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The Political Economy of Sectarianism: Jhang 
 

Tahir Kamran1 
      
 

Introduction 
There have been a number of general studies of sectarian militancy in Pakistan. They 
point especially to the changes brought by the Zia period (1977-1988) and the Iranian 
revolution (1979) in explaining its rise. This paper seeks to understand how sectarian 
mobilisation intersected with and competed with biraderi (patri-linear kin networks) 
politics. It also situates sectarian militancy within the context of a rising urban 
commercial class who were locked out of political power by landowners who 
traditionally dominated district politics. Local traders and bazaar merchants having 
wealth but no political clout extended unequivocal support and funding to sectarian 
Sunni organisations like Sipah-i-Sahaba (SSP) and its offshoot Lashkar-i-Jhangvi. 
(LJ). The paper in addition to reflecting on this political economy of sectarianism and 
the extent to which it was permanently able to displace biraderi influences, attempts 
to uncover the impact of violence on voting patterns.  

 
Existing studies of sectarian militancy locate sectarianism in terms of regional and 
national political developments. These are then seen as encouraging the growth of 
sectarian militant groupings which are themselves the offspring of sectarian parties 
and organisations. The latter provide ideological inspiration for the violence which is 
carried out by the paramilitary organisations. There are a number of general studies of 
sectarianism in Pakistan: the main works are by such scholars as Vali Nasr, Qasim 
Zaman and Mohammad Waseem.2 They link increased sectarianism with Zia ul Haq’s 
Islamization, the Afghan War, the proliferation of Deobandi Madrasas and the Iranian 
revolution. The Crisis Group Asia Report No. 95 on The State of Sectarianism in 
Pakistan adopts a similar approach. Yet it is important to locate the growth of 
sectarian violence within the particular politics of Pakistan also and the historical 
development of “religiousised” politics which began with the Ahrar during colonial 
period. 
 
With the emergence of Majlis-i-Ahrar-i-Islam in 19293, a party composed of Punjabi 
dissidents of the Khilafat Committee, the Punjab witnessed a puritanical and 
agitational style of politics in 1930s. Most of the leaders were fire brand orators who 

                                                 
1 Tahir Kamran is Chairman (Associate Professor) at the Department of History, Government College 
University, Lahore. He has published widely in both English and Urdu particularly on the issues of 
Culture, Religion and identity with particular reference to Punjab and Pakistan.  The views expressed in 
this article are solely those of the author, and do not in any way represent the views of the PSRU, the 
Department of Peace Studies, or the University of Bradford. Comments on this article can be directed 
to tahirkamran_gcu@yahoo.com  
2 Vali Reza Nasr, ‘The Rise of Sunni Militancy in Pakistan: The Changing role of Islamism and the 
Ulema in Society and Politics’, Modern Asian Studies, 34, 1(2000); Qasim Zaman, ‘Sectarianism in 
Pakistan: The Radicalization of Shii and Sunni Identities’, Modern Asian Studies, 32,3(1998); 
Mohammad Waseem, ‘Political Sources of Islamic Militancy in Pakistan’ in Ian Talbot (ed.), The 
Deadly Embrace: Religion, Violence and Politics in India and Pakistan 1947-2002 (Karachi: Oxford 
University Press,2007),pp.145-163. 
3 See Jan Baz Mirza, Karwan-i-Ahrar, vol.i (Lahore,Maktaba-i-Tabsara, 1975),pp.81-84. 
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could spell bind their audiences for hours. The individual profile of the Ahrar leaders 
suggests it as a composite organization representing all Muslim sects. However the 
core ideology and principal leaders adhered to Deobandi Islam, men such as Ata 
Ullah Shah Bukhari and Habib ur Rehman Ludhianvi for example. It had entrenched 
following among the lower middle income echelon of the urban Muslim populace and 
particularly the artisans of Lahore, Amritsar and Sialkot districts of the Punjab. Ahrar leaders 
like Chaudhry Afzal Haq and Sahibzada Faiz ul Hasan mostly subscribed to a thinking 4pattern 
that had tangible Marxist content. Iftikhar Malik also holds that Ahrar imbibed the ‘impact of 
the October Revolution in Russia (1917)’3. Therefore Ahrar managed to carve out a 
constituency for itself in th urban lower middle classes of the Punjab. It drew immense support 
in the Central Punjab because of the presence of large Kashmiri Muslim communities in 
such cities as Amritsar, Lahore and Sialkot. In fact large number of Kashmiri 
Muslims migrated to these cities from Kashmir because of ‘autocratically wayward 
methods of administration’ of the Dogra rulers of the princely state. Killing a cow was 
a cognizable offence punishable with seven years of rigorous imprisonment. Special 
tax was levied on the slaughter of goats and sheep, even on Eid, a Muslim religious 
festival. A Hindu in case of embracing Islam had to forfeit all his inherited property. 
Many Muslim places of worship were either closed down forcibly or confiscated by 
the state. Majlis-i-Ahrar was the first one to raise voice against these atrocities of the 
state against the Muslims. Large numbers of Ahraris forced their way into Kashmir 
ostensibly to rescue Muslims from the oppressive rule of Maharaja Hari Singh and 
were arrested. Majlis-i-Ahrar could not achieve its objective of freeing its brethren 
from the atrocious Dogra rule. However, they secured extra-ordinary political mileage 
out of that agitation. Now it was reckoned as the champion of the downtrodden 
Muslims. 
                    
