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Bangladesh: Reclaiming the Narrative”
A way forward strategy for the Islamic Project

Abstract

What follows are some ideas about how we get out of the present
quagmire and make a decisive move to bring about the eventual
change in our country which we all desire. The success of this very
humble effort will lie if these tentetative ideas lead to a concrete
decision taken at the appropriate level.

It will not take the route of starting with SWROT analysis which is
the traditional way of putting together a strategic plan. However,
in developing this all earlier reviews and analysis, laboriously
carried out over the years, were taken into account. It has also
benefited from a pro-active, bottom-up process of consultation with
the help of the numerous comments, suggestions and proposals
received from our anxious colleagues from around the world.

It has to be said however, despite the current impasse we can
Alhamdulillah, proudly point to a range of successes our movement
has achieved over the years. These include, a dedicated workforce
ready to give any sacrifice, a sizeable popular support base,
making a presence almost in every profession, gaining reasonable
popular recognition of Islam as an alternative system of life and
governance, presenting a large selection of Islamic literature to the
nation, making some electoral and political gains including two
cabinet ministers who achieved wide spread acclaim for honesty
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even by the enemies; the list goes on. However, the tsunami that
hits us today very quickly negated much of these and even threatens
to consign us as a mere footnote to history. As a movement that has
the courage of conviction to turn the tide we refuse to surrender to
adverse conditions and are determined to translate threats into
opportunities with sagacious visionary planning.

The paper argues that sustainable change will first of all require
reclaiming the narrative we have lost. Part of this must focus on
re-thinking the way we present Islam to the society with more
emphasis on Islam’s broad civilisational appeal and its
contribution in building a tolerant, cohesive society. The new
narrative must form the essential core of the initiatives for change.
It proposes three distinct strands for the whole project. Each to
deliver a number of allied objectives; it advocates plurality of
organs rather than a monolithic centralised entity. In
developmental strand, more emphasis to be placed on education
and human resource development. The organisations to maintain
arms length distance between each other with no apparent
structural link. In the political field it presents a number of
alternatives for the consideration of the policy makers.

Introduction

Our world is changing and changing fast. China and India is
growing in strength while, according to the US National
Intelligence Council’s (NIC) most recent global trends review
(2008), the European Union (EU) ‘will be loosing clout by 2025
and will be left like a hobbled giant’. Europe because of its
‘democracy gap’ will be unable to translate its economic power
into global influence. The report also predicts that by 2025 the
United States will become ‘less dominant and no longer be able to
call the shots without the support of strong partnerships’. This may
be one of many studies being published in recent times but the
underlying conclusions remain almost same or similar. That ‘need
of partnership’ led the decaying powers to look for emerging
powers in different parts of the world opening up new opportunities
for local aspirants like India.
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True, smaller nations such as Bangladesh may not figure in such
analysis, as it is nothing more than a tiny speck in such a vast
landscape. However, tomorrow’s world is as important for the
small nations as it is for the world powers, perhaps even more so.
In terms of population Bangladesh is now forth largest Muslim
nation in the world, yet it stands in splendid isolation marooned
from the rest of the Muslim Ummah. The strategic risks such
isolation entails makes visionary planning for a sustainable future
an urgent policy imperative.

Project-Islam is undergoing a monumental crisis around the world,
more so in Bangladesh. Muslim culture in the country today faces
such a powerful adverse current as underlined by recent most
disturbing developments, that it has the potential to strike a fatal
blow to the future of Islam itself. The whole social narrative has
shifted from ‘Islamic-ideological’ or at least ‘Muslim-cultural’
angle to ‘secular-ideological, ethnic/linguistic nationalistic’ angle.
Wilful distortion and excess by a whole range of political,
academic and cultural opportunists coupled with sustained cultural
onslaught from across the borders has already contributed to
unparalleled level of misinformation and stifling of truth. This has
in turn contributed to widespread and artificial tension in the
society culminating in the current crisis.

We have lost the Narrative

With the narrow support base and wide spread antagonism Muslim
activism now faces it appears almost unthinkable that Islam will
ever form the basis of a drive to reordering social change in the
country. In spite of increased religiosity and noticeable level of
ritualistic observances Islam in our society has already been
reduced to private sphere and are forced to fight even to hold on to
that little corner. Relentless surge continues to erase the last traces
of Islam from our history, our culture and even our language, so
much so that Islam is now in real danger of being consigned to the
archives of the Museums. In short Islamic movement in our society
has lost the narrative.
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It is only a matter of time before we lose the last remaining hold. It
is not just non-Muslims who are wary about Islam, today large
section of secular Muslim elite has also moved far away from it to
the extent that Islam has ceased to be a key factor in our society.
There was a time when the whole society rested on cultural and
civilizational moorings of Islam — not any more. In the words of
Ali Allawi, ‘it appeared to be only a matter of time before Islam
would lose whatever hold it might still have had on the peoples and
sociecties of the Muslim world’. No where it is truer than in
Bangladesh.

The false narrative that underpins the entire thought process of
today’s Bangladesh and largely shapes the social, cultural and
academic vistas of our society did not stem from 1971 war, it was
planted in our soil long before that, if anything 1971 is a by product
of this narrative. What is remarkable is how durable this narrative
has proven to be. In the forty years since 1971 it helped promote a
hate-soaked formula that continues to drive our political and
cultural discourse leading to a backlash and conflict and
threatening the whole fabric of the society.

Planning for a beautiful tomorrow

This is not the time to point fingers or apportion blame, rather the
priority today is to focus on a far-reaching visionary project which
will, Allah willing, frustrate the schemers and ultimately turn the
tide in favour of a beautiful tomorrow that our unfortunate land
rightly deserve. There is no reason why small nations should not
review their past and present and plan their future. At the end of
the first forty years of the countries existence it is important to
embark upon a mapping project to investigate all aspects of the
nation and try to point to a future direction.

Mapping however is not an end in itself unless it leads to a carefully
planned project to reclaim the lost narrative. For, it will be
necessary to evolve a new national consensus which will take its
root from that reclaimed narrative in planning for a future direction
of our nation. The project to reclaim the lost narrative will have
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three components governed by a central core which is reclaiming
the narrative itself. It will look like something like this:

Reinforcing Islamic
Civilizational Essence

Reclaiming
the Narrative

The three strands of the project will be driven by a vision that
encompasses the final goal of this journey we set for ourselves.
Vision

The central purpose of the project will be:

“To change Bangladesh into a poverty-free, just and prosperous
society firmly anchored to its Islamic civilizational moorings.”

Narrative
Reclaim the lost Muslim cultural and civilizational narrative by
dispelling the false anti-Muslim narrative that largely rule today’s
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thought process through extensive academic research, publication
and subtle awareness building measures.

Planning Objectives
1. Think deep and discover the root causes of opposition

2. Develop insight into the history and socio-cultural trends
3. Regain the control of the academic narrative in all fields

Three central component or strands of the project has to be
addressed next.

Reinforcing Islamic Civilizational Heritage

The deep antagonism that is endemic in our society about an idea
which is in essence liberal liberating makes no sense. Is it to do
with the way we present or mis-present Islam? Or is it because of
the way society tried to make sense of the Islamic social order.
Perhaps our own understanding of Islam and Islam-inspired social
change may have something to do with it.

The ideological template we use to understand Islam makes it
limited and limiting which impedes thinking about Islam in morally
relevant ways, in turn it prevents others to feel solidarity to Islam
and Muslims. The broad, inclusive nature of Islamic civilization
was once able to accommodate communities and faith groups and
lead a tolerant, understanding and cohesive society. That, and not
the insistence on doctrinal limitation, was the key to our success
both around the world and in Bangladesh.

Planning Objective
1. Carry out an audit of Islamic literature in Bengali and
identify the gaps.

2. Through new research and produce literature articulating
the core concepts of Islam guided by the universal and
accommodating ideals of Islam.

Reviving Historical, Cultural and Literary Heritage
The very first thing in any project of shaping the future of a society
has to begin with placing its history in correct footing. With the
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twist and turns of time history itself gets tempered with and finds
itself far removed from reality. History is the single most important
ingredient to motivate a society. Wrong interpretation of history
stifles national spirit and curbs development and progress. Like the
history of many countries around the world, history of Bangladesh
also deserves to be cleansed from the layers of misrepresentation
and analysed to re-establish the facts, because as journalist par
excellence, Guardian editor CP Scott once famously commented,
‘...but fact is sacred’.. Not just written history and not just the
history since the 1971, the history uploaded on the Wikipedia at
great expenses by some interested parties deliberately distorts facts
about our Muslim heritage. For example, in the Wikipedia, the
Muslim liberator of Bengal Ikhtiar Uddin Muhammad Bakhtiar
Khilji is depicted as an ‘invader’ who has ‘raided’ and ‘destroyed’
and ‘committed documented executions’. Only a sentence in the
Legacy section says, ‘Bengali poet Al Mahmud composed a book
of poetry titled Bakhtiarer Ghora meaning the Horses of Bakhtiar
in early 1990 depicting Khilji as the praiseworthy figurehead of the
conquest of Bengal.’

