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Introduction

South Asia, the region on the Indian subcontinent, which reaches from
Afghanistan in the west to Bangladesh in the east, and from Nepal in the
north to Sri Lanka in the south, has gained the image of a home to reli-
gious fanatics. Islamist groups in Pakistan and Afghanistan in particular,
but also more recently the rise of Hindu nationalists in India and Buddhist
radicals in Sri Lanka, have contributed to the notion that violence in the
region is motivated by religion. This image, furthered by the focus of ter-
rorism research during the post-9/11 period, which particularly looked at
religious radicalisation in the region, was reinforced by the recent Islamist
terrorist attacks in Sri Lanka in April 2019. Violence in South Asia, how-
ever, is not solely a religious phenomenon.

Already before 9/11, large scale violence was perpetrated by left-wing ex-
tremists, like the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) in Sri Lanka in the
1970s or the Maoists in Nepal during the late 1990s, led by the Communist
Party of Nepal (Maoist). Similarly, caste violence has shaped the post-inde-
pendence history of the region, not only, but particularly in India. Today,
organised violence against women has gained in prominence in the region,
too. Thus, to think of South Asian violence only in terms of religion ne-
glects the diversity of ideological and ideational backgrounds to violent ac-
tions.

This paper seeks to provide an overview of different cases of violence in
South Asia. The paper argues that the range of phenomena is wide and di-
verse, but that what is common to the collective actors behind the violence
is their usage of violence as a means towards a political or societal end. The
paper will show that although there are diverse factors driving individuals
to join or support violent activities, the underlying rationale is the political
and/or societal endgame. Moreover, it is argued that the reasons for vio-
lence are multi-layered and cannot be understood by focusing on one driv-
er only. Violence here is considered a tool implemented by an agent who
aims at undermining the status quo and in order to impose a new order,
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irrespective of what ideological or religious background this political aim
have.

Left-Wing Violence in South Asia

Three of the more prominent cases, in which left-wing groups are responsi-
ble for the perpetration of large scale violence in South Asia, are the Indian
Naxalites, Nepali Maoists and Sri Lanka’s Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna
(JVP). In these cases, the groups aimed to overthrow the state violently by
revolution, and to create a new state and society based on their respective
understanding of them.

In India, left-wing extremism, referred to as the “Naxal movement” de-
veloped in phases since the country’s independence (Banerjee 2008;
Mukherji 2012; Raghavan 2011; Singh 2016). The Naxal violence has
emerged in its first major phase in West Bengal, with “Naxalbari” as the
core of its activities, from which it received the name Naxalites (Banerjee
2002:2115-16). In a second phase, the violent movement extended its reach
to Andra Pradesh, Bihar and Jharkhand; and in a third phase, which is still
continuing, the movement expanded and concentrated in primarily two
Indian States, Orissa and Chhattisgarh (Bhatia 2005). For their “peoples
war”, the Naxalites build on Marxist slogans and primarily mobilise educat-
ed youths from the urban areas. However, its attraction not only derives
from the Marxist ideology. The movement was able to draw on local issues
to gain support from individuals other than the educated urban youths. As
such, it drew on slogans of caste oppression in Bihar and Jharkhand, aim-
ing to involve members of the Dalit community, and took up concerns of
tribal communities in Orissa and Chhattisgarh (Bhatia 2005). The
endgame of the Naxalites in each state, however, was nothing less than the
fundamental transformation of state and society.

