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OnAugust 21, 2004, alittle before 5.30 in the evening, therewasagrenade
attack on the Awami L eagueleader, Shetkh HasinaWajed. Thisoccurred soon
after she concluded her speech in apublic rally close to the Awami League
headquartersin Dhaka, which ironically washeld to protest the recent grenade
attacksin Sylhet. 11 of the 13 grenades hurled at therally exploded instantly
followed by indiscriminatefiring fortunately missing thetarget, ShetkhHasina, as
shewashurriedly escortedinto her bullet-proof car. Theimpact left 18 dead and
hundredswounded. Committed in broad daylight, theterror attack - thework of
‘experts - was meticuloudly planned and executed.

Beginning with the Udichi blast in March 1999, such attacks have become
commonplacein Bangladesh - possibly the 20" in asmany as5 years. All the
recent attacks have, according to senior investigation officers, used such similar
grenades! asthe ARGES 48, which incidentally the Bangladeshi army also uses.
The ARGES48 wereoriginally of Austrian make, but are now widely madein
China and other parts of the world. These grenades have been used in the
Afghanistan war aswell ason the Indian Parliament attack in December 2001.
Alarmingly, the stickersfound on the unexpl oded grenades|ed expertsto believe
that they could havebeenlocally made. Besidesthetypeof explosives, adigtinctive
pattern can bediscernedin al therecent terror attacksin Bangladesh. First, there
isacommonadlity inthelocations. Thebomb attackshave dwaysamed at causing
huge casudtiesby targeting crowded placeslikecinemahalls, cultura gatherings,
and especidly palitica ralies(of Awami League). Second, acommon thread unites
thesetargets - the allegation that they are by their very nature, ‘un-islamic.’2
Moreover, peoplefrom different walksof lifebut with acommon secular orientation
havebeen targeted over thelast few years. Theseattacks can thusbedistinguished
from crimind actsof violencebecause of thenature of targetsselected. Thetargeted
ones haveranged from common people, to high-profile personditiessuch asthe
British High Commissioner, theMayor of Sylhet, Awami Leagueleaderslike Sheikh
Hasina, Suranjit Senguptaand others.® Given the category of peoplebeing targeted,
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it hasnot goneamissor unnoticed that neither any BNPleadersnor other aliance
party leaders have ever been thetargets of such attacks.

Furthermore, each timeablast has occurred, it hasbeen acommon practice
for the BNPto suggest that it wasorchestrated by theAwami Leagueto ddliberately
sully theimage of Bangladesh. Theinability of the Bangladeshi leaderstorise
above personal differencesand evolvelarger national policieshasresultedina
faluretoreininterror. Vita national issueslikethe deterioration of law and order
and therise of religiousextremism haveinvariably been hostageto theHasina-
Khaledapersonal duel. Given the overarching rolethat personality clashesand
persona enmity play in Bangladeshi domestic politics, the political parties of
Bangladesh - especially the Awami League and the BNP- arenot ableto offer
any objectiveopinion or reaction intimes of such crises. Likewise, even when
Shelkh Hasinawasattacked asaPrimeMinister, Oppaosition leader Begum Khdeda
had accused the government of deliberately maligning theimage of Bangladesh.
Similarly, for theAwami League, every attack isinterpreted astheinevitablefalout
of ‘Talibanisation’ of Bangladesh that has been taking place over theyears.

The spectreof Taibanisationin Bangladesh wasfirst identified during thevisit
of the US President Bill Clintonin October 2000. PrimeMinister Sheikh Hasina
had insisted on canceling the President’ svisit to the National Memorial in Savar
on the outskirts of Dhakain view of the threats arising out of the presence of
religiousextremist dements. Thisissue soon gathered momentum especially during
the October 2001 Jatiya Sangsad d ections. Mediareportsin Bangladesh suggested
that the Islamic parties, especially Jama at-e-1slami, had taken advantage of
Bangladeshi Taliban activistswho camehomefromAfghanistan following theUS
military offensive. Theformation of the new government with Jama at-e-Idami as
akey partner did not relegate the question of the Taliban-Al Qaidapresencein
Bangladesh to the background. Theleader of Opposition, Sheitkh Hasina, began
usingthebogey of Tdibanisationfor ddegitimising theBegum Khadedagovernment
and the international media also started highlighting Al Qaida presence in
Bangladesh. Beginningwiththefirg terror attack on March 6, 1999, Shelkh Hasina
has accused the BNP aswell asitsright-wing political aliesof condoning and
encouraging external militant and terrorist groupsinsidethe country. Giventhe
escalation of terror and violencein thelast four years, the Opposition parties,
especidly theAwami League, havereiterated their accusationsagainst the BNP
alliance government of turning ablind eyeto the growing presence of Islamic
extremismin Bangladesh.

Despitethe professed secular commitments, Bangladesh hasnot beenimmune
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toreligiousextremism. A number of recent devel opmentsand incidents suggest
that mounting religiousextremism coul d feed and intengfy socio-political tensgons.
Tdiban'sgrowinginfluencein Bangladesh wasreflected inthe street demondrations
and protest radliesorganised by religiousactivistsdisgpproving of thegovernments
pledgeto beapartner of the US global war against terror. Sincethen, especially
last year, there have been numerous such incidentsindicative of the growing
intolerancein Bangladesh. Infact, thelast three smilar bomb attacks, prior to the
recent one, have been at Sylhet of which two havetaken place at the Sufi shrine of
Hazrat Shahjdd.