Language and Literature

For Bangladesh history of the language and literature is integral
with the history of the nation itself and as important. A close look
at the origin and development of the Bengali literature will dispel
great deal of misconception which now not only prevails in the
society but taken the status of conventional wisdom in this subject
area.

Muslims played a key role in embracing peoples and cultures and
bond them together into a cohesive society in Bangladesh. Islam
came to Bengal through traders, travellers and Sufi saints long
before the Muslim rule took its root in the country. Oppressed
people of Bengal welcomed the new faith for its liberating concept
of equality of men, justice and fairness. Communities were allowed
ample autonomy to grow according to their own religious, cultural
and family values during the Muslim rule. For example rulers like
Alauddin Hussain Shah (late fifteenth to early sixteenth century)
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commissioned Hindu scholars to produce the very first Bengali
translation of Hindu religious texts Ramayana and Mahabharata.

The history stands witness that Muslims rulers not only respected
local faiths and cultures, they even provided for the upkeep of their
places of worship and observation of their festivals. Tolerance and
respect for each other promoted by Muslims helped create a
cohesive society in Bangladesh for centuries.

Planning Objectives
1. Inculcate a culture of tolerance and cohesion by imitating
once again the warmth and the open-arm embrace of the
Master of Madina.

2. Produce properly evidenced publications on the Impact of
Islam in shaping Bangladeshi culture.

3. Through research present the history of how Islam
promoted a tolerant and inclusive society in Bengal.

4. 1t is important to embark upon a research project on
compiling the true history of Bangladesh.

5. Reproduce the facts about Muslim nature of the original
Bengali language, vocabulary and literature.

Social Welfare, Development, Eeducational and Political
projects

Direct political participation is just one aspect of the vast agenda of
bringing about a total social change. To achieve this it will be
necessary to temporarily move beyond a solo focus on party
political project. It is crucial to understand that more and urgent
emphasis on social welfare and developmental initiatives is a
necessary re-balancing needed to ultimately reclaim the initiative
in political field. As the Qur’an states Allah Subhanahu wa Ta’ala
commands us to establish justice and welfare, the fundamental
objective of Shari’ah or ‘Maqasid al-Shari'ah’ is defined as
‘attainment of good, welfare and warding off evil, injury and loss
for the creatures’; it is imperative that is precisely where any
project of Islamic change should initiate its journey. Participation
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in political process is nothing more than a means to attain this
central goal. Whether to increase its scale and level or scale it down
is merely an operational strategy.

Education

Making education available for all is an essential prerequisite in the
attempt for attainment of common good. This is also necessary for
transmitting the new narrative reclaimed and evolved by the first
two strands of the project. The educational movement we propose
will begin from Maktabs to post graduate research studentship. A
massive country-wide network of Maktabs should be launched
with a carefully constructed curriculam which will move on to
understanding the meaning of Quranic texts and core concepts of
Islam after students complete learning the reading of the Quran. A
programme of non-formal learning should be introduced to fast-
track education for millions of urban and rural dispossessed
children urchins and drop-outs. The projects are to be delivered
with minimum infra-structure costs by using making use of
Mosque buildings during the time they remain largely unused (i.e;
from Fajr to Zuhr prayers). Through scholarships and
supplementary tuition programmes secondary and college students
to be empowered as well. Projects to direct talented students to
specialisation and post-graduate qualification should also be
launched.

In the Political Arena

Our greatest challenge however lies in the political arena. In order
to capitalise on the benefit generated by the works of other strands
we need to think deep and devise a political strategy that will
ultimately achieve our core objectives risking a catastrophic
setback. Rather than providing a definitive or prescriptive solution
this paper presents the following alternatives for the consideration
of the policy makers.
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Option 1
Maintaining the Advantage Drawbacks
present status
Will continue to
Party continues as Will promote carry the burden of

before both in
packaging and
content, keeps the
alliance intact.
Participates in
electoral politics
and maintains its

an undaunted
image to some
sections.

Will be liked
by the partner
and

the past.

Will be extremely
hard to ignite the
public enthusiasm.
Risk of loosing
substantial HR.
Electoral outcome

vocal opposition opponents. is unlikely to
to the external improve.
forces. Ensure Core objective will
continuity. remain
unattainable.
Option 2
Adopts a new Advantage Drawbacks
name
Burden of the past
Party repackages Will may still continue
itself in a new temporarily to hunt.
name and confuse the Public participation
constitution. critiques. may still remain
Participates in marginal.
electoral politics Will initially Electoral outcome
and maintains its be liked by is likely to remain
vocal opposition opponents. iritic.
to the external Chances of
forces. Will preserve achievement of the
at least some core objective will
of the HR. still be remote.
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Human Resource Development

Efficient development and use of human resource is the key in
planning for our future success. It will be a part of the project under
any of the above options but more importantly for the Second
strand of the third option. Because during the uncertain time of
managing change there will be real risk of disenchantment and
large number of ‘drop-outs’. It will be a crucial part of the
programme of the Social, developmental and Political Strand to
plan for human resource management without any wastage.

Such work will include:
e Effective planning and redistribution of existing HR.

¢ Retraining to adjust with new realities and new thinking.

e Recruitment through academic, cultural and social
welfare initiatives.

e Channelling trained and motivated HR to crucial sectors
to achieve agreed outcomes.

Social Welfare, Developmental and Economic Area

Welfare and developmental activities could be carried out by one
or a number of separate welfare NGOs, in general understanding
with, but not directly controlled by the second organisation.
Together they will be responsible to create a selfless welfare
culture helping, assisting, supporting and developing the fabric of
the society and addressing its needs. The areas of work it/they
should cover will be some of the following.

Planning Objectives
1. Mapping economic assets of Bangladesh and rethinking
their innovative utilisation.

Developing ready-built low-cost housing.

Developing large-scale employment strategies and income
generating enterprises.

4. Back to basics: developing strategies to reignite interest in
agriculture and fishing.
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5. Developing ideas for export oriented small-scale business.
6. Launching creative initiatives to help women to play a role
in nation building.
7. Strategies for regenerating villages and making rural life
sustainable and attractive again.
8. Developing self-sustaining energy programmes.
Conclusion

The above is by no means an exhaustive list of ideas and
alternatives, they are just some pointers for our decision makers to
think and decide our future course of action. Our task ahead is no
doubt challenging and onerous, but Allah willing, challenge will
never defeat the free spirit of Allah-conscious Mumin. Rethinking
and revising, planning and charting a different yet effective
strategy has always been a gift of prophetic wisdom. It is not
bowing to pressure but a firmness of Istigamat.
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Do Islamists need a way out?*
Part-1

Shah Abdul Halim

| attended an international workshop on ‘Politics and Islam’ in
Islamabad that was organized by Henry L. Stimson Center, a
Washington based U.S. Think Tank. Diaa Rashwan, Director of Al
Ahram Center for Political Strategic Studies Egypt attended the
event. We had a good discussion on the political situation in Egypt
and the activities of the Muslim Brotherhood in the sideline of the
workshop. Diaa then informed me that Brotherhood is planning to
float a new political party. The debate was then going on “whether
this prospective party will be a means for the Muslim Brotherhood
to carry out its public and political work, or if it will replace the
Brotherhood entirely”.*

Now in the backdrop of the downfall of President Hosni Mubarak,
Brotherhood has floated a new political party — Freedom and
Justice Party. The Muslim Brotherhood would however continue
to operate as the parent organization.

What is the lesson Islamists in Bangladesh can draw from the
Egyptian experience is a very pertinent question now hitting the
mind of the political observers here. In Bangladesh the mainstream
Islamist, the Bangladesh Jamaat-e-Islami, analysts say, has lost

* The Author is a researcher and Chairman of Bangladesh Center for Islam and
Pluralism. This article is published in The New Nation on 13" July 2011
[www.thenewnationbd.com/newsdetails.aspx?newsid=10934]. It is also
published in official website of Ikhwanul Muslimun
[www.ikhwanweb.com/article.php?id=28791]
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much of its creditability for opposing the liberation war of the
country in 1971. Whether this analysis is right or wrong, the fact
remains that the secular forces here have been quite successful to
discredit Bangladesh Jamaat-e-Islami in the public eyes and have
also been successful to poison the minds of the new generation of
people against it. That being the scenario, many analysts consider
Jamaat-e-Islami as a “spent force”.? It has hardly any future.

