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Sectarianism in Pakistan: A Destructive Way of Dealing 
with Difference 

 
Katja Riikonen1 

 
Sectarianism in Pakistan has taken a distinctively violent form, separating it from the 
many other Muslim societies with sectarian tendencies. Sectarian violence has 
worsened progressively within the last two decades claiming thousands of lives. 
 
The long history and evolution of sectarianism in Pakistan has been well documented 
and analysed, especially the process of the politicization and militarization of 
sectarian groups initiated both by national and international actors. The leading 
character of this historical account is General Zia ul-Haq whose ‘Islamisation’ 
project, although claiming to “manifest a universal Islamic vision”2, promoted a very 
specific Sunni school of though. This makes Pakistan a valuable case when trying to 
learn from the long-term dynamics of violent sectarianism in Muslim societies. 
 
Although sectarianism in the Pakistani context often refers to the conflict between the 
majority Sunni and minority Shia traditions, this definition is misleading. These two 
groups are not homogenous, having their own subsects, local variants and different 
schools of thought. These, too, are in opposition to each other, the divide between 
different Sunni subsects being equally wide as the divide with Shias.3 Even though 
most of the violence branded as ‘sectarian’ is violence between Deobandis and Shias, 
the sectarian terrain is wider. Thus, looking at sectarianism in Pakistan only as a Shia-
Sunni problem is too simplistic, as is to assume that there is only one ‘sectarian 
conflict’ in Pakistan.  
 

The Role of Religion  
Sectarianism is always tied to religion since it “is the factor that makes an attitude, an 
action, a belief, or a structure specifically sectarian –as opposed to being simply 
generally bad or destructive”.4 Since the security paradigms struggle to grasp subject 
matters related to beliefs and their interpretation it is easy to emphasise the political 
goals of the sectarian groups. But religion is not merely a boundary marker, signifying 
the boundaries of the conflicting parties without any significant content or influence 
to the ‘real’ dividing factors.  
 
Thus, the working of a sectarian group is always attached to a religious discourse. 
And, as seen with other religious militarism, religious discourse can have a 
                                                 
1 Katja Riikonen is a PhD Researcher at the Department of Peace Studies. The views expressed are 
entirely those of Katja Riikonen and should not be construed as reflecting the views of the PSRU, 
Department of Peace Studies or the University of Bradford. 
2 S. V. R. Nasr (2002), “Islam, the State and the Rise of Sectarian Militancy in Pakistan”. In C. 
Jaffrelot (ed.), Pakistan –Nationalism without a Nation? 85-114. See also Ashok K. Behuria (2004), 
“Sunni-Shia Relations in Pakistan: The Widening Divide”. Strategic Analysis, Vol. 28, No. 1, 157-176.  
3 Not only different sects like Sunni and Shia, but also different schools of thought, like Barelvis and 
Deobandis and Wahabbis are in opposition to each other. See for example International Crisis Group 
(2005), State of Sectarianism in Pakistan. Asia Report No. 95. This is not to say that there would not 
be ‘ecumenical collaboration’ between the groups if needed! 
4 Joseph Liechty & Cecilia Clegg (2001), Moving Beyond Sectarianism, p. 38. 



“persuasive project” – it can attach practice to discourse by defining it as religiously 
sanctioned, and thus can provide justification to ethnic or political claims5. Of course, 
sectarianism is not only about the purity of religious dogma either, but in Pakistan, the 
political content of the sects and the religious content of politics are blurred realities.  
 
More important than finding single-cause or exhaustive explanations for sectarianism 
is to ask why religious discourses are effective frameworks for mobilisation in today’s 
Pakistan –whether that mobilisation is initiated by political entrepreneurs or the 
Ulama. For one, sectarian discourses are politicized because the language and 
symbols of Islam are an effective medium through which modern Muslims 
accommodate change. Thus, while sects in the Islamic world have largely maintained 
their traditional character their function is modern.6  
 

Sectarian Violence – On Sacred Space and Time 
The purpose of the use of violence in sectarianism goes way beyond that of being a 
dispute resolution method. Instead, it is part of the exclusionist sectarian discourse, 
and a performative act. As with all human action, it can be seen as “both symbolic 
and technical, that is, it simultaneously communicates something and accomplishes 
something”7.  
 
Violence is routinised and ritualised8. It follows the religious calendar with special 
focus on sacred spaces like mosques or imambarghas, or religious processions. This, 
of course, is not the only form of sectarian violence but it is one of its most visible 
forms opening up the possibility of anyone belonging to the competing sect to be a 
target. This method of targeting sacred spaces and sacred time is one of the strongest 
boundary-reinforcing and communicating mechanisms. By using aesthetics of 
violence – using public space for big, striking acts of violence to both convey a 
message and do harm – the groups communicate their ‘message’ and sectarian 
discourse to the other group and to the wider public. This is done not only by 
attacking religious spaces but also by targeting individuals whose killings would 
guarantee a certain amount of publicity9. Thus, the violence is not ‘irrational’ but part 
of regularised conduct of sectarian politics. It is also very effective, for it targets the 
fundamental values and self-definition of those communities.  
 