The aim to fundamentally transform state and society along the lines of
Marxism was not limited to South Asia’s territorially and population-wise
largest state, India. In India’s southern neighbour-state, Sri Lanka, the in-
fluence of Marxist ideas about the change of society and economy by revo-
lutionary means, too, took its toll. The Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP)
thereby formed the forefront of left-wing violence. The large scale left-
wing violence perpetrated by the JVP and its supporters took place mainly
in two phases, and manifested in two insurgencies of which the first start-
ed in 1971 and the second took place in 1987-89 (Venugopal 2010). Ac-
cording to Matthews, the founder of the JVP, Rohana Wijeweera “es-
poused a curious mixture of Marxism and Sihalese ethnic chauvinism”
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(1989a:312). For Matthews, “the JVP’s deepest motive was to seize power
by any means, even if it meant playing on the misguided ethnic loyalties of
the Sinhalese” (ibid.). For Moore, the “means the JVP used in pursuit of
state power were shaped by and adapted to the environment – the econo-
mic, educational and occupational structures, demography and human ge-
ography – of the Sinhalese areas of Sri Lanka to which the JVP was con-
fined” (1993:594). The JVP-led violence was only ended by uncompromis-
ing violence applied by the Sri Lankan state.

Also to India’s north, in Nepal, left-wing violence was applied as means
towards the Maoists’ endgame of overthrowing the monarchy and Nepali
state. The aim here was creating a socialist republic. In Nepal, left-wing vi-
olence was largely perpetrated during the late 1990s and the early 2000s by
the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist), popularly referred to as the
Nepali Maoists (Crisis Group 2005). The Maoists’ means of changing the
regime was an armed struggle, referred to as ‘People’s War’. According to
Verma and Navlakha, “In Maoist understanding, People’s War is 80 per
cent politics and 20 per cent warfare. The decisive factor in a war of this
genre [are] not guns but the mobilization of people for seizing power
through protracted war” (2007:1839). After fighting the Nepal military for
a decade, the Maoists signed a peace agreement in 2008 with the govern-
ment of Nepal and agreed to take part in the electoral politics. Subsequent-
ly, Nepal’s Maoists came overboard and took part in the elections. Finally,
in the 2008 elections or the National Constituent Assembly the party won
around 38 per cent of the seats and formed the government. While the
Maoists’ violence has resulted in the transformation of the state, it has not
brought about the society claimed to have been envisioned.

Despite these violent campaigns with a clear Marxist or Maoist ideology,
other violent movements in the region have drawn and continue to draw
on Marxism, despite a stated and clearly proclaimed ethnically grounded
agenda. This has been the case with the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
in Sri Lanka, but also with the Baloch insurgency during the 1960s-70s in
Pakistan. Personal networks and relations have furthered the ideological
relation to the left-wing globally. Especially the Marri tribes of Balochistan
are considered to have been close to Moscow. The chief of the Marri tribe,
Nawab Khair Baksh Marri,1 for example, took refuge in Kabul in 1979 and
also his sons were sent to Moscow for education (Tahir 2008).

1 According to Tahir (2008*), “Khair Bakhsh Marri remains committed to an armed
struggle for no less than full independence for Balochistan despite losing dozens of

Radicalisation in South Asia: Left, Right and Secular

143

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748905738-141 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748905738-141
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Strategic Violence against Women in South Asia

While domestic violence against women is neither a South Asian particu-
larity, nor a new phenomenon but rather can be traced back for centuries,
one finds that violence against women currently has reached a new politi-
cal dimension. Political and societal support for violence against women as
means to retain a patriarchal order can be found throughout South Asian
societies. Most prominently, however, India and Pakistan serve as cases in
point.

The local support for the brutal killings or physical abuse of women in
the name of a caste or religion in Pakistan and India thereby not only cuts
across provinces, but also religious or caste identities.

While some of the stories of the killing of women in this context have
hit the news from Punjab in Pakistan to Tamil Nadu in India, many have
never been reported. And yet, many examples can be given. Qandeel
Baloch, an outspoken young model, was killed by her brother for bringing
a bad reputation to the family in Multan in Pakistan. Saba Qaiser in Gu-
jranwala in Pakistan was shot by her father, stuffed in a bag and dropped
into a river, for marrying a person of her own choice. Muktaran Mai in
Meerawala, Pakistan, was gang-raped on the orders of a local panchayat, as
she stood up and spoke against the elders who wanted to bury the case of
her brother getting sodomised.