In this backdrop, a workshop was held in Dhaka in July 2009. It
was participated by all former Presidents of Islami Chhattra Shibir,
the student wing of Bangladesh Jamaat-e-Islami, three Assistant
Secretary Generals of Bangladesh Jamaat-e-Islami, quite a few
well-known lawyers, several retired government officials, eminent
educationists and some other Islamist intellectuals.> The main
theme of the paper presented in Power Point was to float a new
political party in the model of Turkish Justice and Development
Party, otherwise known as A. K. Party with the avowed objectives
of promoting public welfare, good governance, safeguarding the
independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity of the country,
besides protecting the nation’s economic interest, particularly
safeguarding gas and other mineral resources.

Some people as back as April 1998 also had written to the top
leadership of Jamaat to float a new party with liberal and
democratic aims and objectives committed to establishing social
justice, peace, stability and bringing prosperity to the nation. The
workshop paper of July 2009 also recommended that the proposed
party must distance itself from the demand of a theological state
and strict compliance of shariah in public life.

The recommendation of not bringing shariah into politics came in
the light of the recently carried out ijtihad or search on the
application of shariah which says: “Negus, the Emperor of
Abyssinia, who embraced Islam but did not rule as per shariah as
that would have threatened his Kingdom. ... From this it becomes
clear that Muslims can rule without implementing shariah if the
circumstances are not in their favor or the people are not ready for
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such reform or the situation is not healthy enough or conducive for
such a transformation or change”.*

An Nahadah Party ideologue Sheikh Rachid Ghannouchi, in the
backdrop of the recent change in Tunisia, has returned to the
country from long exile in the United Kingdom and has declared
that An Nahadah will not bring shariah into politics Meanwhile
Muhammad Kamaruzzaman, Senior Assistant Secretary General of
Bangladesh Jamaat-e-Islami who is now in prison facing the charge
of war crimes for alleged involvement in human rights violation
during the liberation war has circulated a political discourse dated
26 November 2010 to a select group of top Jamaat leaders as to
what strategy need to be adopted in the country’s changed political
environment. Its copy has been leaked to the press. Reformists
within Jamaat have however widely circulated photocopies of this
political advice among the Jamaat activists, followers and
sympathizers and it is now in everybody’s possession.

Kamaruzzaman in his political discourse has also advised Jamaat
to form a new political platform with new policy and strategy
outlines.® In his paper Kamaruzzaman has given the outline of the
proposed party. He suggested that Jamaat leaders against whom
charges of war crimes hang should not be in any way linked with
the new party. But many others believe this is perhaps not enough.
Since the agenda of the Islamists should be the progress and
advancement of Islam in society, the new party should be manned
and headed by people from post-liberation generation, those who
are born after 1971, against whom there cannot be any charge of
war crimes or stigma of collaboration with the Pakistan army. The
proposed party should even scrupulously avoid associating the
family members or close relatives of pre-liberation Jamaat leaders
in the new party. There should not be any illusion about this. No
mental obsession should also be there though it may be painful.

It might appear to some as regression or a step back from Islamic
call and guidance but it will ultimately pave the way for a stride
and forward march creating a new environment where Islamic
politics may make new leap forward. The proposed party should be
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totally democratic in architecture. Centralize authority must be
discarded in the new party.

The weakness of the Islamist movement is that although it believes
in human equality in principle but it has failed to translate such
equality in real life practice in the state and the society as a whole.
Malaysian scholar Dr. Chandra Muzaffar rightly pointed out:

“If one looks at the contemporary situation, one could argue that
contemporary Islamic movements have by and large, with a few
exceptions such as the An Nahdah Party of Sheikh Rachid
Ghannouchi, inherited this notion of equality and political,
economic, social, and gender relations from the history ... It is a
notion of equality which has been embodied in the figh tradition,
the Islamic tradition of jurisprudence, which must be distinguished
for the purpose of analysis from the divinely rooted shariah.

It is this figh tradition, which has formed the basis of Islamic
movement’s approach to this fundamental question of equality in
society. What Islamic movements have done the most notable
amongst them being the Muslim Brotherhood and the Jamaat-e-
Islami, is to say that they have accepted equality as an important
principle at the general level. However, when it comes to
translating that principle into specifics you will find that there are
many inequalities and that they accept the inequality as divinely
sanctioned. ... For example, in the realm of politics the figh
oriented approach of contemporary Islamic movements is to say
that you need a powerful ruler, a ruler who would centralize
authority and thus be able to establish the norms and principles of
an Islamic polity. That this in itself an act of inequality is something
that does not occur to them.You will find that within these Islamic
movements there is very little support for the idea of people’s
participation and empowering the individuals. Rather there exists
this notion of a strong leader at the apex of society.

The leadership structure of the proposed party should be built like
a pyramid — bottom-up approach from grassroots to the center,
instead of top-bottom approach, where the leader at the apex
nominates rest of the leadership having the veto power to overrule
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the decision of consultative committee and executive committee.
In keeping with the true spirit and tradition of democracy, the new
party would allow its members the unbridled freedom and
opportunity to elect leadership and in no way restrict the exercise
of the freedom to choose leadership by limiting their option by way
of creating a panel of leadership, which only reflects the senior
leader’s lack of trust, faith and confidence on the ability of general
members in exercising voting rights judiciously, from which top
leaders are to be elected by the members.

The proposed party should adopt the system of electing leadership
at every tier and the current belief and mindset of the Islamists that
placing oneself to contest for leadership is contrary to the teachings
of Islam must be given-up. History bears testimony that Prophet
Yusuf (peace and blessings be upon him) asked Pharaoh to give
him the ministerial responsibility of the government to administer
the food management to ameliorate the suffering of the people. It
means that if the Islamist leadership has any expertise, they are
duty bound even today to offer their services for the common good,
public wellbeing and social welfare and refusing to offer or give
such service shall be tantamount to zulm or oppression.

Prophet Yusuf therefore did not hesitate to ask for ministerial
responsibility to administer the food management and participate
in the administration of Pharaoh to save people from starvation.
The same principle should hold good and valid even now. What
has happened to Prophet Yusuf can repeat to Muslims today.
Muslims are permitted to ask for leadership position and join
government to fulfill the greater interest of the Muslim community,
the ummah and prevent evils and wrongdoings. Failure to do so
will lead to undermining the overall interest of the Muslim
community, the ummah and allowing the evils to spread and
dominate the society. Muslims offer dua or prayers to God to give
them leadership over the believers, muttagina imama. So asking
position for leadership cannot be termed as un-Islamic.’

The new party leadership must abide by the decisions of the shura
or consultative committee. The decisions of the consultative
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committee must be binding on the leader(s) at apex. King Abdul
Aziz became a caliph, the fifth rightly guided caliph of Islam, by
accepting the binding provision of the shura. After the state of
Medina was established and the Prophet (peace and blessings be
upon him), now head of the state, was then ordained by God:

“Consult them (the Companions) in the (community) affair(s), and
when you have reached a decision, then place your trust in God
(and implement it). ” [Al Quran 3: 159]

“Al-Tabari characterizes consultation as one of the fundamental
principles of the shariah (azaim al-ahkam), which are essential to
the substance and identity of Islamic government. Ibn Taymiyyah
held a similar view, observing that God, Most High, commanded
the Prophet (peace and blessings be upon him) to consult the
community, despite the fact that he was the recipient of divine
revelation. The Quranic command is therefore all the more
emphatic with regard to the subsequent generations of Muslims
who no longer have the Prophet among them, and no longer have
access to direct revelation. Muhammad Abduh has also held that in
this verse, consultation is not just a recommendation, but an
obligatory command addressed primarily to the head of the state
to ensure that it is properly implemented in the government
affairs.”®

It is thus evident that shura or consultation is obligatory for the
leadership of the political party as they are directly involved with
the process of governance of the state. The strength of the shura
lies in the fact that consultation brings people closer together, and
it provides them with an opportunity to share ideas and voice their
views on matters of common concerns. In this way, shura prevents
disunity and division among the people. But consultation can only
be meaningful and effective when the participants enjoy total
freedom to express their views. It would be totally in vain, and
would make no sense to say that in Islam the government and for
that matter political party is bound by the principle of consultation,
and yet should have the liberty to deny the members of the shura
the freedom to express an opinion.
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It may not be out of context to mention here that Dr. Rezaul Karim,
President of Islami Chhattra Shibir, working for the coterie of a
section of former Islami Chhattra Sihbir Presidents who consider
them more wise and judicious over the collective consultation,
refused to accept the decision of the shura in 2009 to nominate
Shishir Muhammad Munir as the Secretary General of the student
organization. It sparked crisis and caused resignation of 20 out of
34 executive committee members. Islami Chhattra Shibir must
exercise unbridle freedom and independence as an organization
and in no way be subservient to advice from any other person or
organization. It must not involve people outside its own
organization to mediate or resolve its problems rather must strictly
follow its own constitutional provisions in resolving disputes, if
ever it arises. Past experience has shown that mediators become
partisan. Islami Chhattra Shibir in no way and must not become an
organization of sycophant or what Muhammad Kamaruzzaman
said:

Islami Chhattra Shibir must come out of the fold of ‘lejurbritti’ or
sycophancy of any political organization.

