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Ali Riaz: Lived Islam & Islamism in Bangladesh
Dhaka: Prothoma Prokashan, 2017. 276 S., 6000 TK

There are two extreme schools of thought analysing the process of “islamisation” in Muslim
countries: one evaluates it as a result of a socio-cultural emancipation from the Western
capitalistic culture and paternalism; the opposite states that islamisation is dominated by
“islamism” which has ideological and social structures similar to European fascism. The
majority of scholars are avoiding these extremes by differentiating between types of non-
violent moderate Islam and militant/terroristic islamism.

Ali Riaz, a political scientist and professor at the Illinois State University, is also promoting
this kind of differentiation in his research about islamisation in Bangladesh. His book
“Lived Islam & Islamism in Bangladesh” contains nine texts, published between 2009 and
2017. He links it with theoretical concepts inter alia of Foucault, Habermas, Gramsci, Oliver
Roy, Nancy Fraser and Stuart Hall. Whereas Bangladesh’s economic development is gener-
ally seen as positive, the ruling Awami League (AL) party — as Riaz argues — tries to
establish an authoritarian one-party system. The AL leader, Sheikh Hasina Wazed, is, for the
fourth time, the acting Prime Minister after the last parliament election end of December
2018.

In the first paper of the book Ali Riaz describes — in the case of Bangladesh — the relation
between “local” and “transnational” Islam, Islam and public life, “Islamic fiction” and so
called “Qur’an study groups”, in which mainly women from the urban middle class are
discussing “patriarchal ideologies of political Islam” (p. 156). The following articles analyse
the impact of islamist parties on politics, of the growing numbers of madrassahs on the
education system and the socio-political background of islamist militants and future prob-
lems for defending or rebuilding a democratic state system. Ali Riaz does not describe Islam
theologies but concrete manifestations of “lived Islam”, in “personal practices, social institu-
tions and political activism of Muslims in Bangladesh” (p. 2). “In my framework, social
Islam comprises a range of practices and organizations — from personal religiosity to
mystical experiences. The political Islam, in a similar vein, has its own varieties — from
mainstream politics to transnational terrorism.” (p. 4). Islamist groups that are taking part in
national elections and are accepting democratic procedures, are “mainstream Islamists”, who
are in the process of “nationalization of Islamism” (p. 7). Riaz argues that in the last decades
a growing part of the Bangladesh society is in favor of a bigger role of Islam in public life
and in politics.

However, this dynamic is not linked to a growth of votes for islamistic political parties in
parliament elections in Bangladesh. Nevertheless these small parties can have a bigger
political function as in 1991, when the BNP formed a coalition with the small islamist party
Bangladesh Jamaat i-Islam (BJI) and therefore Khaleda Zia, the party leader of BNP, got
elected as Prime Minister. The growing antidemocratic islamistic public sphere and the
political functions of islamistic parties reduces the impact of the traditional, moderate,
syncretic, pluralistic forms of Islam in Bangladesh. Ali Riaz proposes that the state should
assist moderate traditional Islam streams in the madrassah system through “co-optation” in
the state controlled education system (p. 194).

In another article, Riaz describes the political clash between two mass movements and their
big demonstrations in 2013, where several hundred thousand participated. This clash has had
a deep impact on the overall political development in Bangladesh. One movement, the so
called Shahbag movement (SM), was promoting secular, democratic and nationalistic values
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as the basis of the Bangladesh nation. It proposed that the government and courts should
more often be in favour of capital punishment for islamists, who conducted war crimes
during the Bangladesh independence war of 1971. The other movement, organised mainly
by a federation of madrassah school teachers (Hefazat-i-Islam), accused the SM to insult
Islam and proposed to introduce a strong blasphemy law, which should include capital
punishment for blaspheming acts (p. 110). Riaz concludes that for the first time in the
history of Bangladesh these two movements “presented themselves as an existential threat to
each other” (p. 112). Both movements used a “rhetoric of violence”, which can cause “real
violence” (p. 36).

Ali Riaz notes three threats for social and political democratic inclusive institutions:
a) antidemocratic, militant and terroristic Islamistic groups; b) radical, intolerant secular-
nationalistic forces; ¢) the ruling AL-government, which intensifies its fight — after a period
of passiveness — against islamistic terror groups but also extends its “authoritarian” policies
against all forms of nonviolent opposition (p. 259 f.). The author vehemently advocates to
establish closer links between democratic, non-violent moderate secular groups and the
moderate, syncretic, spiritual non-violent stream of Islam in Bangladesh, which has a long
tradition and is up to now socially deep rooted.

The book provides an excellent introduction to different aspects of islamisation in Bangla-
desh and interesting insights, statistical data and fresh information about it. It also offers
general theoretical tools for analysing socio-cultural dynamics of identity policies and is
useful for scholars of islamisation, South Asia, as well as journalists and other interested
readers.

Dieter Reinhardt

Phansasiri Kularb: Reporting Thailand’s Southern Conflict: Mediating Political
Dissent (Rethinking Southeast Asia Series)
New York: Routledge, 2016. 185 pp., 170 USD (hardback), 54.59 USD (paperback)

In Thailand’s Deep South (Yala, Narathiwas, Pattani, and parts of Songkhla), ethnic Malay
insurgency groups have been waging violence for self-determination and separation for
decades. The conflict dates back to the annexing of today’s southern Thailand from Malay-
sia but exploded in 2004 and caught fire again recently.

The southern conflict receives surprisingly little attention internationally, despite its striking
similarities with other ethnoreligious conflicts in the region. More surprising, however, is
that the conflict receives little attention domestically, too. In “Reporting Thailand’s South-
ern Conflict”, Phansasiri Kularb sketches out a possible reason for the paradoxical neglect: a
media reporting that is dominated by a particular discourse controlled by Bangkok’s elite. In
the book, Kularb, who is a journalism lecturer at Chulalongkorn University, analyzes inter-
views with journalists and news editors reporting on the southern conflict, as well as several
hundred news reports from media outlets published between 2004 and 2010. The result is a
detailed and rich analysis of the existing media discourses surrounding Thailand’s southern
conflict, their origins and implications for the conflict.

In the introductory chapter, three distinct discourses, which Kularb calls “media frames”, are
examined, which are also the analytical categories used throughout the book. First, “crime
and conspiracy” — identified as the dominant frame — propagates that “[...] local vested
interest groups-organized crime syndicates involved in illegal drug cross-border trades and
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