The movement for the rights of the poor Muslims in Kapurthala State raised its profile 
and popularity even further. The princely state of Kapurthala, situated on the west 
bank of the river Bias, in the Punjab had 57 percent of Muslim population but a Sikh 
ruler, Maharaja Jagjeet Singh. The vast majority of Muslims were peasants, living in 
abject misery. Sixty percent of the state revenue accrued through the taxes paid by 
Muslim peasants. More over the Hindu moneylenders subjected the poor peasantry of 
Begowal and Bholeth areas of the state to the merciless economic exploitation. So the 
situation was ripe for Ahrar to intervene immediately after their Kashmir campaign 
which had won Ahrar tremendous accolade as champion of the Muslims. The upward 
swing in Ahrar’s popularity continued till the Masjid Shahid Ganj incident at Lahore 
irreparably undermined Ahrar’s political standing in the province. That mosque was 
built in the 17th century by Abdullah Khan who was a personal attendant of Dara 
Shikoh, the son of Emperor Shahjehan. Adjacent to the mosque was a kotwali where 
some Sikhs were executed by Mughals as a result of an insurgency. Sikhs Later on 
build Gurdwara at the site of Kotwali during Ranjit Singh reign which was expanded 
in a due course to encompass the mosque also. The issue remained dormant however 
in 1930s the contesting claims over the site drew both Sikhs and Muslims apart. Ahrar 
kept itself aloof from that dispute which was exploited by people like Zafar Ali Khan, 

                                                 
4 Iftikhar Haider Malik, Sikander Hayat Khan: A Political Biography(Islamabad:National Institute of 
Historical and Cultural Research,1985),p.55. 
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the editor of famous the Zamindar. Ahrar’s neutrality had a sapping affect on its 
popularity.5   
              
Post Shahid Ganj situation was quite chequered for Ahrar as its electoral strength 
oscillated considerably, nevertheless the impact that some of its leaders, particularly 
Bokhari, engendered had a lasting resonance. The Madeh-i-Sahaba Movement (1937-
39) in UP widened the sectarian chasm between Sunnis and |Shias.6 Large number of 
Ahraris from Punjab travelled to Awadh especially to court arrest. Awadh had a 
concentration of influential Shias who invariably resorted to Tabarra, causing 
sectarian antagonism. Hence UP government clamped a ban on the practice of 
Tabarra. In retaliation to that ban Shias started Tabarra Agitation. To counter that 
agitation Majlis-i Ahrar started the practice of madh-i Sahaba, wherein the Sunnis 
recited verses praising the four rightly guided caliphs. That situation exacerbated the 
sectarian tension. However sectarian animosity was papered over in the 1940s as the 
Pakistan Movement gained momentum, thus mitigating the sectarian sentiments. 
However sectarian differences could not be ironed out permanently as they kept 
recurring finally culminating into the establishment of Sipah-i-Sahaba Pakistan on 
September 1985. Indeed sectarian militants such as Haq Nawaz Jhangvi(1952-1990) 
the founder-leader of Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan have acknowledged the legacy of  
Atta Ullaha Shah Bokhari and his colleagues in Majlis-e-Ahrar. 
 
The three main post-independence developments that impact on the development of 
sectarianism in Pakistan are the Iranian Revolution, the Afghan jihad and General 
Zia’s state sponsored Islamisation which encouraged a ‘Sunnification’ of Pakistan. 
The 1979 Iranian Revolution had emboldened Pakistan’s Shias so that they 
“abandoned the Shia tradition of political quietism”.7 Sipah- i -Sahabah spokesmen  
are quite strident in pointing out the huge amount of Shia literature being produced in 
Urdu and freely distributed through the consistently widening network of the Iranian 
Cultural Centres. In that literature “Sahaba (or the companions of the Prophet, Abu 
Bakr,Omer and Uthman) were denigrated in utterly brazen way”.8  They had been 
alleged to curse Sahaba publically, a practice which was called tabara, which caused 
disquiet among the Sunnis. So, not only “awakened” but “emboldened” in the wake of 
revolution’s success in Iran, Shias were visibly vociferous in putting forward demands 
for “rights and representation” evincing firm belief in Khomeini’s support, which he 
quite lavishly extended to them.  
      