In the new party women members should be an integral part of the
shura. This will help male members of the shura to have
perceptions and views of women on important gender issues along
with other national and international subjects to reach a fair,
judicious and balanced decision. If women shura or consultative
committee is separate, the fact remains that their voice is not heard
at the particular moment of taking vital decisions. In the past it has
been seen that women parliamentarians and male parliamentarians
of the Islamist party are sitting in the same room although the male
and female shura members are sitting in separate rooms. These
practices are self-contradictory having no logic. Sometimes women
are suppressed and their voice is not heard. This is neither Islamic
nor democratic.

Elections to form committees and choose leadership of the
proposed party at all levels must be on the basis of open discussion,
secret ballots and open counting. Counting party election results
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openly and then declaring the scoring will not create division
within the party as some argue; rather this will restore confidence
in the rank and file of the new party. This would also meet the
requirement of the national Election Commission. It would also
break the hands of vicious circles who often manipulate the
election results of the party as they do not consider shura binding.
It is alleged that such manipulation did occur at different tiers of
the student organization. It is also alleged that during party
elections, election commissioner had even rigged and manipulated
the results of apex body in the recent past.

The workshop held in July 2009 suggested that the proposed party
should not be cadre based. The past experience has shown that
cadre system develops privileged-class and a bar on the entry of
newcomers to turn it into a mass organization. The leadership
should be developed step by step from the grassroots. The cadre
system would have no place at any level in the democratic setup of
the new party.

The present reporting system on personal conduct which a member
has to maintain, according to some insiders, has also proved
mischievous and it must be discontinued in the proposed political

party.

The system of whole-timer should also be discarded in the
proposed party. Experience has shown that whole-timers, being
totally dependent on the salary of the party, lose freedom and
confidence to think independently being afraid of losing favor from
the hierarchy where innovation and creativity constitute the lifeline
of any organization committed to work for reform and renaissance.
Whole-timers are found more interested in protecting their self-
interest rather than working to push the right cause and chart out a
pragmatic way as it may antagonize the party establishment.

The new party should be prepared to accept women in the
leadership including the leadership positions at the apex. The
Islamists are not yet ready to accept and embrace women in the
leadership, which is another example of inequality between men
and women. Those who object to assigning political positions to
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women forget that in today’s world rulers are only parts of a wider
political establishment making the government.

Indeed government itself is one of a group of as many institutions
that shares out among them the power and authority of the state,
which were the domain and used to be exercised by a single ruler
in the past, regardless of the title he assumed. During the earlier
days of Islam the kholafa-e-rashadeen used to combine in them a
whole range of comprehensive and broad authority, over the whole
Muslim world which no ruler is expected to exercise now or in
foreseeable future, including leading prayers, commanding armies,
exercising absolute ijtihad in figh besides exercising powers as the
supreme judge. These are being performed now by many people at
different levels. There is a strict bifurcation and separation of
powers.

From the point of view of her competence, a woman may be now
assigned some of these powers, including the post of the head of
the state, because none of these powers, including that of head of
the state, constitutes the overall authority over the community.®

The proposed party should have at least one woman Vice President
and one woman Assistant Secretary General. The post of the
President and the Secretary General should also remain open to
contest by women. The Islamist in Bangladesh must take lessons
from others. In Iran, which is no doubt an Islamic state, woman has
been elected to the post of Vice President.

The new party as a matter of policy should adopt easy options when
Islam offers different alternatives in resolving problems. It would
always remain open to examine variable choices while deciding
policy matters. Some Islamists overemphasize the importance of
covering face by woman. A number of Islamist organizations have
failed to make difference between local culture and Islamic culture,
which is one of the reasons for the backwardness of the Muslims.
Covering face of woman is a local culture and has nothing to do
with Islam. Those who insist on using total veil by the women are
really working to create bottleneck in the progress of Islamic
society rather than promoting its advancement.
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Shah Abdul Halim

Veil Issue

Eminent Egyptian Islamic scholar Sheikh Adil Salahi commenting
on the verses 24:30-31 [Say to the believing men that they should
lower their gaze ... And say to the believing women that they should
lower their gaze ... Al Quran 24:30-31] wherein both men and
women have been asked to lower their look when fall on the
opposite sex, in his regular weekly column ‘Our Dialogue’ in Saudi
daily Arab News observed:

“The instruction of the verses quoted above is that both men and
women are required to keep their eyes cast down, so that when they
meet each other, neither should men stare at women nor women at
men. The natural question that arises is why man should lower his
gaze if the face of woman is totally covered? From the text of the
verses it is clearly evident that the face of the woman is not to be
covered and therefore man has been advised to lower his look”.

Muslim Brotherhood leader Abdul Halim Abu Shuggah
commenting on the aforementioned verses said that the intent of
the Law Giver is that women need not cover face. He said that if
the intention of the Law Giver was to cover the face of women than
He would not have asked men to lower the gaze.!

* This article is published in The New Nation on 22" July 2011
[www.thenewnationbd.com/newsdetails.aspx?newsid=11748]
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The Islamists in Bangladesh should take note of the general
practice of hijab by women in Indonesia, Malaysia, Iraq, Palestine,
Lebanon, Egypt and Morocco where they keep their face open and
they do not cover face with nigab. Women in the Saudi Television
also appear without nigab or without covering the face. Even the
women leaders of Muslim Brotherhood throughout Middle East,
including eminent Brotherhood leader of Egypt Zainab al Ghazali
known for her monumental work “Return of the Pharoah: Memoirs
in Naser’s Prison’, do not cover their face. It is obligatory that
women must not cover their face during hajj.

Proposed Leadership Structure, new parameters and
Delegation

Kamaruzzaman’s initiative also called for limiting the tenure of the
office of the central president and district presidents of the new
party. He proposed to limit the tenure of the central president and
the district presidents to three terms. But it would be appropriate
to limit the tenure to two consecutive terms of three years each. To
bring dynamism in the party, a system may be developed by which
leadership is rotated through secret credible elections. Unlike the
prevailing practice of the Islamists, at least fifteen posts of vice
president and twenty-five posts of assistant secretary general may
be created in the proposed party. This would create opportunity to
produce more leaders, built up their capacity; evaluate who is more
capable and dynamic in sharing responsibility.

The central leadership structure of the proposed party however may
be organized based on how many people it wants to put in the
various watchdog committees and in the Shadow Cabinet. This
issue will be discussed at the later part of this article. Those found
effective at the grassroots, particularly whose performance at the
local government lections would be highly impressive and people
would accept them as public leaders, should be gradually elevated
to the central leadership.

However highly skilled professionals, eminent educationists,
senior retired civil and military bureaucrats, celebrated journalists,
renowned lawyers, prominent political leaders of other parties and
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such other notable members of the civil society with secular
background, if they accept the aims and objectives and join the new
party, should be elevated to the higher echelon of the leadership in
keeping with the practice of the noble Prophet who had placed
leaders of the days of jahiliyyah or ignorance, when they sincerely
accepted Islam and joined the Muslim rank, in the leadership ranks.

In other words persons with rich and highly potential background
will be absorbed in the new party implementing the spirit of the
saying of the Prophet Muhammad: khiarukum fil jahiliyyah
khiarukum fil Islam which means - those who proved competent in
leadership during the days of jahiliyyah or ignorance they proved
equally competent in leadership when they had joined the rank of
Islam.

The proposed party will use standard parameters to evaluate the
performances of the leadership and their ability to turn the party
into a mass organization and effectively run a modern democratic
state. Such parameters shall also be used to ascertain the
intellectual capacity of the leadership in the context of the changed
global environment. While developing such parameters, due
consideration shall be given to such factors as professional skill,
educational background, intellectual capacity, moral and ethical
moorings and more importantly behavioral pattern etc.

The new party will also use parameters to make sure that leadership
upholds high standard of financial integrity and maintains
transparency in all fairness in fund management and monetary
transactions. The leadership should also be required to make it
certain that their living expenses and increase in wealth and all
types of resources should commensurate with the known sources
of earnings.

Past experience shows that concentration of power and
responsibility without accountability in few hands make such
persons over influential and sometimes quite despotic as the saying
goes power makes a man corrupt and absolute power makes a man
absolutely corrupt. Power intoxicates best hearts as the wine
intoxicates the strongest heads. No man is wise enough or good
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enough to be trusted with unlimited power. Such concentration of
power and responsibility is a bar on the development of collective
leadership of participatory nature. By delegating power only in few
hands the leadership at the apex in fact creates a situation in which
the prospect of producing a galaxy of leaders, who can handle
critical situation, might diminish.