* Thefirst such attack in the month of January 2004 wastimed soon after
the departure of the Jamaat leader Saidi who criticised the Sylhetisfor
revering theloca Sufi shrine. Thenext attack at the same place occurred
during avisit of the Bangladesh-born British High Commissioner, Anwar
Choudhury.

* Therdigiousintoleranceishighly markedinthelight of therecent escalaions
in attacks on minoritiesincluding churchgoers, Hindus aswell asthe
Ahmadiyas. Thereisagrowing belief that the government’sindifferent
atitudetowardsthe demandsby Idamic groupsto declare Ahmadiyaas
non-Mudimshasencouraged themto go ahead with an even moreassertive
militant agenda.

*  Emergenceof amilitant group Jagrato Mudlim JatiyaBangladesh (M JB)
inthe northwestern region isanother example of the growing sway of
Idamicmilitancy. Thelocd policeand adminigiration areunableto prevent
thisgroup, which has been holding people to ransom and demanding
implementation of Sharialaw al over Bangladesh.

» Following areport inanational vernacular daily, ProthomAlo on the
terrorist activity in Chittagong and itsunregi stered madrasas, the Kowmi
madrasateachers and students of Chittagong have demanded thearrest
of the publisher of ProthomAlo and the closure of the magazine.

» Deaththreatsarebeingissued against anincreasingly large number of
secular-minded politica personditiesand evenjourndists.

These developments indicate that under continuous pressure from the
fundamentaists, the BNP-led government will gradudly concede spaceonrdigious
issuesliketheimposition of Sharia and theintroduction of 1damic code of conduct
in public life. Thus, the right-wing forces may assert enormous influencein
Bangladeshi internd poaliticsand plungethe stateinto domestic turmoil, especidly
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when themain political partiesare clearly undecided about the strategiesthey
would evolveto handle such amenace.

What isfurther distressing isthe completefailure of thejudicial systemin
Bangladesh, for it has chosen to act asahandmaiden of the party in power. Not
surprisingly, despitethe devastating blastsno investigation or probe hasever been
completeor made public sofar. Infact, beyond therudimentary attemptsto accuse
and arrest the Opposition leaders, that too without evidence, very few haveactualy
been held responsiblefor any of the acts of terror. Further, the present BNP-led
government isadding to the confidence of theright-wing chauvinists by denying
theexistenceof any Idamicmilitant groupsand thusit might beunwittingly nurturing
aFrankensten’smongter by refusing to acknowledgethemalignancy of thismalady.

Asargued earlier, while Jamaat-e-Idami may not have been directly behind
the attacks,* its stand on theissue of Islamic assertion has given strength to the
fringegroups. Evenif theseforcesrepresent asmall number at themoment, they
areunmigtakably expanding their areaof influenceand becomingincreasingly voca
and daring intheir attacks. Thislargely occurs because the two main political
partiesremainlockedinagameof one-upmanship andvital nationa security issues
areinvariably overlooked. Infact, immediately after the August 21 attack ardatively
unknown group Hikmatul ZihaoP claimed responsibility for it and vowed to achieve
itsgoal withinthe next few days. However, there has been no comment from the
mediaor official sourcesonthisfront. According to an Indian report, ameeting
called by agroup of Idamic militant was attended by membersof the Harkat-ul
Jiahad Al Islam (HUJAI) aswell asasenior BNPleader to plan the August 21
attack on Shiekh Hasina.®

Therecent grenade attack on Sheikh Hasina has provided the Opposition
ammunition to reiterate the demand for the present alliance to quit. Despitea
month-long programmethat ended recently, the Opposition forceswereunableto
muster adequate strength to bring about the dismissal of the BNP alliance
government. A renewed attempt hasbeen made once again by theAwami League,
the 11-L eft Party aliance and the Jatiya Samajtantrik Dal led by Hasanul Hag
Inu.” Although the government agreed to use the services of the Interpol for
investigation into the case, the Opposition further argued that animpartial andfair
investigation wasnot poss blewithout the ouster of the BNIPruling collation. Further,
internal dissensionshave emerged withinthe BNP-led alliance. Naziur Rahman
Manzur of the Bangladesh JatiyaParty and Mufti Fazlul Huque Amini, Chairman
of theldami OikyaJote - both aliance partners- have criticised the government
foritsfalureto arrest any attacker. Giventheseriouschargesthat arebeingleveled
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at Jamaat and itslinkageswith theldlamic militant groups, domestic pressure has
been building up on KhaledaZiato drop them from the cabinet.

Bangladesh largely comprisesof asecular and culturally conscious people
whowould not alow Idamic radica sto hold the country to ransom. But keeping
the extremist forcesunder control would a so necessitate the cooperation of the
BNPand theAwami League. Only aconcerted effort fromall quarterswill help
reininterror and violence, which has been heightened by the freeflow of small
ams.
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