                                                 
5 Abdullah Malik, Punjab ki Siyasi Tehreekain (Lahore: Kausar Publishers, 1986),pp.194-204. Also see 
David Gilmartin, Empire and Islam: Punjab and the Making of Pakistan(London: University of 
California Press,1988),pp.99-107. 
6 Shia here denote the ithna-I ashari or Twelvers. They believe in the institution of Imamat whereby the 
twelve imams are considered as the true representatives of Islam as against Khilafat or Khulfa-i 
Rashidin. See John L. Episto, What Everyone Needs to Know about Islam (New York: Oxford 
University Press,2002),pp.45-47. 
7 Here political quietism denotes taqiyyah or dissimulation. See Ian Talbot, ‘Understanding Religious 
Violence in Contemporary Pakistan: Themes and Theories’ in R. Kaur(ed.), Religion, Violence and 
Mobilization in South Asia (New Delhi: Sage Publications, 2005), p.154 
8 Sahaba or the companions of the Prophet (Abu Bakr, Omer and Usman) are held in a high esteem by 
the Sunnis whereas Shias condemn them as usurpers. Shias consider Ali, the cousin and son in law of 
the Prophet as the rightful heir of the Prophet instead of the first three Caliphs. Interview with Maulana 
Ilyas Balakoti, Jhang, August 2006. 
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This favourable international environment encouraged membership of Shia political 
movements sponsored both financially and politically by Tehran. Tehrik i Nifaz i Fiqa 
i Jafaria Pakistan was one such organization having monetary and political ties with 
Tehran. Proselytization to Shiism was yet another impact of “Shia Revivalism” being 
vigorously pursued, evoking as a consequence a sharp Sunni counterpoise. Zaman 
while drawing on the claim made by Sayyid Arif Husayn Naqvi finds “considerable 
evidence of (sic) Shii Proselytization especially in rural and small town Punjab”.9 
Furthermore the compulsory deduction of Zakat [tithe] from bank accounts also 
became a reason for defections from Sunni ranks. Many non practicing Sunnis 
converted to Shiism just to avoid having Zakat deducted from their yearly savings10. 
With the Shia revival in Iran, as Nasr puts it, “the years of sectarian tolerance were 
over. What followed was a Sunni-versus-Shia contest for dominance, and it grew 
intense.”11 Nasr’s assertion of course seems quite sweeping as the phenomenon of 
sectarian differentiation had been inextricably complex emanating from the interplay 
of myriad currents and cross-currents. Nevertheless the Iranian revolution and the 
impact it cast over the Pakistani Shias spurred Deobandi reaction which had so far 
been sporadic. Manzur Naumani’s book, Irani Inqilab: Imam Khumayni aur Shi’iyyat 
with its preface written by Abul Hassan Nadwi represents a concerted response to the 
mounting Iranian influence in Pakistan. Later on that book “became the gospel of 
Deobandi militant organizations that in 1980s mushroomed across Pakistan to press 
the fight against the Shia”12. 
 
The Afghan Jihad against the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan was crucial in 
strengthening existing Deobandi influence in Pakistan and directing it in favour of 
militancy. The unremitting flow of foreign funds in Pakistan during the 1980s saw a 
proliferation of Deobandi madrasas in the Punjab, Karachi and NWFP. Some of these 
worked as a prime source of imparting jihadi training along with ideological 
instruction to the young students. The total number of madrasas in Pakistan in 1947 
was 245 which rose to an astounding figure of 7,000 in 2003.13 These institutions 
were avowedly sectarian in their outlook as well as committed to a jihad centred 
interpretation of Islam.  Hussain Haqqani explores the role of the Zia regime in 
sponsoring such organisations like SSP as a counter poise to the Shia ascendancy. He  
maintains that: 
 

The Zia ul Haq regime saw the SSP as a check on the rise of Shia influence 
and gave it a free hand. Soon covert links had been established between SSP 
and Pakistan’s Inter Services Intelligence (ISI), which managed official 
Pakistani support of Jihadi operations in Afghanistan and Indian controlled 
Kashmir. SSP cadres attended Afghan Mujahideen training camps and 
returned to kill Shia leaders within Pakistan. The rise of the Talban in the 

                                                 
9 Sayyid Arif Husayn Naqvi, Tadhkira-yi Ulama-i-Imamiyya-i Pakistan (Islamabad: Markaz-i 
Tahqiqat-i Farsi-yi Iran wa Pakistan,1984) quoted in  Qasim Zaman, ‘Sectarianism in Pakistan’, p.689-
716. 
10 Hussain Haqqani, ‘Weeding out the Heretics: Sectarianism in Pakistan ‘ Current Trends in Islamist 
Ideology vol.4, Hudson Institute Washington D.C. November,2006 in 
http://www.futureofmuslimworld.com/research/pubID.58/pub_detail.asp 
 