The leadership qualities never can be developed unless workload
and responsibility are delegated. It is evident from the actual
situation within the country’s Islamist organization that the so-
called trustworthy leaders at the zenith of the party, who consider
themselves the only capable persons and indispensable have in fact
developed a sort of bureaucratic mindset. They believe that without
them the organization will not be able to sustain and they, in fact,
have monopolized power by turning them into a vested group to
protect their interests. Some people believe that these few leaders
at the top have aggrandized power and position overlooking the
greater community interest.

The proposed party should not allow a person to hold more than
one position at a time as was advised by some people in some
occasions in July 1996 and April 1998 and now by Muhammad
Kamaruzzaman. It needs to be realized that human capacity is
limited and at one point it gets saturated. Moreover those who are
overburdened with too many jobs may not concentrate on any work
or go into details of any issue. Thus the work suffers.

Prophet Muhammad (peace and blessings be upon him) during his
life time sent Muadh b. Jabal (may God be pleased with him) as
Governor to Yemen. On being asked by the Prophet as to how he
will govern, Muadh b. Jabal replied that he will govern according
to the Quran and will refer to sunnah if clear instruction is not
available in the Quran and then will exercise his individual
judgment if an explicit injunction is neither available in the Quran
nor in the sunnah. History bears the testimony that Prophet
Muhammad endorsed the governing principle and procedure of
Muadh b. Jabal. Prophet even authorized Amr b. al-As (may God
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be pleased with him) to adjudicate in some disputes in his
presence.?

From this, analysts conclude that ijtihad or intellectual exercise is
allowed in Islam and ijhitad is the Sunnah of the Prophet. But what
escaped the attention of many scholars and leaders of Islamic call
and guidance is that Prophet Muhammad during his life time had
delegated powers to Muadh b. Jabal and Amr b. al-As.® This
delegation is the pivotal precept of Islam and democracy. Unless
you delegate, you really suffocate. Nothing can flourish in a
suffocating and regimented environment. The new party must
practice the system of delegating power and responsibility and the
leadership at the apex will only give guidance and monitor
developments. Everything, except confidential matters, should be
delegated. Delegation is the opposite of imposing decision. It
means power through people and not over the people. Delegation
is the negation of manipulation. It is motivation through
participation. Authority must be delegated at all tires of the
proposed party so that decisions may be taken by way of
participation at every level.

Idea of Shadow Cabinet and Real Democratic Values
Muhammad Kamaruzzaman has also advised to form Shadow
Cabinet. In fact Shadow Cabinet to monitor governance and Think
Tank to formulate policies must be inseparable part of the proposed
party. The new party, at the time of launching, should announce a
Shadow Cabinet of 100 ministers. Each minister will be assisted by
a Think Tank that would include three professionals in addition to
ten researchers in respective fields. Each Think Tank professional
members will also be members of the central consultative
committee, and one, from amongst them, by rotation will represent
the group to the central executive committee.

Professional members should have the rights and privilege that if
anyone of them requests the leadership at the apex to call a meeting
of the central consultative committee and central executive
committee; they shall be bound to call such a meeting. However
such professional members may or may not have voting rights.



bo | FINEEICT 65 A SNTST ALH &7

Along with the 100 Think Tanks, an Advisory Council or Guardian
Council or Council of Elders may be set up. Yet another Council
of Eminent Ulama or religious scholars, as advised by Muhammad
Kamaruzzaman, may also be constituted.*

In keeping with the democratic tradition, the proposed party should
always arrive at a decision by a vote of majority and those who
disagree with the decision of the majority will have the right to
record the note of dissent. Recording the note of dissent must be
practiced in the new party as a binding principle. That is the only
way to break the hands of the conspirators, coteries and reactionary
forces that sometimes try to impose undesirable decision in the
name of collective decision.

Now that in the new party everyone can record their views because
of the binding principle of recording the note of dissent, the
conspirators and coteries will be fearful of being exposed and they
will be much careful not to impose any undesirable opinion. There
is no point of giving unnecessary concession in the name of
consensus decision.

Moreover the new party will have to adopt such a constitution that
will allow its leaders to hold and express divergent views publicly as
is practiced by the political parties in the United States. Expressing
constructive and positive views contrary to the declared and
established party policies openly, even in front of media, will not be
in anyway considered a revolt against the party, its leadership or its
policies. Those leaders who will be able to win the confidence of the
majority party members will be at the helm of affairs. There is no
point of demanding the repeal of article 70 of Bangladesh
Constitution to enable a member of the parliament to cross floor and
express opinion against the very party to which s/he belongs when
such freedom is not allowed within the political parties.

Non-Muslim and Muslim Brotherhood Constitution

The proposed party not only should make room for non-Muslims
becoming its members but at the same time reiterate in clear terms
that it is committed to make such constitutional arrangements that
will remove obstacles of non-Muslim becoming the head of the
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state. This will be in keeping with the political system envisaged
by the Islamist political scientists of modern time. The plural and
democratic nature of Islamist political order also becomes clear if
someone looks at the constitutional proposals of the Muslim
Brotherhood, the premier Islamist movement of the world. In 1952
Brotherhood drafted an Islamic Constitution for Egypt consisting
of 103 articles.

The draft constitution puts forth the notion of a civil state based on
citizenship and loyalty to the state. Muslim Brotherhood puts
forward the idea of one state embracing Muslims and non-Muslims
under the umbrella of loyalty to the nation (article— 88). The draft
constitution reiterates that people are born free, equal in dignity,
rights and liberties without any discrimination based on origin,
language, religion or color (article- 77). The word used in this
article is people, an inclusive neutral word in the Islamic heritage,
which negates any kind of discrimination based on sex or religion.
Each individual has the right to live freely, enjoying equality,
security and safety (article— 78). The draft did not determine
religion when recording rights. It used the word individual.

The Islamic Constitution drafted by the Brotherhood disregarded
one’s religion being the prerequisite of becoming the head of the
state. Article— 4 stipulates that only an Egyptian can be a member
of the parliament and parliamentary membership is not restricted
to any particular religion or cult and article— 25 states that head of
the state can be any person who meets all the conditions required
for the Member of Parliament and all these disregard origin,
language and religion which is compatible with the aforementioned
article— 77 of the constitution.’

Pluralism and Sharia concern on HUDUD

The proposed party must affirm in the most unambiguous language
that it believes in absolute religious freedom. The Quran states:
There is no compulsion in religion [Al Quran 2: 256]. As regards
apostasy, which has created a great deal of controversy and
misunderstanding among the freedom loving people, the new party
must make clear its position in the light of the injunction of the



v | IR 5 g9 SIS A e

Quran: Those who believe, then disbelieve, then believe again, then
disbelieve and then increase in their disbelief — God will never
forgive them nor guide them to the path [Al Quran 4: 137].

Commenting on the verse Mohammad Hashim Kamali pointed out:
“The implication is unmistakable. The text would hardly entertain
the prospect of repeated belief and disbelief if death were to be the
prescribed punishment for the initial act” (6). In fact there is not a
single instance that Prophet Muhammad did treat apostasy as a
prescribed offense under hudd (plural hudud) or capital punishment
only for leaving Islam. Prophet never put anyone to death for
apostasy alone rather he let such person go unpunished. No one was
sentenced to death solely for renunciation of faith unless
accompanied by hostility and treason or was linked to an act of
political betrayal of the community.

As a matter of fact the Quran is completely silent on the question
of death as a punishment for apostasy. Apostasy does not qualify
for temporal punishment. The most pertinent question is: If God
has granted us the merit of freedom, he who wants to believe is
allowed that right and so too the one who wants to disbelieve. How
can it be imagined by a rational person that God, Who has
compelled none to believe, allows us the right to compel others and
force them to believe.’

The new party should make a call for suspension of hudd or capital
punishment in such areas as adultery as long as the door of
obscenity — similar to brothels, bars, offensive movies, obscene
printed books and pornography — remains open; and the
government cannot ensure marriage at appropriate age. Eminent
Islamic scholar and Dean of the Faculty of Shariah, Qatar
University Prof. Dr. Yusuf Al Qaradawi opined that before
implementing hudd or capital punishment as punishment of
adultery, we have to establish an ideal Islamic society and close the
door of obscenity.®

Only recently Prof. Dr. Tariqg Ramadhan, a distinguished educator
of Philosophy at the University of Fribourg, Switzerland and an
eminent Arab Islamic scholar, has given a clarion call for the
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suspension of hudd or capital punishment for the time being, till all
relevant issues have been examined by the scholars. Such
suspension will be in line with the suspension of the amputation of
hands of the thief by Caliph Omar (may God be pleased with him)
in a famine condition when people are without food and they resort
to stealing.®

Cultural Activism

The Islamists in Bangladesh failed to make any substantial
headway in the political front during the last 64 years [1947-2011]
as they largely ignored the cultural arena that deserve utmost
attention. It is essential to put utmost emphasis to cultural activism
to make breakthrough in the political front. In fact cultural activism
deserves more emphasis than political work as the past experience
has proved beyond doubt that concentrating more on political work
ignoring or giving less emphasis on cultural work has failed to
generate the desired political dividend.

