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Who are the Bangladeshi ‘Islamist Militants’?
by Ali Riaz

Abstract

Bangladesh has attracted international media attention for heightened militant activities in 2015, particularly
after a series of killings of bloggers by a local militant group allegedly associated with Al Qaeda in the Indian
Subcontinent (AQIS) and after murders of foreign nationals, responsibility of which was claimed by the

Islamic State (IS). Islamist militant groups in Bangladesh which emerged in the 1990s have undergone several
transformations. Originally grown out of the volunteers who joined the Afghan war against the Soviet Union,
these groups have since then taken different shapes. Since the 1990s, five generations’ of militant groups appeared
on the scene. In some measures, the militant groups have come full circle: they began as a result of a global
agenda fighting an atheist’ Communist system (war against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan) to now being

part of establishing a global ‘khilafat’ (by joining the IS in Syria and Iraq) via pursuing a circumscribed local
agenda for a period in the early 2000s. Despite such transformations, very little is known about the Bangladeshi
militants. This article attempts to address this lacuna by examining the socio-demographic profile of Bangladeshi
militants arrested between July 2014 and June 2015. The findings reveal a significant diversity among the
militants. Contrary to public perceptions in Bangladesh, significant numbers of militants are well-educated and
come from a middle class background.

Keywords: Bangladesh; Al Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS); Islamists militants;profiles.

Introduction

There has been a significant increase in militant activities in Bangladesh in recent years, particularly

in 2015. Both Al Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS) and the Islamic State (IS) have claimed
their presence in the country. The Ansar al Islam (also known as the Ansarullah Bangla Team, ABT)
claimed to be the Bangladesh unit of the India-based militant group AQIS and has taken responsibility for
the murders of four self-proclaimed atheist bloggers and the publisher of one of the atheist blogger’s book.

[1] In a video posted online on 2 May 2015, titled “From France to Bangladesh: The Dust Will Never Settle
Down’, AQIS claimed responsibility for six targeted killings in Bangladesh and Pakistan.[2] Additionally,
between September and November, there were a total of fourteen attacks allegedly carried out by individuals
or groups that claim to be followers of the Islamic State. These attacks have included the murder of two
foreigners (and seriously injuring two others, shootings and bomb blasts at Shiite gatherings, attacks on other
minority religious personalities, and death threats to missionaries.[3] Not only were the murders of foreign
nationals claimed by a militant group unprecedented in the history of the country, but so were the brazen
attacks on the Shia community in October and November 2015. It was reported by the SITE intelligence
group that the IS claimed responsibility for these attacks immediately following the attacks. These claims were
reiterated in the IS’s propaganda magazine named Dabiq (issue 12, Safar 1437), published in November.[4]
The magazine also claimed that disparate militant groups in Bangladesh have come under the leadership of

a proscribed militant organization named the Jamaatul Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB). These incidents have
been widely covered in global media and have stoked the fear that international terrorist groups, particularly
the IS, have gained a foothold in the third largest Muslim majority country of the world.

ISSN 2334-3745 2 February 2016




PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM Volume 10, Issue 1

Since 2013 government officials, including security and intelligence officials, have repeatedly claimed

that they had arrested the “chief,” “recruiter;” or several “members” of IS and presented these actions as
evidence of their success in addressing militancy. However, they abruptly changed their tune soon after the
murders of the foreigners in September and October. Since then they have denied the presence of the IS in
Bangladesh. Instead, the government has accused the opposition, particularly the Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP) for these attacks. Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina blamed the opposition for conspiring to tarnish
the government’s reputation.[5] She also suggested that militants might be carrying out attacks in retaliation
for the war crime trials (i.e., trials conducted by the International Criminal Tribunal established by the
government in 2010 to try those who had committed war crimes during the war of independence in 1971).
[6] The BNP rejected the charge.[7] The Home Minister has echoed the Prime Minister: ‘there is no IS in
the country, no way.[8] The PM further stated that her government is under pressure to admit the presence
of IS in the country which is intended to taint Bangladesh’s image and create a situation similar to those in
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Libya, Iraq and Syria.[9]

These incidents took place at the heel of the Global Terrorism Index (GTI)’s assessment in early 2015 that the
country is ‘vulnerable to high terrorism risk’[10] The GTI score of the country was already on the rise from
an historic low of 4.1 in 2012 to 5.47 in 2013 to 5.92 in 2014. However, this trend and recent increase need to
be contextualized within the historical developments of militancy in the country and counterterrorism efforts
pursued since 2006.