11 Vali Nasr, ‘Shia Revivalism’ , p. 148. 
12 Ibid,p.165. 
13 Ali Riaz, Global Jihad, Sectarianism and the Madrassahs in Pakistan (Singapore: Institute of 
Defence and Strategic Studies, 2005),p.8 
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1990s further deepened the ties among Pakistan’s various Jihadi groups, 
Deobandi madrasas and Sunni sectarian organizations like Sipah-e Sahaba.14 

 
Thus state patronage and foreign funding provided a favourable environment for the 
expansion of such organisations as SSP and LJ.15When in 1991, for example, SSP 
held the Haq Nawaz International Conference in Islamabad, persons like Maulana 
Abdul Qadir Azad, an employee of the Government of the Punjab and Khateeb of 
Badshahi Mosque Lahore was one of the speakers. Similarly Senator Sami ul Haque’s 
participation in the conference points to the state’s favourable disposition toward 
SSP.16 Maulana Abdul Hafeez Makki,17 a scholar from Saudi Arabia was the chief 
guest which fully illustrates the extraneous sources of support furnished to the SSP.  
 
The need to counter a ‘Shia threat’ in Pakistan had been brought home to the Zia 
regime by the Shia protests at the time of the Zakat and Usher Ordinance promulgated 
in 1979. This formed a crucial element in the state sponsored Islamisation procession. 
It brought Shias out in protest in unprecedented numbers. The parliament in 
Islamabad was laid siege by more than 50,00018 Shias from all over Pakistan in July 
1980. They came together under the banner of Wafaq-e-Ulema-e-Shia Pakistan.19 The 
Imamia Student Organization (ISO) 20  played a pivotal role in making the whole 
episode in Islamabad a remarkable success. The convergence of such a huge number 
of Shias on the Federal capital was made possible largely because of ISO’s 
unflinching endeavours. Thus it was brought home to the government that “the mode 
of Zakat collection enumerated in the Ordinance was not in conformity with their 
beliefs and demanded that Shias should be treated in accordance with their personal 
law.” 21  The parliament house in Islamabad remained under siege for two days, 
forcing Zia ul Haq to amend the Ordinance. Immediately afterwards the Shia clergy 
thought of constituting an organization with the express objective to avert the danger 
of the blatant “Sunnification”22 of Pakistan to and safeguard the interests of their 
community. Hence Tehrik- i- Nifaz- i- Fiqa- i- Jaffaria23 came into being in 1979 in 

                                                 
14 Hussain Haqani, ‘Weeding out the Heretics’ 
15 Encouragement from successive regimes and unremitting flow of foreign funds(especially from 
Saudi Arabia) combining with absence of governmental oversight have been cited as principal factors 
in the dramatic rise in the numbers of madaras (European Commission 2002) quoted in Ali Riaz,p.5 
16 Zindgi,Lahore.8-14 June 1991 
17 ibid. 
18 See Azmat Abbas,Sectarianism: The Players and the Game(Lahore: South Asia Partnership,2002),p. 
7. However Nasr gives the figure of 25,000 Shia activists who gathered in Islamabad. Vali Nasr ‘The 
Shia Revival’, p.161 
19 ibid. 
20 A group of students from Lahore University of engineering and Technology founded ISO on 22 May 
1972, to provide an All-Pakistan Shia platform. Dr. Majid Noroze Abidi and Ali Reza Naqvi were 
among the founders of the organization. The numerical strength and organizational capability of ISO 
leaders became evident during the 1979-80 agitation of Shias against Zia’ s Zakat and Usher 
Ordinance. See Azmat Abbas,p.9  
21 ibid,p.7 
22 Seyyed Vali Reza Nasr, ‘Islam, the State, and the Rise of Sectarian Militancy in Pakistan’, in 
Christophe Jaffrelot, ( ed) Pakistan: Nationalism Without a Nation (London: Zed Books,2001), pp.87-
90. 
23 The TNFJ was renamed as Tehrik-e-Jafria Pakistan in a convention held in March 1993 at 
Faisalabad. See Azmat Abbas,p.8 
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Bhakkar, under the leadership of Mufti Jaffar Hussain 24 . TNFJ became palpably 
assertive in its political stance when Arif ul Hussaini succeeded Jaffar Hussain as 
leader in 1984.25In 1993 there emerged its armed offshoot by the name of Sipah-i-
Muhammad, (SMP) under the leadership of Ghulam Reza Naqvi, the then district 
President of Tehrik-i-Jafaria Jhang. By the end of 1994, SMP established its 
Headquarters at Thokar Niaz Beg, a suburb of Lahore which possessed a sizable Shia 
population. 
 