While the above cases may be considered as individual crimes, what
makes them significant in the context of this essay is the larger societal re-
sponse to these killings. Many people in Pakistan supported the family,
who killed Qandeel Baloch, for dishonouring the family values.2 Many of
the victims, should they survive are forced to forgive the perpetrators of vi-
olence against them. Even in the brutal case of Saba Qaiser – to recall, she
was shot, stuffed in a bag and thrown into a river by her own father – Qais-
er was forced by the rest of her family to forgive her father to prevent a
formal case against him. Despite the wide attention this case got, among
others due to the film that covered the story, the societal response was not
the sympathy for the female victim, but the rejection of the treatment of
the issue. When the documentary titled “A Girl in the River: The Price of
Forgiveness” on Saba Qaiser’s case, directed by Sharmeen Obaid-Chinoy,
won an Oscar, a section of the society in Pakistan went after the director

followers and relatives, most recently his son Balach Marri, who reportedly led a
rebel group of the Baloch Liberation Army (BLA)”.

2 Shamsi. BBC, 16 July 2016.
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for creating a bad name for the country. While responding to a question in
the US on the crime against Muktaran Mai – a gang-rape ordered by a local
panchayat – Pervez Musharraf, the then President of Pakistan said: “You
must understand the environment in Pakistan…This has become a money-
making concern. A lot of people say if you want to go abroad and get a visa
for Canada or citizenship and be a millionaire, get yourself raped”.3 Even
more, Muktaran was prevented from visiting the US. The government
thought it would bring a bad reputation to Pakistan, and kidnapped her.4

The issue in the context of this chapter is less the individual decision to
kill a female family member. It is the collective reaction ranging from soci-
ety to the state to tolerate, accept or even support and promote the vio-
lence against women, who do not conform to the societal expectations for
them. The question is thus not only why families kill their members, but
even more, why a section within the rest of the immediate society –
whether in the form of jirga or caste or religious groups – support the ac-
tions of these individuals and families. Looking at many of the responses
and public statements in this regard, the answer to the question might be
found in the intention to retain or (re-)create an ‘ideal’ society and, most
notably, to put women in their ‘right’ place therein.

Religion and Violence in South Asia

Despite the diversity of violence, religious violence is a prominent feature
of the politics in South Asia. However, not only purely religious issues pro-
mote the usage of violence, but also economic aims of individuals in-
volved.

Haqqani (2006*) points out that “religious, political parties have been a
part of Pakistan’s political scene since its inception. As the Pakistani State
increasingly adopted an Islamic identity, sectarian differences and theolog-
ical arguments led to the formation of sectarian political movements. The
slogan ‘Islam in Danger’ was widely used during the campaign for Pak-
istan’s creation, and it remained a powerful rallying cry for religion-based
politics. Even secular civilian and military leaders found it expedient to ar-
gue, from time to time, that the nation must mobilize to fend off threats to
Islam or to Pakistan’s Islamic ideology”.

3 Kristof. New York Times, 25 January 2020.
4 Ibid.
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This phenomenon in Pakistan manifested itself soon after independence
not only in attacks on religious minorities, but also on those members of
the Muslim community, not considered to be true Muslims. The anti-Ah-
madi riots in the early 1950s are but one example. Though the Ahmadiya
community considers itself as Muslim, the majority Sunni population re-
jects this claim. On this basis, the first major communal riot in indepen-
dent Pakistan took place in 1953 against the Ahmadiya community, which
became the target of these riots, that took place primarily in Lahore. Even
a constitutional amendment passed in 1974 under Zulfikar Ali Bhutto con-
siders the Ahmadiya as non-Muslims (Khan 2015).