The methods and targets of violence have changed within the last two decades. 
Prominent figures and hit-men, members of each other’s sects whether they are 
doctors, businessmen or worshippers in mosques or religious processions have been 
on the target list from early on. Violence is now also targeted at government 
functionaries, police officials and other professionals, for either their sectarian 
identity or involvement in sectarian cases. Sectarian violence has also adopted new 

                                                 
5 Lincoln, Bruce (2003), Holy Terrors – Thinking about Religion after September 11, p. 11; R. Scott 
Appleby, (2000),The Ambivalence of Sacred – Religion, Violence, and Reconciliation, p.61. 
6 Jeff Kenney (2002), “The Politics of Sects and Typologies”. Nova Religio. Vol. 6, No. 1, 137-146. 
7 Lincoln., p. 90. 
8 Stanley J. Tambiah (1996), Leveling Crowds, ethnonationalist conflicts and collective violence in 
South Asia. Berkeley; London : University of California Press, chapter 8. 
9 Suroosh Irfani (2004), “Pakistan’s Sectarian Violence: Between the “Arabist Shift” and Indo-Persian 
Culture”. In Satu P. Limaye, Robert G. Wirsing & Mohan Malik (eds.) Religious Radicalism and 
Security in South Asia, 147-169. Hawaii: Asia-Pacific Centre for Security Studies. Now see page 157. 



methods in fashion in other conflict areas involving Muslims. According to a new 
study, Pakistan is the only country – now aside from Iraq –where most of the suicide 
bombings (66%) are based on sectarian hatred.10 
 

Beyond the Sipahs, Jaishs and Lashkars 
The importance of a sect can be found in a myriad of mutually reinforcing factors in 
Pakistani society, for example in the organisation of education, the structure and 
functioning of the army, or the legal system in the country. The use of blasphemy 
laws is a great example of how the court system is used for sectarian purposes. 
Religious bias is also built into other official procedures, and social discrimination 
and cultural repression based on sectarian identity is normal11. All these factors help 
sectarianism to function without the intention of individuals or groups or communities 
of being sectarian, or identifying themselves as such.  
 
From the security perspective, sectarianism in Pakistan is rooted in a complex web of 
social, political and economic factors, local as well as external. The role of Saudi 
Arabia, Libya, Iraq, Iran and the US12 in supporting and sustaining the sectarian 
networks and madrasas throughout the last three decades has been widely 
acknowledged and investigated. The sectarian groups’ wide mandate to fight their 
enemies and their involvement in many other illegal activities makes it difficult to 
separate sectarianism from the wider conflict typology in Pakistan.  
 
To complicate matters even more, sectarian groups, like almost any group constituted 
as ‘us’ are “nowhere nearly as monolithic in actuality as ideology and rhetoric would 
have it”13. There is fierce competition between the different groups and their various 
factions. Some of the violence used is related to this competition, being a message 
that they are still operating and potentially dangerous. Not all the groups or factions 
are under a clear structure or command, either14.  
 
In most analyses, the blaming finger for creating the conditions for sectarianism to 
flourish is pointed towards the nexus of the state, the army and secret services. Non-
action has become the most common official way of dealing with sectarianism, 
varying from “tactical silence over sectarian killings” to “official apathy towards the 
financial links” that sustains the groups15. This is for the dual reason of the usefulness 
of the sectarian groups and the government inability to confront domestic sectarian 
groups.   
 
The sectarian fault-lines have been ingrained and institutionalised into Pakistani 
society, making sectarianism a long-term feature of the functioning of the country. 
Thus, the phenomenon of sectarianism goes beyond the different ‘armies’, as the 

                                                 
10 Akhtar Ali Syed (2007), “Suicide Bombing: An enigma to unravel”.  
11 ICG, 6; 25. 
12 The US supported the madrassa network in the 1980s in relation to its anti-communist actions in 
Afghanistan. 
13 Lincoln, 34. 
14 See for example Mariam Abou Zahab & Olivier Roy (2004), Islamic Networks: The Afghan-
Pakistan Connection. Hurst & Company: London, p. 46 
15 Ashok K. Behuria (2004), “Sunni-Shia Relations in Pakistan: The Widening Divide”. Strategic 
Analysis, Vol. 28, No. 1, 157-176,  p. 167. 



competing militant groups call themselves and the efforts to curb sectarianism needs 
to reach further than controlling those groups. 
 

Responses  
As mentioned above, responses to sectarianism have been weak or intentionally 
absent. There are religious leaders in Pakistan who work for sectarian harmony and 
religious tolerance, forming an important counter-force to promoters of sectarianism 
and showing how theology can be part of both dialogue and differentiation. These 
counter-narratives are still very frail and their institutionalisation only in the 
beginning. The recent month of Muharram showed the ineffectiveness of the local 
peace committees. These grass-root committees, consisting of representatives of the 
different sects, need to build up their influence and credibility to be able to fulfil their 
function. 
 
Without repeating the obvious law and order issues in Pakistan, which emphasise the 
difficulty to address sectarian violence per se, the focus should equally be on tackling 
the institutional forms of sectarianism. The government efforts at modernising some 
of the key laws making them more human-rights friendly should continue to include 
blasphemy and other laws and official procedures to help the formation of these 
counter-narratives. In relation to this, the effectiveness of the court system in dealing 
with sectarian cases is essential –now the level of convictions is extremely low.  
 
Equally significant is the need to look at the regional stakeholders when dealing with 
sectarianism, especially when sectarianism has acquired wider regional function in the 
area after the US invasion in Iraq. The regional interest in Pakistan will continue to 
play an important part in the future of sectarianism: there are significantly more Shias 
in Pakistan than Iraq, giving a rationale for the continuation of both outside Sunni and 
Shia involvement in sectarianism in Pakistan. Most importantly, understanding 
sectarianism as more than a field of foreign proxy wars and phenomena utilised by 
domestic agencies emphasises the long-term destructive effects sectarianism has on 
Pakistani society and shows how purely security-focused responses are ultimately 
inadequate in addressing it.  
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