Haq Nawaz was influenced by all these national and international currents as well as 
by the earlier model of sectarian mobilisation provided by Ahrar.  It was under his 
leadership that Sunni sectarianism was institutionalised with the formation of 
Anjuman–i-Sipah-i-Sihaba on 6 September 1985 (soon afterwards its name was 
changed into Sipah-i-Sahaba Pakistan). SSP ideologues link the emergence of their 
organisation with such events as Tabbara campaign conducted in Hassu Balail, Kaki 
Nau and Rodu Sultan at the behest of Shia landlords against the companions of the 
Prophet. They attach most significance to the Bab i Umar incident which took place 
in 1969.26 However this obscures, as we have seen, the larger context for the rise of 
sectarianism provided by Zia ul Haq’s policy of “Shariatization”, the 1979 Iranian 
Revolution, the Afghan Jihad and proliferation of Deeni Madaris. Sectarianism lay at 
the heart of the SSP’s goals. Out of the eight aims spelt out by the founding members 
of SSP, five are aimed at circumscribing if not completely extirpating Shiism from 
Pakistan. From the outset, the SSP adopted an aggressive posture. This was seen at 

                                                 
24 Jafar Hussain (1916-83) was born in Gujranwala, educated from Lucknow and Najaf, in Southern 
Iraq, he then taught at a Shia seminary in his native city. He served at various government committees 
including Council of Islamic Ideology.  Zaman, ‘Sectarianism in Pakistan’ pp.694-95.  
25 Allama Arif Hussain Al Hussaini was a Turi Pushtun from Shia stronghold of Parachinar in northern 
Pakistan. He had received instruction from Najaf and Qum and sent to Pakistan by the Iranian 
Government in 1978. According to his official biography he was expelled from Iran before the 
revolution. Azmat Abbas,p.8 
26 Bab-I Umar incident occurred on the eve of a mourning procession on 7 Muharram in Jhang city. 
The procession originated from the Imambargah Muhajirin right after fajr prayer and, after taking quite 
a labyrinthine route, assigned by the district administration, terminated at Imambargah-I Qadim. There 
were two Deobandi mosques on the procession route, Masjid-Taqwa and Masjid-i Ahl-i Hadith. A day 
prior to the procession, a huge billboard was seen installed exactly on the route, very close to Masjid-I 
Taqwa. One of the three gates of Jhang city, Khewa gate from where the procession had to pass was 
given a second name of Bab-I Umar during Muharram 1969. This worried the district administration. 
However, a compromise was reached on the condition that the procession would go its usual route 
without objecting to the billboard put up on the way. The only condition, put forward by the Shia 
organizers of the procession, was that the inscription on the board should be shrouded. After the 
compromise was reached, the procession started off. After coursing through the narrow streets of Jhang 
City as it reached close to the two mosques, some one unveiled the board. Subsequently, a 
processionist by the name of Ashraf baloch, an underling of the Sials from Jhang city soaked his shirt 
in the nearby drain, then hurled it on to where the name Umar was written. This was an act of utter 
desecration for the Sunnies. Tumult ensued. It was nothing short of a pitched battle between the rival 
sects. By the time the fury had subsided, six people had lost their lives including Mawlana Shirin, a 
Khatib and prayer leader of Masjid-i Taqwa. That was the first instance of the two sects colliding head 
on. Although Yahya Khan s coup detat and emergency on the very day of the Bab-I Umar incident 
prevented further loss of life. However, host of Sunni clerics launched a full fledged campaign in the 
condemnation of the Shia that had a telling impact on the general public and more so on the electoral 
outcome. It also caused a turn around in the socio-political complexion of Jhang. The anti-Syed group 
capitalized on the Sunnis charged sentiments. In all three National Assembly constituencies it paraded 
the widows of those killed in the incident in black mourning dress in the Sunni congested areas of the 
city. This fanned sectarian emotions and overturned the political chessboard. The whole event was 
narrated by Sayyid Thana al Haqq Tirmidhi, an eye-witness to the episode, August,2006. 
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the Kul Pakistan Difah-i-Sahaba Conference (All Pakistan Conference for the 
Defence of Prophet’s Companion) held on 7th February 1986 at Chandan Walla 
Mohalla Jhang Sadar. Haq Nawaz Jhangvi presented a welcome address which 
amounted to an indictment against the Shia community at large. Sectarian killing 
began with the murders of Ehsan Ellahi Zaheer in 1987 and TNFJ leader Allama Arif 
ul Hussaini in 1988. Haq Nawaz himself had not many more days to live. On 22 
February 1990, his tumultuous life and career came to an end.27 SSP’s rhetoric had 
always been aggressive, but now deeds matched words. Eventually in 1996 Lashkar-i-
Jhangvi was to emerge as an armed off-shoot of SSP. Militancy not only intimidated 
Shias, but increased SSP’s electoral support. From the time of Haq Nawaz, influence 
in the National Assembly was sought in order to amend the Constitution so that there 
could be a Sunnification of the Pakistani state. 
                 