Next to sectarian differences and claims of exclusivity, drivers to join vi-
olent groups claiming religious causes, however, include also economic
ones. In the Jhang district of Punjab in Pakistan, the feudal lords of the re-
gion were Shias, whereas the majority of the peasants were Sunnis. The op-
pressive relationship between the feudal lords and peasants – which is eco-
nomic in nature – assumed a religious identity for standing, the overcom-
ing of which furthered Sunni violence against the Shia feudal lords. Ac-
cording to Ali, “The sectarian differences notwithstanding, the socio-politi-
cal context of Jhang was such that the only way to break the dominance of
the Shia feudal lords was to play on anti-Shia sentiment. To confront feu-
dalism directly was next to impossible, in view of the fact that the majority
of the population took it as something natural, about which they could
not do anything. On the other hand, it was easier to mobilize them in the
name of Islam, which had always been very close to their heart, even for
those who were otherwise not very religious” (Ali 1999*).

Similarly, in the Coimbatore district in Tamil Nadu in India, one could
see an economic motivation behind religious radicalisation. One of the big
cities in Tamil Nadu (and in South India), Coimbatore has been known
for its cosmopolitan nature, and was frequently referred to as the business
city. During recent years, there has been evidence of radicalisation – of
both the communities – Hindu and Muslim. According to Rajamohan
(2006*), “Economic rivalry between Hindu and Muslim traders is another
major reason for the growth of fundamentalist organizations in Tamil
Nadu. Since 1991, Coimbatore, a city with a substantial high-tech industri-
al infrastructure, has seen a translation of economic competition into fun-
damentalist confrontation. The business community uses these hardliners
for their own economic and political benefits. It is much more prevalent
in the small scale business enterprises which are active in the common
Bazaars. For instance, the considerable textile industry in the city is orga-
nized along communal lines, and there is little cooperation, collaboration
or interdependence between Hindu and Muslim textile traders”.
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As such violence in the name of religion appears, at times, to feature
economic interests. Local economic rivalry gets exploited politically by
right-wing groups on both sides of the religious divide. The presence of
right-wing groups then in turn gets exploited by the businessmen – to ei-
ther target the other, or to get protected by the former. Rajamohan refers
to a police account and writes “when the Hindu Munnani posed a threat
to their businesses, Muslim businessmen nurtured Basha, who began his
career as a footpath trader in the Ukkadam and Oppanakkara areas. When
the sequence of stabbings and counter-stabbings intensified, youth on ei-
ther side of the divide joined the Hindu Munnani or Al-Ummah, leading
to increasing communal polarization” (Rajamohan 2006*).

However, is notable that economic grievances, like unemployment or
lack of education, or economic interests can neither be seen as the major
driver of joining a violent group or movement.

The attackers of the Easter Sunday attacks on 21 April 2019 in Colombo
have been identified and their background well analysed. Three hotels and
churches in Colombo were targeted by suicide bombers on 21 April 2019,
when the city was celebrating the Easter Sunday. More than 250 people
were killed during these multiple attacks on that day, carried out by the
members of a radical group – the National Thowheeth Jamat (Ama-
rasingam 2019). An initial report of the New York Times (2019) quoting
the officials mentioned the following: “The suicide bombers who struck
churches and hotels were all well-educated, middle-class Sri Lankans”. 5

Two of the suicide bombers, who were a part of the nine members team
that perpetrated the attacks, came from a wealthy family.6 One report re-
ferred them as the “millionaire brothers”.7 According to Srinivasan, “Is-
hana Exports is a nearly three decade-old spice export company. Its
founder Y.M. Ibrahim is widely known as a millionaire with modest be-
ginnings, and an ever-ready philanthropist. He has friends of all political
hues, and they all respect him. In natural course, his sons would have in-
herited his business, fortune, and possibly all that goodwill. Instead, they
chose to become suicide bombers”.8

A similar trend manifests itself in an earlier attack in Dhaka in July
2016. On 1 July 2016, six young militants, armed with crude bombs and
guns, took hostage of a bakery in Dhaka. It ended up in killing 29 people;