Although violence has been an integral part of the Bangladeshi political landscape since its inception in
1971,[11] religiously inspired violent extremism and militancy emerged in the country only in the mid-1990s.
Almost a decade later, in 2004-2005, a dramatic rise of a vigilante Islamist group in the northwest part of the
country followed by simultaneous bombings around the country and a number of suicide attacks brought
the issue to the attention of the international community and international media.[12] Notwithstanding

the initial refusal of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP)-led government to acknowledge the presence
of militant groups, it cracked down on such groups and proscribed four organizations.[13] Hundreds of
militants, including the leaders of one of the groups, were apprehended in 2006, and faced a speedy trial. Six
key leaders were executed in March 2007 when the country was being ruled by a military backed technocratic
regime.[14] The interim government devised and began implementing a strong counter-terrorism (CT)
strategy.[15] The Bangladesh Awami League (BAL), which was elected to office in late 2008, adopted the

CT strategy, made changes to various intelligence organizations and formulated new measures to counter
the threat of militancy.[16] The government also banned an Islamist organization in 2009 and blacklisted

a number of other suspected organizations.[17] The regime’s commitment, political goodwill, and political
stability combined with the international community’s assistance tamed the militant groups in the following
years. Between 2007 and 2014, 478 members of the Jamaatul Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB), one of the
proscribed organizations, were tried in 177 cases. Of them, 51 top leaders of JMB have been sentenced to
death, 178 were given life terms and 245 jailed for different terms. [18] However, the Bangladeshi militant
groups, as elsewhere, remained potent, and continued to reorganize. New organizations have emerged since
then. In some instances members of the banned organizations rallied under a different name. Some of the
Bangladeshi militant groups reportedly have connections with Pakistan-based militant organizations [19]
and have been implicated in the acts of terrorism in India.[20] Alleged Pakistani militants[21] and members
of Al Qaeda’s branch in the Indian subcontinent (AQIS) have been arrested in Bangladesh.[22]

The gains in CT achieved since 2006 started to slide in 2013, as the domestic political situation became
more volatile.[23] Not only did new militant organizations begin to appear on the scene but connections
between local and transnational terrorist groups were found too. These signaled an urgency to revisit the CT
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strategies, and examine the immediate causes allowing these groups to reclaim lost ground. The government
responded with arrests of suspected militants in large numbers and claimed to have recovered their weapons.
It also banned another militant group in 2015.[24] While the government continues to claim that it has
adopted a “zero tolerance’ policy towards terrorism and that it is making progress in taming the tide, some
critics have questioned the veracity of such a claim and argue that the government is also using the militancy
as an excuse to crack down on its political opponents.[25] The statements of ruling party leaders and cabinet
members characterizing the main opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) as a militant organization
provides credence to this allegation.[26]

Despite significant developments over the past decade, there have been very few serious studies about
militancy in Bangladesh. [27] Media coverage of incidents and sensationalized reactions often demonstrated
a lack of in-depth understanding of the country’s complex politics. Christine Fair and Seth Oldmixon noted,
‘Islamist militancy in Bangladesh rarely draws the attention of scholars and policy analysts[28] As such,
there are various lacunae in the extant literature. One of them is the absence of an understanding as to

the identity of these militants.[29] In the absence of rigorous and systematic evidence-based study, public
perception has been shaped by anecdotal evidence and the reproduction of clichés. For example, it has often
argued by anti-Islamist activists that Bangladeshi madrassahs are the ‘factories of the militants’[30]

It is against this background that this article intends to examine the socio-demographic profile of the
alleged militants. The primary objective is to gather four profiling data from the available information: age,
occupation, level of education, and the organizations of which those arrested are part. This discussion needs
to be contextualized; first within the various waves of militant groups, and secondly within the available
discussions on the utility of terrorist profiles.

‘Five Generations’ of Bangladeshi Militants

The Islamist militant groups in Bangladesh, based on their transformations, tactics and objectives, can be
divided into five generations.

The first generation of militants was the product of the Afghan War (1979-1992). Although geographically
Bangladesh is located thousands of miles away from that battlefield, the connection was established in 1984
when a group of volunteers travelled to Afghanistan. An estimated 3,000 volunteers joined the war in several
batches in the following four years, of which 24 died on the battlefield. Also a group of ‘ulama’ visited the
country and reportedly met Usama bin Laden.[31] Between 1988 and 1992, Shafiqur Rahman, a returnee of
the Afghan war, established contacts with a Pakistani Islamist organization called Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-Islami
and the Bangladesh chapter began its clandestine operations. On 30 April 1992, a week after the mujahideen
emerged victorious in Afghanistan, the Bangladeshi participants of the war expressed their delight at a press
conference in Dhaka where some of the speakers identified themselves as members of HuJI-Bangladesh
(HuJI-B).[32] It is worth noting that the period was the expansionary phase of the HuJI-B.[33] In the first
four years HuJI-B’s activities were largely restricted to the southeastern hills close to the border with Burma,
suggesting that their initial objective was to use Bangladesh as a launching pad to influence the Rohiyanga
movement inside Myanmar.[34] The membership of the group was largely limited to those with connections
to the Afghan War or links to organizations who had provided volunteers to the war. Anecdotal evidence
suggests that the members of the leadership were older, mostly madrassah (particularly Deobandi) educated,
and hailed from rural areas.