On that occasion the government of the Punjab was visibly perplexed about the law 
and order situation during the period of mourning as this followed hard on the heels of 
the murder of Haq Nawaz. As a pre-emptive measure, the government called together 
urban notables and leaders of SSP for negotiation. Malik Saleem Iqbal, the Health 
Minister of the Punjab presided over the proceedings, on 16th July 1990. Members of 
the District administration, the SSP leadership and other important persons were made 
part of the negotiations and taken into confidence. Thereby an Aman Muahida (peace 
treaty) was concluded to the satisfaction of the government.28 But only a few days 
after the treaty, a bomb exploded at Chowk Bab-i-Umer in Jhang city, killing 3 Sunnis 
and injuring 28. This effectively sabotaged the peace efforts. The very site of the 
bomb explosion was not far away from Aman ullah Khan Sial’s haveli in the Jhang 
city. This is highly suggestive of the fact that the efforts to bring peace to the conflict-
ridden city were stymied because biraderis had been excluded as stake holders in the 
whole process.  
 
The SSP did however expand beyond its roots in sectarian rivalries and biraderi 
politics in Jhang. It organised itself remarkably well at district and tehsil level. 
According to one estimate, the SSP had 74 district and 225 tehsil level units before it 
was proscribed on 12th January 2002. It additionally ran 17 branches in foreign 
countries including Saudi Arabia, Bangladesh, Canada and the UK.  With its 6,000 
trained and professional cadres and 100,000 registered workers29 it was the best-knit 
and organised Islamic party in Pakistan after Jamaat-i-Islami.  
 

                                                 
27 Maulana Zia ur Rehman Faruqi became the Chief Patron of SSP after Haq Nawaz Jhangvi’s 
assassination. Before that he was Imam and Khateeb of a Mosque run by Auqaf Deptt at Sumundri, 
District Faisalabad. Zindagi (Lahore,14-20 March 1991) 
28 Along with Malik Saleem Iqbal, Arshad Lodhi, Deputy Commissioner, Superintendent of Police, 
persons who took part in the negotiations were: Maulana Rashid Ahmad Madni, Mohalla 
Chandanwalla, Dildar Ali(Secretary Anjuman-i-Tajran), Haji Muhammad Ali (President,Anjuman-i-
Tajran), Mian Iqbal Hussain, Muhammad Zahur Chuhan Advocate, Sheikh Muhammad Iqbal 
(Chairman Municipal Committee,Jhang), Muhammad Farooq(President Anjuman-i-Tajran, Jhang 
City),Muhammad Rafique Saqi(General Secretary Anjuman-i-Tajran Jhang city), Muhammad 
Aslam(Joint Secretary Anjuman-i-Tajran, Jhang City) and Maulana Esar ul Qasimi. See,  Aman 
Muahida (Manzur Shuda) Zilai Intizamia wa membraan e Committee Anjuman-i-Sipah-i-Sihaba wa 
Muazizeen-i-Jhang (Jhang: 1990). 
29 Ibid, & also see Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan,Terrorist Group of Pakistan, South Asia Terrorism Portal, 
June 21,2004, http://www.satp.org/satporgtp?countries/Pakistan/terroristoutfits/ssp.htm accessed 23 
February 2007 
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SSP’s growing influence was accompanied by an association with violence. While 
Jhang was the scene of many sectarian killings, they spread to other areas of Punjab 
and beyond. Although SSP attempted to distance itself from the activities of the 
armed offshoot Lashkar-i-Jhangvi which was created in 1996, this was never done 
convincingly. LJ had links with ‘international terrorist’ movements.  which 
culminated in the banning of both organisations by President Musharraf in response to 
the post 9/11 situation. Support for SSP and LJ has as a result been driven 
underground.  
                                                            
The end of the Afghan War resulted in the displacement of a large number of well-
trained militants. Some of these were attracted to organisations like SSP which were 
able to employ them. SSP was a cash rich organisation because of its indirect funding 
from Saudi Arabia and Iraq. Popular philanthropy, much of which came from 
Deobandi sources, also swelled its coffers. The Deobandi madrasa union; Wafaq al-
Madris that has its head office in Multan, along with the Khair ul Madaris seminary, 
the national centre for Deobandi instruction, openly supported SSP.30 Young zealots 
mostly recruited from the seminaries were sent for training in the art of violence in 
Afghanistan. Therefore sectarian militancy escalated to a considerable extent. LJ, 
under the leadership of Riaz Basra, comprised those militants who were well 
instructed in the use of explosives and guerrilla tactics. They went to Afghanistan for 
training in a camp in Sirobi, near Kabul run by the Taliban Minister Maulvi 
Hameedullah.31  
 