The Islamists failed to cultivate those aspects of the local and folk
culture, even finer thread of classical music and mystic songs,
which does not stand in clash with our beliefs, values, ethics and
norms. They have also ignored local heroes, charming natural
beauty of Bangladesh; and local cultural symbols are also missing
in their cultural projections. Cultural movement is the lifeline of
any movement committed to bring in social reforms and
renaissance. Therefore a very comprehensive cultural policy needs
to be formulated and action program drawn.

Further it needs to be realized that religion is ever present in our
real life and existence, culture and thought. People here are
basically liberal, broadminded and moderate and opposed to
constriction, bigotry, and fanaticism. People are religious but at the
same time against all types of overindulgence and severity. We
have to construct our political philosophy by assimilating all these
elements of our mores, history and culture, customs and traditions.
The proposed party shall not work to establish a theological state
but still then maintain deep links with norms and ethics of Islam
and core components of Muslim identity.
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New Literature to face Contemporary Challenges

It is largely believed that only an identity consciousness, educated
and intellectually empowered community can bring change in the
society. People associated with the proposed party will be
encouraged to read contemporary Islamic literature of the eminent
scholars, not plagiarized books or fifty years old books which has
no relevance to modern day society and its problems, particularly
when modern day scholars have reached newer conclusions
through ijtihad i.e. intellectual exercise on old and newly emerging
issues. There is no reason and justification to repeat old arguments.
Reading only one set of literature will result in a narrow tunnel-
vision and will take the new generation nowhere.

Bangladesh is passing through the most critical period in its history.
The proposed party therefore must formulate its policy keeping in
view the geopolitical and strategic compulsions and erect
invincible wall to protect the national interest standing on the hard
rock and not on the quicksand.

The proposed party must be pragmatic, open to all yet conscious of
its goal. It is suggested that a rational, moderate and people oriented
socio-cultural and political program be formulated which is
suitable to the genius of the people of Bangladesh.

Last but not the least, the proposed political party, true to the
democratic culture and tradition, will maintain harmonious
relations with every other political organization. But it will not, in
any away, subordinate itself to any other political organization or
leader however sagacious seemingly they might appear to be.

The new party will not maintain extra territorial or secret link with
any other political organization or leader who may tend to control
it or influence its functioning. It will strictly follow its own
constitution and single-handedly try to accomplish its own policies
and objectives.

The new party will never take position on political issues in
opposition to the dreams, wishes and aspirations of the
overwhelming majority people. But the million dollar question is:
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who and where are those young political leaders born after 1971
who will make a call for the formation of such a party to bring an
end to the current impasse of the Islamists in Bangladesh and usher
in an era of a bright prosperous future.

Notes:
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Abdul Halim Abu Shuqgah, Rasuler Juge Nari Shadhinata (Bengali
tr. of Tahrirul Mar’ah Fi Asrir Risalah), Vol. IV, Bangladesh
Institute of Islamic Thought (BIIT), Dhaka, 2006, pp 79-80.

Mohammad Hashim Kamali, Principles of Islamic Jurisprudence,
Islamic Texts Society, Cambridge, 1991, p 383.

This view is also shared by Dr. Anas S. Al Shaikh Ali, Academic
Advisor, IIIT, London, UK.

The idea of formation of Shadow Cabinet of hundred ministers each
of whom will head a Think Tank is also shared by Dr. Ahmad
Totonji. See Shah Abdul Halim, Totonji on the Backwardness of the
Muslim Ummah. www.shahfoundationbd.org

The Legal Concept of an Islamic State According to the MB,
Ikhwanweb — Cairo, Egypt, Monday, May 08, 2006. Also see Shah
Abdul Halim, The Concept of Ummah and Pluralist Bangladesh.
www.shahfoundationbd.org.

Mohammad Hashim Kamali, Freedom of Expression in Islam,
Chapter IX. - Freedom of Religion (Al-Hurriyyah al-Diniyyah),
limiah Publishers, Kuala Lumpur, 1998, pp 97-98
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Salahuha Lit-tatbiki Fi Kulli Jamanin Wa Makan, Bengali tr. Islami
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English Translation of Kamaruzzaman’s Letter®

This article presents an English translation of a prison letter
written by Muhammad Kamaruzzaman, the progressive Assistant
Secretary General of Jamaat-e-Islam Bangladesh, to the acting
leadership of the organisation. Kamaruzzaman faces an imminent
death penalty from Bangladesh’s flawed and vendetta-driven War
Crimes Tribunal.

The letter was titled Strategy for Change and is dated 26th
November 2010, by which time the author had already been
detained without formal charge for over four months. It articulates
a view from the progressive tendency within the party, concerned
for the welfare of its members, the public at large and the political
stagnation taking hold of the party.

It met with dismissal by a leadership ‘stunned’ by the Awami
League government’s persecution on one side and resistant, or
unable, to reform on the other. Following a frosty reception with
its intended readership, it was leaked and published in the
vernacular daily Kaler Kontho newspaper.

Our knowledge of Muhammad Kamaruzzaman’s experience in the
dock at the country’s War Crimes Tribunal is less developed than
those of more headline hitting leaders. A website
(http://kamaruzzaman.info) developed by his family goes some way
to humanise him and elaborate on the trial proceedings and
highlight discrepancies. The son of a Sherpur businessman,
Kamaruzzaman turned 19 during the Bangladesh war and later
studied journalism at Dhaka University. He denies the charges
ranged against him, for which the Tribunal has sentenced him to
death.

* Source: http://www.khichuri.org/jamaats-kamaruzzaman-and-his-strategy-
for-change-progressive-yet-condemned/
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In recent weeks, Geoffrey Robertson QC, an independent and
international authority on crimes against humanity published a
report detailing the structural and procedural unfairness of the
Tribunal. The report is constructive, inclusive and critical,
outlining clear steps for internationalisation, truth and
reconciliation on the issue.

Kamaruzzaman's party, despite the rhetoric of its avowed enemies
and many of its supporters, is not monolithic. This letter’s
discussion presents us with the opportunity to listen for internal
debates to which the public rarely have access. It is our hope that
making this letter accessible to the English-reading audience
humanises an individual who has been demonised and persecuted.
In order for meaningful societal dialogue to occur, we are required
to allow different parties to communicate in their own terms and
listen to each other.

Notes on the translation

This letter has been sub-titled for English reading audiences at
home and abroad and edited for brevity. The full text of the Bangla
language original can be found online. The translation is verbatim,
with the exception of editorial notes for clarification that are to be
found distinguished by square brackets. The letter precedes a
number of major relevant world events, notably the Arab
Spring/Winter.

We enter the letter at the point where Kamaruzzaman begins to
outline a three-pronged fork in the road for the party, to deal with
its current situation. Previously he has introduced Jamaat’s
experience in Bangladesh with respect to other Islam oriented
parties in the Middle East and the extraordinary crisis confronting
it. This crisis is discussed as the successful and continual labelling
of Jamaat as anti-liberation for the purposes of Divide and Rule.
The campaign of vilification is said to have been, and is, most
successful amongst the elite, educated class.

Highlighting the strategic public interest basis of Jamaat’s alliance
with the BNP, and its history, he relates various arguments
deployed by the Indian side to try and pull constituent partners
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apart and how the war crimes issue, used against many people who
were not even members of the party during the war is a political
instrument in the narrowest sense, and is socially amplified
through the media. In addition, the Tribunal is argued to distract
the public from political misrule, social degeneration and the
release of dangerous criminals into the populace.

Before addressing the three options for Jamaat as he saw them,
Kamaruzzaman discusses the government’s strategy on the party
from where he was in 2010, and that most of the cards were the
government’s to play.

The long extract can be read here-

A Strategy for Change

Thoughtful and wise decisions are needed to fix Jamaat’s strategy
under these circumstances.

One of the strategies is just to wait for the end and to see what is in
store for Jamaat in future; to just continue and run the organisation
as before. If the government terminates its activities against Jamaat
then we shall see what we can do at that time. Otherwise, we should
not ease our efforts and struggles.

