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ABSTRACT

Al-Wasatiyyah as a multi-dimensional concept is scholarly acknowledged as a “justly
balanced path or balanced approach” of Islam. The term gained popularity and
became prominent in Muslim communities and the media after the attacks of
September 11, 2001. In the context of contemporary Islamic thought, a/-Wasatiyyah is
the counterweight of religious extremism and liberalism. Many liberal Muslim
intellectuals and non-Muslim scholars tend to link terrorism and extremism to the
existing Islamic movements globally. However, leaders of moderate Islamic
movement never approve of a global Jihdd or terrorism against the West, as well as of
war against Islam and Muslims by the West. This study aims at investigating the
relevance of the concept al-Wasatiyyah in Bangladesh, addressing the multifarious
problems besetting the Muslim world. The Bangladesh Jama‘at-e-Islami (BJI), a
contemporary leading Islamic movement in Bangladesh, represents a comprehensive
example of a Muslim group in trying to address the prevailing socio-cultural and
politico-economic problems which Muslim nations face. This research first examines
al-Wasatiyyah from main sources - the Qur’an and Sunnah based on the interpretation
of early and contemporary scholars’ views. Then it analyses opinions and objectives
of BJI: organization’s policy, ideology, social activities and most importantly political
activities involvements in the government policies. In this regard, Jama‘at’s
constitution, literatures and various lectures of the top leaders available were also
reviewed. In parallel, an exploratory case study (semi-structured interviews) was
conducted to measure Jama“at’s practical activities (practice) with their theory. This
study found that the concept al-Wasatiyyah is used as an important means for an
Islamist Movement to revert the ultra-secular polity as well as liberal and extreme
views not in favor of Islam. This study concludes that based on the true Islamic
teachings, the BJI has the potential not only in promoting a ‘Balanced Approach’ as
championed by Islam but also to develop a social movement based on the worldview
of Islam. While achieving this goal, the need for political authority and a grassroots
network 1s central to countering terrorism, extremism and liberalism in Muslim-
majority country like that of Bangladesh. However, the critics representing the left-
leaning anti-Islamic forces tend to blame BIJI for its failure to take a stand against the
exploitation and injustices perpetrated on the fellow Muslims of the erstwhile East
Pakistan since 1947 until the liberation of Bangladesh in 1971.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

1.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter introduces the research beginning with a description of the research
background, statement of the problem, significance of the study, research questions,
and objectives of the study. This chapter will also focus on the scope and limitation,
literature review, and research methodology adopted in this study. The chapter

concludes with an outline of the thesis structure.

1.2 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Allah (S.W.T.) has made al-Wasatiyyah a hallmark of the Muslim Ummah as
mentioned in the Qur’anic verse, “Thus We have made of you an Ummah justly
balanced, so that you might be witnesses over the nations and the Messenger
(Muhammad) a witness over you.”" Islam is, in essence, a justly balanced religion and
a complete code of life that promotes peace, mercy, justice, and universal
brotherhood. Islam categorically rejects extremism or fanaticism in all its forms. It
equally rejects ideological liberalism, secularism and atheism.

In the context of the Qur’anic expression “ummatan wasatan”, the
interpretation of the Mufassirun (Qur’anic exegetes) and the views of the early
Muslim scholars refer to the term al-Wasatiyyah to imply the Islamic community or
nation having the attributes of justice, excellence, and balance.” Imam Abd Hamid

Muhammad al-Ghazali (1058-1111), in his many writings, especially his magnum

! Al-Bagarah, 2:143
> Mohd Kamal Hassan. The Need to Understand al-Wasatiyyah: As Part of IIUM’S Mission of
Islamization. (Kuala Lumpr: [TUM, CENTRIS, 2013).



opus lhya’ ‘Ulum al-Din and Mizan al-’Amal, offers a detailed understanding of the
meaning of al-wasat. He opined that in order to achieve success in this world and the
Hereafter, a man and his inner faculties must be in line with al-Sirat al-Mustagim (the
Righteous Path).?