The Taliban had been a great source of inspiration for the SSP leaders who sought to 
replicate their policies in Pakistan. Azam Tariq, in October 2000 while speaking at an 
International Difah-e-Sahaba Conference in Karachi said that “the SSP aims to 
transform 28 large Pakistani cities into model Islamic cities’ where television, cinema 
and music would be banned”32. Azam Tariq was an ardent supporter of Jihad in 
Indian controlled Kashmir. When Masud Azhar founded Jaish-e-Mohammad in the 
aftermath of his release in Kandahar, following the hijacking of an Indian aircraft in 
December 1999, Azam Tariq pledged to send 500,000 Jihadis to Jammu and Kashmir 
to fight Indian security forces.33 
 
SSP extremists had two major styles of operation. This involved targeted killings and 
indiscriminate shootings at places of worship. A number of leading Shias were 
assassinated. By 1992, the SSP activists had gained access to sophisticated weapons 
systems. Saudi Arabia was the being the major source of funding as Iran provided 
financial support to Shia outfits. In June of that year they used a rocket launcher in an 
attack which killed five police personnel.34 The attempted assassination of the Prime 
Minister Nawaz Sharif in January 1999, is yet another example. He was lucky that the 
bomb planted beneath the bridge on the Raiwind Road on the route to his residence 
exploded prematurely, but it was a clear testimony of how lethal the sectarian 

                                                 
30 International Crisis Group ‘The State of Sectarianism in Pakistan’,p.15 
31 Owais Tohid, ‘An Eye for an Eye, In Death, as in Life Interview-Qari Shafiqur Rehman’, October 
2003 http://www.newsline.com.pk/newsoct2003/stopoct1.htm 
32 Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan, Terrorist Group of Pakistan 
http://www.satp.org/satporgtp/countries/Pakistan/terroristoutfits/Ssp.htm accessed 3 March 2007. 
33 In the Spotlight: Sipah-i-Sahaba Pakistan (SSP),July 9,2004,  
http://www.cdi.org/…/friendly version/printversion.cfm   accessed 3 March 2007. 
34 Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan, Terrorist Group of Pakistan  

 10

http://www.newsline.com.pk/newsoct2003/stopoct1.htm


terrorists had become. They were not only growing in fighting power but multiplying 
in numbers. Animosh Roul mentions six other splinter groups of SSP as well as LJ, 
namely Jhangvi Tigers, Al Haq Tigers, Tanzeem ul Haq, Al Farooq and Al Badr 
Foundation.35  
                  
During the 1990s, Iranian officials functioning in various capacities in Pakistan 
became the victim of SSP militants. Most prominent among them was Agha Sadiq 
Ganji, Iranian Consul General who was gunned down on 19th December 1990 by a 
young lad from Jhang, Sheikh Haq Nawaz. 36  Ganji is widely believed by SSP 
supporters to have masterminded Haq Nawaz Jhangvi’s murder. However there was 
no tenable evidence of Sadiq Ganji’s involvement other than his presence in Jhang on 
the day of latter’s murder. Muhammad Ali Rahimi, an Iranian diplomat was another 
victim of a targeted killing in Multan in 1997. The Iranian Cultural Centre at Lahore 
was set ablaze the same year in January. It was in retribution for the assassination of 
Zia ur Rehman Farooqi along with 26 others at the Lahore Session Court. Five 
members of the Iranian armed forces were fatally ambushed in Multan in September, 
sparking off a serious diplomatic row between Islamabad and Tehran. “The targeting 
of Iranians was apparently meant to convey the message to Shia militants that not 
even their “patrons” were safe.37                                                      
 
Like all revolutions, the anti-Shia campaign of the SSP thrived on human blood 
spilling. The cult of the martyr was very effectively deployed by the successors of 
Haq Nawaz, which enhanced not only SSP’ s electoral standing but also its renown. 
Thus ironically Shia influence implicitly permeated into the SSP’s overall schema as 
the Shia theological discourse is structured around the cult of the martyr. Scores of 
martyrs and the ongoing sectarian strife afforded the SSP “functional utility”38 that 
contributed immensely in perpetuating its hold. Sectarian polarisation enabled the 
SSP to increase its vote bank. This has similarities with the way in which communal 
violence in a number of UP towns has strengthened the hold of the BJP. In the central 
Jhang constituency in the 1990 election, Maulana Esar Ul Qasimi, Haq Nawaz’ s 
successor and Vice Patron, secured election with a considerable majority. As the 
Islami Jamohri Ittehad’s (IJI) candidate for the National Assembly, he obtained 
62,486 votes. He also contested as an independent candidate on a Provincial 
Assembly seat and defeated IJI ticket holder and favourite Sheikh Iqbal by the margin 
of almost 10,000 votes.39  
 
