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“W
HAT is 
your 

religion?”—this 
peculiar question (yes, 
it feels peculiar when 
asked within seconds 
after being introduced 
to someone) followed 
me all through my 
life as my two names 
are Bangla words, 

while my surname is a common one used 
by people of different religions. I always 
wondered why knowing someone’s religion 
was so important. I could believe in anything 
or nothing with the most “religious” of names 
and be an ardent believer with a not-very-
religious name. “Who gave you this name?” 
and “how religious are you?” were some other 
odd questions that bugged me, the worst one 
being: “Why does your name sound like that 
if you were born into Islam?” 

But I have stopped shrugging my shoulders 
and shaking my head in disgust as instances 
of intolerance towards any religion other than 
Islam (our state religion) have become quite 
prevalent in Bangladesh. It’s no surprise then 
that pictures of headless statues of Hindu gods 
and goddesses have once again appeared in 
mainstream and social media.

On August 7, four Hindu temples, at 
least 10 idols of gods and goddesses, six 
shops, and two homes of the local Hindu 
community were vandalised in an attack 
carried out by miscreants in a Khulna village. 
Any concrete reason behind the attack is yet 
to be officially stated but it “may have” taken 
place because some Hindus were singing 
Kirtan (a devotional song) while on their 
way to a temple. Unfortunately, that very 
hour happened to be the time of Isha prayers, 
according to newspaper reports.

Earlier in March, several hundred 

supporters of Hefazat-e-Islam attacked, 
vandalised and looted at least 75 Hindu 
houses in Sunamganj’s Noagaon village over a 
Facebook post.

Jhumon Das Apon, who made the post 
criticising Hefazat leader Mamunul Haque, 
was, among others, detained under the Digital 
Security Act 2018 and is yet to be released 
despite demands raised in a written statement 
by 24 eminent citizens. Here, another point 
to be noted is that the attackers not only 
vandalised the homes because their leader was 
criticised in a Facebook post by one Jhumon, 
but also vandalised several idols and looted 
valuables from the houses in that village.

Hefazat has been making the headlines 
for quite some time now with its violent 
activities and demands, but one particular 
instance mentioned in the 2020 Report on 
International Religious Freedom will leave 
most in despondence.

The report released by the US Department 
of State mentions an incident that took place 
in Brahmanbaria in July last year, when local 
residents exhumed the body of an Ahmadiyya 
Muslim infant buried in a government 
graveyard and later dumped the body by the 
side of the road. The protesters considered 

her family to be “infidels”; the body was later 
buried in a Ahmadiyya graveyard.

Human rights groups termed the incident 
a “crude example of violence against religious 
minorities and abuse of human rights,” reads 
the report, which describes the status of 
religious freedom in every country.

Violence against religious minorities is not 
the result of people taking their opinions to 
Facebook. Rather, it is the hatred stemming 
from a deep-seated sense of superiority that 
comes with blind faith and a lack of tolerance. 

Even amid the coronavirus pandemic, 
the country saw 17 deaths and 30 cases of 
rape and torture (motivated by religious 

intolerance) from March to September 
last year, according to Bangladesh Hindu, 
Buddhist, Christian Unity Council and 
Bangladesh Minority Watch. Their study, 
carried out on the persecution of religious 
minority communities throughout 2020, 
mentions that 37 idols were smashed, 23 
temples were attacked, vandalised and set 
afire, 26 houses were evicted, five religious 
institutes were taken over, 60 families were 
forced out of their villages, and four people 
were threatened with forced conversions and 
seven others were forced to convert.

Also last year, as many as 88 houses and 
business institutions were vandalised and 

looted, while 247 individuals were physically 
assaulted and four others detained over 
complaints of making “negative remarks” on 
religion, the report stated.

Speaking of negative remarks, I cannot 
help mention the videos of religious sermons, 
where speakers took pride in vilifying all 
the Hindu gods, particularly Durga, that 
too on the eve of Durga Puja, the biggest 
religious festival of the Hindus. These 
videos—which can unquestionably hurt the 
religious sentiments of Hindus—are not only 
derogatory towards Hinduism itself, but also 
towards women in general.

