguered. Ironically, among OIC
members, Pakistan is one of the few
which, despite corruption scandals,
retains a modicum of democratic
legitimacy.

Second, violence is spreading
across the Muslim world. Global
terrorist groups—IS, Al Qaeda, Boko
Haram, Al Shabab, etc.—are now
active participants in civil and cross-
border conflicts and pose a threat to
global stability. Muslim nations are
not the main sponsors of global
terrorism; they are its principal
victims. Some major powers have
fought terrorists selectively and at
times used them for partisan
purposes. No effort has been made to
stop state terrorism or to differentiate
between terrorists and insurgencies
which, like the Afghan Taliban, have
local, negotiable goals.

Most importantly, no concerted
efforts have been made to address

terrorism's "root causes”: persistent

Muslim world have been
exacerbated by ideological and
doctrinal differences. The most vital
schism is between Sunni and Shia
power. This schism was dormant
until Iran's 1979 "Islamic
Revolution”. It rose to the fore in the
[rag-Iran war. It was manifest in the
Afghan civil war between the Afghan
Taliban and the Northern Alliance.

[t was, however, the US invasion
of Iraq, its dismantling of the Sunni-
dominated Baath party and army
and the organisation of one-man
one-vote elections that enabled the
Iran-sponsored Shia parties to gain
central power in Iraq and extend
[ranian influence across the Levant
and beyond.

[ran's rise is anathema to its
Sunni rivals: Saudi Arabia, the GCC
and Egypt. Turkey has also been
uncomfortable; although it has been
obliged recently to moderate its
rivalry and secure Tehran's
cooperation to forestall Kurdish
separatism. Pakistan's once close ties
with Iran also deteriorated over time
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due to multiple reasons: Islamabad’s
termination of peaceful nuclear
cooperation, competition for
influence in post-Soviet Afghanistan,
[ranian "interference" with Pakistan's
Shia community, cross-border events
in Iranian and Pakistani Balochistan
and Iran’s sudden reversal of support
on Kashmir in response to Indian
"Incentives”.

But the sectarian divide is not the
sole ideological rift within the
Muslim world today. The Muslim
Brotherhood and its populist
ideology have become abhorrent to
Saudi Arabia, Egypt and the UAE.

Hamas, the Palestinian affiliate of
the Brotherhood, has suffered
collateral damage. On the other
hand, Qatar and Turkey have
espoused the Brotherhood and
Hamas, offered refuge to their
adherents and support to them in the

Libyan civil war. Such Qatari divergence
was evidently the main reason for the

Saudi-UAE break with Doha.

Last, but not least, today's weak,
vulnerable Islamic world 15 wide

open to the influence and
domination of major external

powers. The recent Arab Islamic
American Summit in Riyadh was,
more than anything, an illustration
of the susceptibility of most of the
assembled Muslim nations to US

domination. Russia also enjoys

critical influence with several Muslim
countries, including Iran and Turkey,
due to its military power and growing

role in Syria and the region.

So far, China has remained aloof
from inter-Islamic differences. Its

desire seems to be to use its

economic and financial power as d

force for greater cohesion with
Muslim countries.

What seems most dangerous for
the immediate future is the hard-
line positions being adopted by the
Trump administration on most
international disputes and crises,
including North Korea, South China
Sea, Syria and Iran. If implemented,
these positions, particularly the
formation of an alliance against Iran,
are likely to lead to the
intensification of the conflicts
affecting the Muslim world.

Today, more than ever, Muslim
countries are obliged to play an
active role to develop viable avenues
for conflict resolution and
cooperation among the Islamic
nations and, hopefully, lead the way
to a new age of enlightenment in the
Muslim world.

Munir Akram is a foarmer Pakistan ambassador
to the UN.
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