Nawaz Sharif’s crackdown on militancy during 1997-9, together with the general 
disapproval of violence and militancy saw a considerable decline in sectarian killing 
in Punjab. From January 1999 to December 2000, not a single incident of sectarian 
violence was reported.  The military takeover on 12 October 1999 may be one of the 
                                                 
35 Animosh Roul, Sipah-e-Sahaba: Fomenting Sectarian Violence in Pakistan ‘Terrorism Monitor’ 
volume 3,issue2(January 27,2005) 
http://www.jamestown.org/terrorism/news/article.php?articleid=2369166  
36 Zindagi,(Lahore,14-20 December 1991), Sheikh Haq Nawaz was later on hanged in Mianwali jail on 
28th February 2001.Kaka Balli, kin of Amanullah Sial was convicted to life imprisonment for the 
assassination of Haq Nawaz Jhangvi. Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan, Terrorist Group also see Azmat 
Abbas,p.13 
37 Owais Tohid, An Eye for an Eye, In Death, as in Life Interview-Qari Shafiqur Rehman,   
38  Brass ‘The Production of Hindu-Muslim Violence in Contemporary India, p. 377. 
39 General Elections Report, p.243. He contested that election from JUI (Sami ul Haq Group) quota. 
See Zindagi (Lahore,14-20 March 1991) 
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reasons that militant groups had assumed a low profile. However the next elections 
held in 2002 under military rule reversed the process.  Azam Tariq won the election 
though he was in jail. Both LJ and SSP along with their Shia rivals SMP and TJ had 
been banned by Pervez Musharaf on 14 August 2001 and 2002 respectively. 40  
Nevertheless Azam Tariq was allowed to contest the elections as an independent 
candidate. This decision evoked sharp reaction from many quarters. Azam Tariq’s 
victory was quite unexpected. Nevertheless it fits an important pattern in Pakistan in 
which representatives of religious militant outfits tend to do well in the conditions of 
‘guided democracy’ because of the marginalisation of mainstream parties. However 
after 9/11, such figures as Azam Tariq have had to act circumspectly. After securing 
election victory instead of siding with the opposition alliance of religious parties 
MMA, Tariq went along with the pro- Musharraf Muslim League (Quaid-i-Azam) and 
managed to secure the release of the imprisoned SSP activists. In October 2003, 
Azam Tariq was killed in Islamabad; the death most foretold in the history of 
Pakistan, according to the Daily Times, Lahore. There had been 20 attempts on his 
life prior it.  Azam Tariq’s murder may be a death knell to the SSP or Millat-i-Islamya 
(a name given to the organization after it was proscribed in 2002). The resulting 
leadership vacuum has rendered the organization rudderless. Its immediate future 
seems bleak. 
 
Conclusion  
This article argues that it is crucial to understand Sectarianism in terms of its 
politicisation. It has revealed that in the case of Jhang the biraderies used sectarianism 
as an instrument for political gain. The stage managing of the Bab-i-Umer incident is 
a case in point. However in the due course of time, sectarianism secured a political 
space in urban Jhang where it afforded opportunities for previously marginalised local 
and refugee communities. It thrived on existing patterns of religious sectarian 
mobilisation which had been directed against the Qadianis, the followers of Mirza 
Ghulam Ahmed. They were declared non-Muslims in 1974 by Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto on 
the vociferous demand of the Ulema. They are alleged to have deviated from the 
finality of Prophethood, one of the key tensts of Islam.  Increasingly, Shias were the 
focus for sectarian militancy in the wake of the Afghan jihad and the Iranian 
Revolution. The Proliferation of madrasas with foreign funding provided much 
needed cadres for such organisations as SSP. However, sectarianism never totally 
replaced biraderi politics.  
 
While the conditions in Jhang were especially propitious for the rise of sectarianism, 
the key to understanding its spread elsewhere in Pakistan also lies in seeing it as a 
vehicle for the politics of identity for marginalised social groups. Herein is an 
approach not only for explaining sectarianism, but perhaps for devising strategies 
which offer possible ways out of this problem.   Nevertheless, Jhang became the 
epicentre of sectarian militancy during the 1980s and 1990s with its influence spilling 
over to other areas like Multan, Faisalabad, Sargodha and Bahawalpur. Karachi, too, 
was hit ominously hard by the sectarian menace. Therefore all these cities and 
districts require case studies so that the local context and its interface with national 
and international events can be analysed and the dynamics behind sectarian violence 
can be ascertained. 

 
40 See for further detail Ch Akhter Ali, “Reference under 6(2) of the Political Parties Act (as 
amended)”, Supreme Court of Pakistan, Islamabad, 29 January 2002. 
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