Yusuf al-Qaradawi (b.1926) interprets the phrase Ummah Wasat as the Just
(al-‘Adl) and Chosen (al-Khiydr) or best nation.* He highlights the al-Wasatiyyah
approach alongside classical and contemporary scholars and as such articulates,
“Islam, therefore, recommends al-Wasatiyyah and balance in everything: in belief,
‘Ibadah, conduct, and legislation. This is the straightforward path that Allah SWT has
prescribed al-Sirat al-Mustagim. Therefore al-Wasatiyyah, or the balanced path, is not
only a general characteristic of Islam; it is also a fundamental landmark.” As a
contemporary advocate of the “justly balanced” approach or Islamic moderation, al-
Qaradawi lists thirty® landmarks and milestones of al-Wasatiyyah. Out of the thirty
“middle path” positions, Muslims have to adopt eight basic religious implications in
pursuing the path of al-Wasatiyyah.” Furthermore, al-Qaradawi mentions that “the

Muslim Ummah is a nation of justice and justly balanced; it witnesses every deviation

? Aba Hamid Mohammad al-Ghazali. 7hya’ ‘Uliim al- Din. In T.J. Winter (ed. and

trans.), On Disciplining the Soul and Breaking the Two Desires (Book 22 & 23). Cambridge: The
Islamic Texts Society, (1995). See: Feisal bin Mohamed Hasan. Relevance Of Al-Ghazali’s Doctrine Of
Al-Wasat (The Desired Balanced Middle Way) In Countering The Ideologies Of Extremists With
Special Reference To Jemaah Islamiyyah In Singapore. (MA theses, Institute of Islamic Thought and
Civilization, (ISTAC), 2008), p.33.

* Yusuf al-Qaradawi. Al-Sahwah al-Islamiyyah baina al-Juhiid wa al-Tatarruf. (Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq,
1991), p.28

*Ibid, pp.7-8

% Actually prior to this it was 'twenty landmarks' concisely as a methodology of moderation, and
distributed these to the General Constituent Assembly of the International Union of the Muslim
Scholars, in London in 2004. Afterwards it has become thirty in detailed and well-arranged form until it
becomes more perfect as it should be, in terms of the idea, presentation and expression. Thus, it has
reached at the thirty landmarks. See more: Figh al-Wasatiyyah al-Islamiyyah wa al-Tajdid: Ma alim
wa Mandrat, and Islamic Moderation and Renewal: Wasatiyyah — Tajdid (trans.) By Hassan Ahmed
Ibrahim and et al, and edited by Mohamed Ajmil, Kuala Lumpur: ISTAC, 2013).

" Mohd. Kamal Hassan, Voice of Islamic Moderation from the Malay World, (Kuala Lupur: EMIR.
2011), pp.213-218



from the ‘straightforward path’ in this life and in the Hereafter.”® Al-Wasatiyyah thus
implies carrying out to the best of one’s ability what Allah (S.W.T.) has prescribed
and avoiding what He has forbidden, understanding the wisdom of His laws and moral
guidance, and grasping and applying basic Islamic principles to every new situation as
it arises.” According to a number of Ahddith, the Prophet Muhammad (s.a.w) praised
those who adopted a balanced approach to worship. The Prophet (s.a.w) said: “Indeed
this religion is easy and it will defeat anyone who makes it difficult.”'® In another
Hadith, the Prophet (s.a.w) reminded his followers: “Convey the good news and do
not make them run away, make it easy and do not make it difficult.”"'

To understand the practical meaning of al-Wasatiyyah within the Islamic
movement, we first need to understand the meaning of the Islamic movement. Yusuf
al-Qaradawi stated in his book, Priorities of the Islamic Movements, that Islamic
movements are an organised and popular collectivity united in their service of Islam.
It is a grassroots movement guided by a structured leadership. It is politically active in
recognition that championing the holistic mission of Islam requires political influence.
Islam combines faith, worship, Shari‘ah, creed, propagation, dealings, transactions,
governance, and worldly life. In order for all of these to be achieved, Islam has to be
related to the system of governance, and the use of political power and public
administration. "

Islamic movements emerged with the desire to implement social justice within
the guidance of Islamic Shari’ah in contemporary Muslim societies, while seeking to

offer better solutions to the political and economic institutions, reform social and

¥ Al-Qaradawi. Al-Sahwah... pp.7-8

? Aisha Lemu. Laxity, Moderation and Extremism in Islam. (n.p.1993), p.2

1% Al-Bukhari. Vol. 1, Hadith no. 39. (Cairo: Dar Ibn Razab, 2006).