5 New York Times, 24 April 2019.
6 Gettleman et al. New York Times, 27 April 2019.
7 Srinivasan. The Hindu, 25 May 2019.
8 Ibid.
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20 were hostages (18 foreigners from Japan, Italy and the US, and two
from Bangladesh), two were police officers, and two were from the bak-
ery.9 According to a New York Times report on the identity of the attack-
ers, “the men, all in their late teens or early 20s, were products of
Bangladesh’s elite, several having attended one of the country’s top Eng-
lish-medium private schools as well as universities both in the country and
abroad”.10 The report also quotes a local source claiming: “That’s what
we’re absolutely riveted by… That these kids from very affluent families
with no material want can still be turned to this kind of ideology, motivat-
ed not just to the point of killing but also want to be killed”.11

The Glocal and Violence

While political aims underlying violence can arise from the local cultural,
economic and religious conditions, external ideologies and ideas promoted
by international radical groups need to be considered as drivers of radicali-
sation in South Asia. Radical Salafi-Wahabi ideologies as well as the ideas
promoted by organisations such as the al Qaeda and ISIS, are considered as
such12 – but also Marxist or Maoist ideologies are a case in point. And yet,
the mere introduction of these ideas does not suffice to translate them into
political aims in the South Asian context for whose achievement individu-
als are willing to perpetrate violence.

The process could be explained through franchise and franchisee model
(Chandran 2011). Like any international franchise would want regional
franchisees, the strategic aims of transnational organisations such as IS or
al Qaeda seek to expand their area of influence. Regional political interests,
in turn, would find global symbols attractive and seek to become part of
an international chain or network. As such, one could quickly identify the
interests of the Middle Eastern organisations and states in exporting Salafi-
Wahabi ideology, not only into South Asia, but also into Southeast and
Central Asia, and even beyond.

At the same time, local groups and organisations are willing to join
global movements to gain from prestige, knowledge, resources and sup-
port. For example, a group of the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) that was

9 New York Times, 3 July 2016.
10 Manik and Anand. New York Times, 3 July 2016.
11 Ibid.
12 Ibid.
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fighting the State in Pakistan and which owed its allegiance to Mullah
Omar of the Taliban, in January 2015, announced its allegiance to the Is-
lamic State.13 Earlier in 2014, according to a news report, “six top com-
manders of the outlawed Tehreek-i-Taliban Pakistan, including spokesman
Shahidullah Shahid” announced their allegiance to Abu Bakr al Baghdadi
of the Islamic State. 14 The report referred to Shahhid saying, “I am con-
firming my allegiance to Amirul Momineen Abu Bakr al Baghdadi and
would abide by all his decisions, whatever is the order, and whatsoever the
circumstances, I shall be loyal to him and obey his orders”.15

Violence Itself a Driver of Violence

The role of minority-majority relations in the escalation of contention into
violence is frequently disputed. Thereby it is difficult to argue for the fault
of the one about the other, as violence is frequently the result of escalation.

In India, the demolition of the Babri Masjid took place in 1992; the de-
molition was led by right-wing Hindu militant organisations, led by the
Vishwa Hindu Parishad, a radical right-wing group. Lochtefeld pointed
out how the demolition triggered a wave of communal violence in India
(1994:587-602).

In Sri Lanka, the majoritarian violence against the Tamils started during
the 1980s itself. July 1983 witnessed a significant riot across the country
against the Sri Lankan Tamils. Later in 1987, there were riots again, pri-
marily in the eastern province of Trincomalee. Tamil and Sinhala violence
furthered the motivation to join violent movements.

Conclusion: The Endgame behind Violence in South Asia

The paper has presented an overview over different violent groups and
movements in South Asia. It has shown that the aiming at changing or pre-
serving a social or political order matters in all cases, suggesting violence to
be a means towards an end. It was shown that the formation of political
aims is not limited to religious backgrounds and that individual’s reasons
for participating in violence or violent organisations may vary.

13 Dawn, 11 January 2015.
14 Dawn, 14 October 2014.
15 Ibid.
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