Although at the beginning of this year, 
Md Monirul Islam, then chief of the Counter 
Terrorism and Transnational Crime (CTTC) 
unit of Bangladesh police, said they would 
keep an eye on mahfils to identify those 
delivering indecent speeches, such provocative 
sermons are still largely available on YouTube. 
They are also being shared on Facebook.

A select and small group is usually targeted 
by the instigators of communal riots and 
violence. At this point, a redesigning of 
the country’s educational curriculum—
particularly at the primary level—seems 
crucial, where children can become attuned to 
the values of communal harmony. 

I want to conclude by recalling a statement 
of a well-known Bangladeshi actress. She once 
said on a radio programme that children in 
our schools read novels by writers from home 
and abroad, they study theories from various 
social scientists, and they practice equations 
invented by different mathematicians. Then 
why not also introduce them to all the 
different religions that exist in the world that 
exist in the world, so that they can learn to 
respect diversity and adherents of different 
faiths?
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A
FGHANISTAN 
is turning into 
a bloody mess. 

With the United States 
withdrawing its troops 
from the nation—a 
move seen by many as 
premature and not well-
meditated—and the 
Taliban gaining ground 
at breakneck speed, the 
situation in the war-

ravaged country is taking a turn for the worse. 
There have been reports of the Taliban 

controlling more than half of the 419 districts 
throughout Afghanistan, and taking hold of 
seven provincial capitals, including Taloquan, 
Sherberghan, Zaranj, Kunduz and Farah, 
among others. Kunduz, Sar-e-Pul and Taloqan 
fell to the Talibans within hours. 

The Taliban is securing control of the 
customs checkpoints in the border crossing 
areas and are also collecting the customs 
duties. And some of these checkpoints are 
capable of generating a significant amount of 
money through customs duties. “Islam Qala 
on the border with Iran was, for example, 
capable of generating more than USD 20 
million per month,” reported BBC. While trade 
has been disrupted due to violence, the Taliban 
can turn these customs checkpoints into 
sustainable revenue sources in the long run.  

The Taliban fighters are also looting and 
plundering the cities they are capturing, and 
committing slaughter, as they seek to punish 
those who they suspect of having worked for 
the Afghan government—or even worse, having 
supported the foreign troops in any way.

Those who have the means are fleeing 
Afghan cities, and those who cannot are living 
in constant fear of retribution. And there are 
territories which are bowing to the Taliban 
without even putting up a fight. For instance, it 
has been reported that in the northern city of 
Aibak, on July 9, 2021, the governor removed 
the government forces from the city after the 

community leaders pleaded with him not to 
resist the Taliban advance in order to avoid 
further bloodshed. It was the sixth provincial 
capital to fall to the organisation in less than 
a week. 

And it is feared that more cities will fall to 
the Taliban as the Afghan government is clearly 
not in a position to fight the insurgents. The 
rapid surrender of major provincial capitals 
to the Taliban has exposed the painful yet 
inevitable reality of the Afghan government—
its inability to protect its people. It has also 
exposed the flaws in the United States’ decision 
to completely pull out its troops within such 
a short amount of time. It was on April 14, 
2021, that the Biden administration had 
announced its decision to withdraw troops 
from Afghanistan after two decades of its 
presence there. From May, a spike in violence 
was noticed in the country, as United Nations 
Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) 

revealed in a report in July. 
Reports of Taliban atrocities have been 

on the rise in the media in the last couple of 
months. Unicef said on August 9 that, in the 
last 72 hours, 27 children had been killed, 
and another 136 had been injured, mostly in 
Kandahar, where the Taliban and the Afghan 
army are locked in a tough fight.

And women have become more vulnerable 
than ever. Recently, it was reported in the 
international media that the Taliban are going 
from door to door searching for girls and 
women between “12 and 45 years for their 
fighters to forcibly marry. Women are again 
being told they cannot leave the house without 
a male escort, they cannot work, study or 
dress as they please. Schools and colleges are 
being shut and businesses destroyed.” This was 
published by The Print. Women—especially 
those who are independent and are working in 
leadership positions—are in danger of being 

targeted by the insurgents, who already have 
a track record of killing female journalists, 
activists, and lawyers, among others.  