"' Ibid, Hadith no. 69 and Muslim. Hadith no. 1734

12 Al-Qaradawi. "Priorities of the Islamic Movements in the Coming Phase". (Cairo: Dar al- Nashr for
Egyptian Universities, 1992), pp.9-22.



cultural values, and remedy the philosophical and intellectual problems faced by the
majority of Muslim countries. It endeavours to lead the Muslim Ummah to success in
both this world and the Hereafter.

Islamic movements the world over either in the form of ideological social
movements or organisational political institutions, are still in the process of evolution.
It is noteworthy that empirical evidence has proven how the Islamic movements have
gradually made concrete accomplishments in North Africa and the Middle-East after
the Arab Spring, as exemplified by the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and An-Nahdah
in Tunisia. It is undeniable that the approach of Islam adopted by these groups, with
their doctrine of social justice and the implementation of Islamic moderation, is the
main mechanism underlying this development. Similarly, Islamic movements in other
parts of the Muslim world have been trying to develop their own strategy to establish
Islam and the Shari‘ah (Divine Law) as a comprehensive and justly balanced code of
human life.

Consequently, Bangladesh, one of the most populous Muslim countries, has
also been witnessing the proliferation of Islamic movements as both a political and
ideological force since its independence from Pakistan in 1971."% The rise of Islamic
political forces has brought forth several contenders, one of them being the Jama‘at-e-
Islami Bangladesh (JIB) and the newly restructured Bangladesh Jama“‘at-e-Islami
(BJI), which serves as a contemporary leading Islamic movement and the pioneer of
Islamic parties in Bangladesh. Moreover, Jama“at-e-Islami is one of the oldest parties
in the sub-continent. It was first formed in British India under the leadership of Sayed

Abu’l ‘Ala Mawdudi in 1941. The Jama“at started its work in what is now Bangladesh

1> Monoar Kabir, Politics and Development of the Jama‘at-e-Islami Bangladesh, (Dhaka: AH
development Publishing House, 2006), p.9.



in the 1950s.'* After Bangladesh gained its independence, the Jama‘at began to
operate publicly under its own name on May 25-27, 1979, along with other Islam-
based political parties'’.

The Jama“‘at’s organisational achievement has made it an expanding force in
Bangladeshi politics.' It is the pioneer of Islamic movements in united Pakistan and
in the later independent Bangladesh.'” Furthermore, the Jama‘at is a moderate Islamic
movement and an Islamic political organisation that believes in democracy, human
rights, and is committed to upholding the rule of law. Islam in Bangladesh is a deep-
rooted social institution. Social norms and other interactions in the country have
largely been originated and are guided by Islamic principles.'® The Jama‘at seeks to
establish a just society only through democratic principles and a democratic process. '’

The relative indispensability of the concept of Tayyar al-Wasatiyyah al-
Islamiyyah, or the trend of a justly balanced approach in Islam cannot be discounted
from the socio-political milieu of today, because it is the right attitude that reflects a
balanced Islamic method.*

In adopting the methodology of al-Wasatiyyah in Da‘wah (preaching),
teaching, Ifia’ (issuing legal edicts), research, reform, as well as revival, the Jama‘at

has realised that the propagation of Islam in the context of Muslim-majority
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Bangladesh where the secular civil society and some radical Islamic groups are
synthesised, is in need of a comprehensive and complete model of the balanced
method. Furthermore, the current Jama‘at rhetoric concerning the place of women in
the society shifted from an extreme to a moderate approach. This new position differs
significantly from that held by its founder Abu’l A‘la Mawdudi that women’s place is
at home by virtue of divine ordinance. Current Jama‘at leaders in Bangladesh
encourage female participation in certain social affairs including their right to study,
work, and vote.”!

Moreover, the al-Wasatiyyah advocacy of Jama“at, though it has yet to address
certain social and religious issues, has nonetheless increased its popularity in rural
areas by its provision of social services and implementation of Islamic integration
through its network of school and madrasah, health clinics, hospitals,22 charities, and
Islamic micro-credit projects.*

Alternatively, compared to other Islamic movements and organisations such as
the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and Justice and Development Party in Turkey and
Morocco, the Bangladesh Jama“at-e-Islami is considered one of the most flexible of
such groups. This is viewed against the backdrop of the Jama‘at’s willingness to
address contemporary issues with a high degree of tolerance and openness. Issues like
democracy in Islam, Islamic economics and finance, the qualities of leadership, state-

society relations, the role of civil society, minority rights, and women’s rights etc.
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have all had a place in the new evolving socio-political lexicon of the Jama“at-e-
Islami.**