Considering the total picture it is very important for Jamaat to
change its strategy. This is because:

e The government has made Jamaat a political target

e Jamaat has been accused of serious allegations like war
crimes and has been branded as the party of war criminals

e A section of our people have reservations, misconceptions
and negative impressions of Jamaat

e The image of many Jamaat leaders has been shattered
awfully, though they are very popular among party workers
and well-wishers

A section of our people show an extremely intolerant
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attitude towards Jamaat

e Most importantly, a considerable part of our population has
faith in Jamaat and support Jamaat for its honesty, integrity
and sincerity

A other option would be to let Jamaat continue its activities from
its current position. However, now it is high time that we built a
new political platform and a social movement to contest the
orchestrated anti-religious [islamophobic] efforts.

Jamaat should form this party with the consent of its members.
Otherwise it will not be acceptable to the workers and supporters
of this organisation.

The third alternative is the retirement of those Jamaat leaders from
politics who have been accused of war crimes committed during
the Liberation War of 1971, and the reorganisation of Jamaat with
entirely new leaders. The leadership of Jamaat should be handed
over to the new generation. Since Jamaat has been enduring unjust
torture and persecution since 1971, for the sake of the continued
development of the country’s Islamic movement and for the
purpose of increasing its dynamism if the present leadership step
aside, then what will the Islamophobic quarters have to say? It is
however true that whoever works for Islam will face no shortage of
allegations from the anti-religious entities.

It is mentionable here that Islami Chattra Shibir was only able to
spread and reach its present respectable status due to its
establishment under a new name. The organisation would not
have been able to operate under any previous name. However,
since Chattra Shibir is the primary recruiting centre for the Islamic
movement, it has been made controversial by the non-religious
forces as well. The parties most concerned by the rise of Shibir are
the communist forces and the power hungry; hence the prevalence
of a torrent of lies and falsehood against Shibir. The other student
organisations that work amongst the students lack any viable moral
based ideology. They are usually sister parties of the ruling party
or other parties solely focused on going to power and based on
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following respective personalities. Such student outfits have little
to offer for the nation and are usually deeply involved in
corruption, tender grabbing, possession politics, admission
business and seat business among others for their mere existence.
If the nation is to business and seat business among others for their
mere existence. If the nation is to be recovered from the politics of
personality worship, there is no alternative to moral based ideology
politics.

Besides reforming Jamaat, reform in the student’s wing is also
necessary. Students should not work as a political tool and should
be kept away from direct political activities. Importance should be
given on seeking knowledge, debate, discussion, building character
and sound physical and mental health. They must say no to party
politics, addictions and narcotics.

| believe it would be wiser for Jamaat to take the second among the
three alternative strategies | have mentioned here. Jamaat has been
working in this country for more than 60 years and at least 10% of
Bangladesh’s population support Jamaat. So they should not do
anything or take any step that will ruin their image.

The fact is, the ground for Islamic politics that has been created in
Bangladesh is actually an outcome of Jamaat’s movement and
struggle. Jamaat has developed a passionate relationship with the
people of Bangladesh and the senior leaders of Jamaat have
contributed a lot to achieve this success. It is thanks to their honesty
and sincerity that now Jamaat is the largest and most influential
Islamic movement in Bangladesh. If Jamaat uses all of its strength
to establish a political platform and tries to organise a social
movement, then nobody will be able to directly attack that political
platform.

Responding to the Changing Situation

The anti-religious quarter may run massive propaganda campaigns
against Jamaat, but it will be a mistake for them to overlook Jamaat.
In this extraordinary situation Jamaat has to take the decision of
adopting an alternative strategy. Jamaat was established in 1941
when the Pakistan movement was at its peak, after the approval of
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the 1940 Lahore Resolution. At that time millions of Indian
Muslims were dreaming of a separate state of their own. In 1947
even before Partition Jamaat leaders gave directives on their
working procedure in a divided India by holding several regional
conferences. Although the founder of Jamaat [Maulana Maududi]
with some of his followers moved to Pakistan, many of its workers
and leaders stayed in India. They continued their activity there but
in Pakistan Jamaat brought revolutionary changes to its movement
and started open political activities.

At one point Jamaat did not allow lawyers to be party members
[since many of the legal injunctions are not in accordance with
Islamic principles of justice] but to cope with reality this criteria
was changed and the lawyers were allowed to join Jamaat with full
membership. Earlier Jamaat did not participate in general elections,
even just to cast their vote. The Indian Jamaat still does not
participate in the general elections. Members were allowed to cast
their vote only once in its history: when Indira Gandhi imposed the
state of emergency in India. In Kashmir, Jamaat is separate from
the Hindustan Jamaat. They are independent and they take part in
general elections. In the past Jamaat used to nominate only its
senior members to participate in elections using their ticket. Now
they have changed their mindset and have opened their nomination
to their supporters and other workers also. They have decided to
send female members to parliament and have even nominated them
for elections.

In the last Upazila Elections (2009) Jamaat nominated 24 female
candidates and 12 of them won the elections. Then Jamaat did not
use photographs of candidates in their publicity materials such as
on posters and banners. However, now they are using photographs.
Jamaat has amended its constitution and opened party membership
for non-Muslims so now a non-Muslim too can be a registered
member of Jamaat-e-Islami. Female Jamaat members can be
elected onto the party’s advisory council. All these reforms have
been undertaken for the sake of the movement to meet the demands
of the current situation.
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Learning from Transnational Experiences

In today’s difficult and challenging situation, it is a demand of
wisdom and vision that Jamaat should search for alternative
strategies. It is not at all any kind of deviation. Rather it is a positive
evolution, which is essential for any kind of political movement.
We can take example from the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt.
Without reviving the party, they are taking part in the general
elections independently or under the banner of different political
parties. The Brotherhood is ‘not there’ however its existence is
everywhere. They have been working for years patiently and
participating in the general elections. In Jordan, the Brotherhood
have been maintaining a relationship of cooperation with the
government and playing an important role in the country’s politics
and elections; they have participated in the coalition government.

The Brotherhood in Algeria have separated itself from the original
Brotherhood and been working as Islamic Front. In Yemen the
have been working with traditional Islamic parties under the banner
of Al Islah Party. Having been in a coalition government earlier on,
now they have left the coalition. In Morocco the Brotherhood have
been working as the Justice and Development Party. They are now
the main opposition party and have the possibility to return better
results in the coming elections. In Sudan Islamists have been
working as the Islamic Movement of Sudan and alongside the
government of General Hassan Al Bashir. However, there is a
conflict with a senior leader and he is not in the government. His
name is Dr Hassan Turabi, the former Prime Minister of Sudan.

The Islamic movement in Turkey has changed its name many
times. After inter- party split following disagreement with former
Prime Minister Nazmuddin Erbakan, a movement called The
Justice and Development Party (AKP) formed and established
government; they have been running the country successfully
under the leadership of Abdullah Gul and Recep Tayyep Erdogan.
They are empowered by the members and resources of the Nur
Jamaat movement formed by Bedilizzaman Said Nursi. After
winning the recent referendum, AKP leader and Premier Erdogan
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thanked Fethullah Gulen for his immense contribution [the author
writes at a time prior to the AKP-Gulen split]. Fethullah Gulen was
one of the leaders of the movements established by Bedilizzaman
Said Nursi which has been pushing the Islamic movement of
Turkey to a successful future. They have kept themselves behind
the scenes. Islamic movements in Indonesia and Malaysia have
adopted realistic strategies to cope with the current situation.
Therefore under the current challenging circumstances it is high
time for Bangladeshi leaders to take the movement to a new
dimension by adopting realistic alternative strategies.

Seizing the Opportunity

There is an attempt to strangle the Islamic movement and eliminate
it by bringing false allegations of war crimes and labelling it anti-
liberation. We have failed to address or resolve this political
conflict; many of us thought that this issue would resolve itself at
one time anyway. This matter is being used as a burning issue
against us, which was beyond many of our imaginations. The
government is determined to do something in this regard. The
image of the party and the leadership have been devastated by this
issue and the people have developed a negative impression against
the party and the leadership. For all these reasons it is now of
utmost necessity to adopt a new strategy and a new political
approach.

If we fail to adopt a new strategy, history will not forgive us. We
shall be responsible to history because we had raised hopes among
a large number of people. Hundreds and thousands of people have
expressed their solidarity with us. Many of our students and youth
have sacrificed their entire life; they have embraced martyrdom,
lost limbs and are still fighting for the sake of the movement.

Therefore if we take the first way and let the movement go as it is,
we will prove ourselves a worthless party. We should be on alert
beforehand. The third way is also not a solution. Not only the local
anti-religious quarter, but the international entities with similarly
aligned interests are also a major threat. They are also waiting to
hinder our development. For this reason such an alternative
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strategy will not prove very helpful right now. Our adopted strategy
should keep ensuring the faith and loyalty of the people at the fore.

The situation is critical. We should think neutrally and
altruistically. We will not be able to obtain any solutions if we think
only from our own point of view. It is not at all harmful if it looks
like Jamaat has been broken apart. Rather we should take this path
for organising a new movement for the sake of our deen [way of
life].