As more cities crumble under the pressure 
of the Taliban, people fear for their lives. Even 
a few months ago, the discourse in the media 
had been about preserving the freedom people 
had gained in the absence of the Taliban; the 
conversations were about driving women’s 
empowerment, gender equality, and upholding 
human rights. But now, people are back to 
worrying about surviving the day. The worries 
are not even about livelihoods, they’re about 
preserving lives.

On the one hand, about 80 percent of the 
country is facing serious drought, and on the 
other hand is the bloody vengeance unleashed 
by the Taliban. Caught between the two, 
the people of Afghanistan see a bleak future 
ahead—if there is a future at all. 

Deborah Lyons, the special representative 
of the UN Secretary-General for Afghanistan, 
recently compared the situation in Afghanistan 
to the battlefields of Syria and Sarajevo, and 
suggested that the country risks falling “into 
a situation of catastrophe so serious that 
it would have few, if any, parallels in this 
century.”

The US Secretary of State termed the 
situation “deeply, deeply troubling”, and 
warned that Afghanistan might turn into a 
“pariah state”. The US, in the last few weeks, 
has launched air attacks targeting Taliban 
strongholds and assets. However, only air 
strikes are not sufficient to hold the Taliban at 
bay. These air strikes will also come to an end 
with the complete withdrawal of troops later 
this month, unless the US decides to continue 

the sorties even in September. 
While the world has come forward with 

words of concern, these concerns are not 
being addressed by them. The inaction of the 
international community to immediately stop 
the brutality of the Taliban is appalling, to say 
the least.  

Those who are still counting on finding a 
political solution to this problem, especially 
through negotiations and the Doha Peace 
Talks, might be in for disappointment. While 
Qatar has stepped up diplomatic efforts to 
resolve the crisis and will be hosting two 
international meetings this week to pressurise 
the Taliban and the Afghan government to sit 
at the negotiating table, only time will tell how 
fruitful these talks will be. 

With strengthened hold over multiple 
major provincial capitals across Afghanistan, 
and continued sponsorship from foreign 
players, the Taliban might not be as willing to 

negotiate as they were before. This is especially 
feared in the backdrop of the US air strikes 
in Afghanistan, which the Taliban see as a 
violation of the Doha deal and have thus 
threatened the US with consequences.

Incentivising the Taliban with recognition 
and hoping that they would come round and 
make a peace deal with the Afghan government 
seems like a flawed idea. The battle-hardened 
Taliban have only known violence and power. 
Thinking that they would be capable of sharing 
power with another body is a folly. 

Even when the US troops were present in 
Afghanistan, the Taliban had not disappeared. 
They had maintained a low profile and 
consolidated their power, especially in the 
rural peripheries. This is why they have 
managed to make such a swift comeback.  

While a political solution is a desirable 
outcome, one cannot pin their hopes on it. 
The international community must now think 
of a Plan B to save Afghanistan, because Plan 
A is clearly not working. Strengthening the 
Afghan government with political, military 
and economic support can be one way of 
supressing the Taliban. The international 
community can also consider imposing 
sanctions on the Taliban’s foreign sponsors to 
cut the channels of their economic resources.

The mess that Afghanistan has turned into 
has not happened overnight. It is the result of 
multiple foreign attacks over the decades. The 
US is certainly one of the perpetrators of this 
crime. And with time, the wound has festered 
and become poisonous. 

The US needs to play a strong and proactive 
role in addressing this crisis now. In the past, 
the country has taken harsher measures against 
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sovereign nations without any concrete 
justification whatsoever. Case in point: 
Iran. If the US can brand the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps—a wing 
of a sovereign nation’s armed forces—
“terrorists”, kill their top commander in 
the darkness of the night, and impose 
harsh sanctions on Iran (whose only fault 
was, perhaps, trusting the JCPOA), why 
it cannot take the harsh route to stop the 
Taliban remains a mystery. 

The international community cannot 
wash its hands of this moral responsibility 
either. They must now act together to cut 
out this rotting wound, and bring peace 
back to Afghanistan. This will otherwise 
have a lasting impact on the Central and 
South Asian regions, the reverberations of 
which will be felt across the globe.

Tasneem Tayeb is a columnist for The Daily Star.
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