According to the State Department of USA, Bangladesh is a moderate Muslim
country in its nature. To measure the extent of al-Wasatiyyah and the Islamic
movement in Bangladesh, we may begin by examining Jama“at-e-Islami’s support of
democracy, education, Islamic micro-credit, women’s empowerment, and the ways in
which it has adapted Western ideologies in an integrated manner. The moderate
Muslim and Islamic movement® is expected to be pro-active rather than reactive. This
necessity of this has accentuated with the events of 9/11 and the ongoing global
campaign to fight terrorism spearheaded by the Western powers, wherein it is
Muslims alone who are curiously singled out as terrorists. Moreover, Muslim nations
have long suffered from military, autocratic, and suppressive rule. All have led to the
increasingly intense call for Islamic political and social reforms. Similarly, the
Muslims in Bangladesh oppose terrorism and extremism within their own ranks that
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often arise from a perceived threat of secularism.
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1.3 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
There are considerable studies on the subject of al-Wasatiyyah (Islamic moderation)
and the Jama“‘at-e-Islami in Pakistan, India, and Sri Lanka. While much has been said
in black and white about the resurgent Islamic movement arising in recent decades,
the proliferation of religious and academic scholars have paid little attention to the
study of Bangladesh Jama‘at-e-Islami. Few studies are manifest in the course of the
Jama“‘at’s propagation as well as its program, central leadership, and its success and
failure in the democratic system. Among them, some studies have a propensity to lay
the blame on the Jama“at as an Islamist extremist or terrorist organisation, and some
dispute the Jama‘at as a controversial Islamic party, due to the fact that it opposed the
liberation and independence of Bangladesh in 1971. However, some studies of the
Jama“at portray it as an ideology-based movement aiming at a gradual Islamisation of
society, coming across the relation between al-Wasatiyyah and the Jama‘at as a
leading Islamic organisation and the third largest political party in Bangladesh.
Moreover, the al-Wasatiyyah approach still needs to be scrutinised as to
whether the Jama‘at’s endeavour may be considered to be an exemplary moderate
Islamic movement practicing from within rather than simply on the outer surface of
the organisation. It is noteworthy that the Jama‘at has, on earlier occasions,
disregarded many social phenomena such as the Hijab vs. Nigab debate as well as the
issues of women empowerment and leadership. Later, the Jama“at has addressed these
issues in the light of Islamic principles, and more significantly, the moderate think-
tank of the Jama“‘at advocates that the Qur’an and Sunnah, or teachings of the Prophet
Muhammad (s.a.w), are silent on many specific issues of running a state and, thus,
man-made law is needed to manage the details of day-to-day governance. Unlike other

Islamic political leaders and traditional ulema in Bangladesh, the young leadership of



the Jama“‘at narrowly favours the creation of man-made laws as long as they are not
contradictory with the Shari ‘ah.

With this preliminary background, this study aims at investigating the
relevance of al-Wasatiyyah in Bangladesh in addressing the multifarious problems
currently besetting the society. If the Bangladesh Jama‘at-e-Islami (BJI) truly
represents a comprehensive Islamic moderate approach to addressing the prevailing
socio-cultural and politico-economic problems, then the BJI has the potential not only
to promote a ‘Justly Balanced Approach’ as championed by Islam but also to enlarge
an ideologically-driven social movement and political institution. Based on the
conception that true Islamic teachings are situated between extremism and liberalism,
the current study is not just about the history, ideology, and politics of the Jama“‘at
(although they are an important aspect of the explanations behind the study), rather, its
main purpose is to investigate the conceptualisation and implementation of al-
Wasatiyyah in the Jama“‘at’s leadership, their literature and publications, and their
strategies and policies in countering the fanaticism, extremism, and ultra-secularism in

Muslim-majority Bangladesh.

1.4 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

A substantial body of research emphasises the need for an affiliation between al-
Wasatiyyah and Islamic movements based on practical realities. In reference to the
Islamic movements in Bangladesh, specifically Jama‘at-e-Islami, it represents an
emerging power in the continuous clash with extremism, liberalism, and ultra-
secularism in both the social and political domains. However, religious extremism, as
well as a liberal secularisation process and the secular dominant civil society, pose a

great challenge in context of a populous Muslim society. There are several reasons for