Expandlng on the Second Option
. Considering the Constitution of Bangladesh, we should form
an organisation that will not face any constitutional questions.
Justice and good governance should be its motto. In this regard
the organisation can be formed along the lines of the structure
and manifesto of the AKP. However, their structure and
manifesto are too repetitive and lengthy. For Bangladesh, it has
to be brief and adapted for the conditions and demands of the
Bangladeshi populace, and certain issues of public demand
have to be highlighted.

2. The concept of a shadow cabinet has to be adopted with an
equal number of departments formed corresponding to each
ministry. A full member would have to be the responsible
person for each department and an associate member would
assist them. A central committee would be formed with these
members and a single member should not be given more than
one role. The organisational structure should be more
decentralised.

3. An advisory council would be established and senior citizens,
experts and Islamic scholars would be its members.

4. A council of Islamic scholars, or a Shariah Board will exist
which will conduct research on various issues and will draw
solutions to various problems. There must be dedicated effort
to ensure Islamic unity.

5. Nobody would remain as President or District President for
more than three terms at a stretch. Bengali language has to be
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10.

11.

12.

13.

used for party titles and posts. Usage of information technology
has to be ensured in all steps of the organisation.
Representatives from all professions would have to be included
in the central committee and a definite manpower analysis has
to be conducted in this regard. Manpower shortage in any
particular sector in one year would have to be pre- determined.
There would be a secretariat that will observe the function of
various departments but will not control their activities. They
would coordinate but not enforce anything.

There would be a committee in every department. Those
committees will run independently. Highest usage of
technology would be ensured in the committees.

There will be a Legal Aid committee. Besides providing legal
assistance, it will solve internal problems of the party and will
also work as an arbitrary court on behalf of the centre.

The priority should be given to: a) Education b) Social Work c)
Health d) Media e) Business and Commerce f) Student
Movement

In elections, at first priority should be given to local
government elections. Potential candidates should run their
activities from now on to build personal capacity for the
election.

Counselling campaigns should be organised at the district level
for people of different professions such as lawyers, teachers,
businessmen, etc.

Jamaat has already established an infrastructure. It has many
associated organisations and these should be re-activated. They
have been running dimly and now change is essential. They all
have resources and gradually they have to be changed and made
dynamic. There are many resourceful organisations and trusts
at the district level. Educational institutions can be developed
into world-class institutions. A plot owned by WAMY [World
Association of Muslim Youth, of which Shibir is an affiliate]
in Safipur can be utilised to establish an institution of global
standards. Besides these the organisations that are working in
divisional headquarters can be extended and reinforced. By
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establishing top quality schools and colleges in every district
we can recruit the best manpower of our society.

The fact is if we can utilise our existing resources in the
mentioned sectors, we will be able to reach a considerable
stable stage in our movement within five or ten years. If
necessary we will call back our expatriates to the country and
when necessary we will export our resourceful manpower
abroad.

Cricket, football and hockey teams should be formed under the
youth department. Clubs for different sports can be formed.

A professional institute for international language training can
be formed where students will be able to study different spoken
languages such as English, Arabic, French, German, Mandarin,
Japanese, Korean, etc.

Activities of the University of Thought must continue under
any circumstances. It has to be dynamic, extended and
reinforced.

We can purchase the Daily Bhorer Dak newspaper and it can
be converted successfully into a four page capital centred daily.
A pool of journalists has to be developed and they would be
designated to different media (print and electronic). A think
tank has to be developed.

Children’s welfare activities and cultural activities can be run
under the current structure but should be more dynamic.

A social and working relationship would be developed with the
non-Muslim community. A band of highly dedicated workers
IS necessary in this sector. A group will work dedicatedly for
welfare of the indigenous people.

A group has to be established immediately by and for the RMG
[readymade garment sector] workers. It can be a huge
employment opportunity; this sector will prove a lifeline for
Bangladesh’s economy.

A campaign should be launched to drum up support for
proportional voting. It is necessary to decentralise governance
by dividing Bangladesh into several provinces. 160 million
people face towards the capital and this is causing a severe
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problem for good governance. The movement should be more
social than political.

Under these changed circumstances, discussion should be
conducted among the members regarding accepting the new
strategies. Wholehearted effort is necessary to reach a consensus in
this regard.

Jamaat has taught us discipline and we must maintain this within
the organisation. We should bring change to our organisation while
maintaining this discipline. Our manpower is searching for an
alternative strategy. Our country and the international community
will welcome the new direction gladly.

Those without foresight or who want to maintain the organisational
inertia might oppose the proposal, but they are also very sincere.
Everybody should be counselled with patience. Under this crucial
circumstance and at this historical turning point, adopting an
alternative strategy by reaching a consensus or at least by the vote
of the majority is now what the situation demands

On Being Captive

Here 1 am writing my feelings once again on my captive life;
captivity under false charges, which are the results of political
rivalry and the rise of anti-religious politics.

1. There is no possibility of my release until the current
government moves from power, which is not at all possible
in the near future.

2. There is no possibility that any movement will be able to
free us. There is no possibility that any street movement or
agitation will be able to overthrow the government.

3. In this tenure of the government some of us will face mock
trials because this issue has reached the point of no return.

4. We will not get any justice from the so-called tribunal. It is
a black law. The government will be able to do whatever it
wants to do with us according to this black law.

5. Many countries may express their regret recognising that
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Jamaat’s leaders are being persecuted, but they will not do
anything to support us.

6. The international community may raise questions on the
transparency of the trial process but they will not be
unhappy to see an Islamic party cornered and weakened by
this process.

7. Even though Jamaat will not be banned, the image of its
leadership will be destroyed after their trial on war crimes
and sensitive issues like opposing the nation’s liberation.

8. Even if the government does not ban Jamaat, they will
never permit Jamaat to work in comfort and will always
keep the party under pressure.

9. Under these circumstances Jamaat will never be able to
become a platform of the mass people; it will be impossible
for them to form government by winning a landslide victory
in the general election.

10. I can see no possibility for Jamaat to achieve good results
in the next election after this term of the government.

11. Due to our love and emotion for the party we cannot think
of anything without Jamaat. If anyone wants to do
something bypassing the party, misunderstanding and
vendetta will be inevitable. That will not be acceptable to
our manpower.

Taking Action
We have become stunned at this point in time. Now the question
is, what is actually in store for our future?

1. Let it be. We will remain as we are now. (Currently we are
following this strategy)

2. Considering the changing circumstances, Jamaat will
organise a new platform and remain behind the scenes. This
organisation will tackle the anti-religious quarter with
wisdom and determination.
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3. Among us, those who have been convicted of war crimes
will step down from leadership positions and hand over the
party reigns to an entirely new leadership.

According to my understanding the first way is actually the act of
foolishness and pessimism. A dynamic movement cannot take such
an outdated strategy.

We could compromise with the third strategy if we could solve the
issue of 1971 politically. However, the way Jamaat’s image has
been destroyed in the media, in the textbooks and to our youth, it
will not be able to revive its image even if it brings new leadership
in its pavilion.

According to my thoughts the second strategy is the most
pragmatic one. Other Islamic countries have become successful by
following this strategy. We have a lot of examples in front of us
like Turkey, Egypt, Sudan, Yemen, Morocco, Indonesia, Malaysia
and Jordan where the Islamic movement has adopted an alternative
strategy.

Beside it we should also consider another point. In no other country
have the leaders of an Islamic movement faced such sensitive
allegations like war crimes and opposing the country’s struggle for
independence. We must admit that though the Islamic movement
in Bangladesh has the potential to become a successful movement,
these allegations have produced a massive obstacle to achieve
political success and acceptance. For the time being the opponents
of the Islamic movement have succeeded.

We are being tried at present as we have failed to solve this issue
politically. We did not lead Jamaat in 1971, and although Jamaat
supported it politically, they were not involved with the Liberation
War. Those of us who are facing allegations at this moment, we did
not participate in war nor were we part of any military or
paramilitary body. It is out of the question that we committed
crimes like rape, plundering and destruction. Today Jamaat is the
victim of political vengeance for being politically active. The
allegations against us are all false and fabricated. The government
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IS spreading misconceptions against the Islamic movement by
blaming us with false charges.

Therefore we should resign from our positions so that there will be
no chance of confusion and misinterpretation.

If we take this kind of initiative, for the time being it may look like
degradation for us but in the long run it will be considered as an
icon of greatness and pragmatism. Many of us are now quite old
too. How much can we contribute to the movement at this age?

Therefore we should think of the second strategy collectively. |
pray and hope that Allah will enable us to take the right decision at
the right time. Ameen.

Muhammad Kamaruzzaman
November 26, 2010

7 Cell (Bokul), Room No. 2

Dhaka Central Jail, Dhaka, Bangladesh.
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