After 1996, the group moved its bases to the northern and northwestern parts of the country, and adopted
the name “Qital fi Sabilililah” (Fighting in the way of Allah). The expansion of the organization came after
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contacts had been made with Shaikh Abdur Rahman, son of a deceased Ahle Hadith leader, and Asadullah
Ghalib, leader of the Ahle Hadith Andolon Bangladesh (AHAB, Ahle Hadith Movement Bangladesh).
They joined forces in 1998 and established the Jaamatul Mujaheddin Bangladesh (JMB).[35] Thus the
second generation of militants was born. The new group’s focus shifted inward, as opposed to supporting
militants outside. It defined its objective as transforming Bangladesh into an ‘Islamic state. The group and
its affiliate Jagrata Muslim Janata Bangladesh (JM]B), under the leadership of Shaikh Abdur Rahman and
Siddiqur Rahman, alias Bangla Bhali, established a reign of terror in the northwestern part of Bangladesh.
The organization also simultaneously blasted 450 homemade bombs throughout the country and conducted
a number of suicide attacks. The information on JMB activists arrested since late 2006 reveal that youth
educated in technical and vocational training colleges, and born and raised in urban areas, were being
attracted to the organization and elevated to leadership.

As the JMB and HuJIB were gradually transforming, a new organization with international connections and
a global agenda appeared on the scene: the Hizb-ut-Tahrir (HT). The Bangladesh chapter of the HT was
founded in 2001 by a university professor who had studied in the United Kingdom as a Commonwealth
Scholar. This can be categorized as the third generation of militants. [36] The new generation is characterized
by its technical skills, being students of universities, and well versed in global political events. The profiles

of arrested activists in the past years indicate that they are largely from middle class backgrounds and more
urban-based than any other Islamist groups, including the mainstream Islamist parties.

The arrests and execution of the JMB leaders in 2006-2007, followed by strong CT efforts, and the political
stability in the early years of the AL government weakened the militant groups. At times, it appeared that

the country has successfully tamed the menace of militancy. However, these groups, particularly the HuJI
and the JMB, continued to reorganize. A new group named the Ansarullah Bangla Team (ABT), which

can be described as the fourth generation of militant groups, emerged around that time. According to the
Terrorism Research and Analysis Consortium (TRAC), the ABT surfaced in 2007 under the name of Jamaat-
ul Muslemin. [37] The group was reportedly funded by external sources and ‘ceased to operate when funding
ended’[38] Inspired by Anwar al Awlaki and led by local Mufti Jasimuddin Rahmani, the ABT began to
attract new recruits in 2012 when its presence in cyberspace became prominent.[39] Originally the group
used the ‘Ansar al Mujahideen English Forum’ (AAMEF), an Al Qaeda affiliated website, and later moved to
another website, ‘bab-ul-islam.net, launched in Pakistan. The group uses Bengali, Urdu, Arabic and English
for the dissemination of its message.[40] “The group reflects a young generation of jihadist in Bangladesh,
which uses cyberspace extensively in propagating jihadist ideology and training manuals to guide terror
attacks” [41] One of the videos produced by the groups is entitled ‘Eradicate Democracy’[42] The ABT was
thrust into the limelight in March 2013 after arrests of five university students in connection with the killing
of blogger and activist Rajib Haider. Haider, a self-proclaimed atheist, was hacked to death in February. The
students, according to police, confessed to the killing and creating this new organization. The group’s leader
Rahmani was arrested with 30 followers in August.[43] Members of the group are largely drawn from middle
class educated youths.

With the announcement of Al Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawabhiri in September 2014 that the organization
was establishing a branch in South Asia, Al Qaeda in the Indian Subcontinent (AQIS) came into being.

[44] In February 2015, Zawahiri called upon the people of Bangladesh to ‘launch a massive public uprising
(intifada) in defense of Islam against the enemies of Islam.[45] Yet there has been very little indication of an
organized presence of AQIS in Bangladesh until mid-2015. In early July the law enforcing agencies arrested
Maulana Mainul Islam, the alleged AQIS chief coordinator in Bangladesh, and his top advisor Maulana
Zafar Amin, along with ten other AQIS activists. [46] The AQIS, as mentioned earlier, claimed responsibility
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for the brutal killing of bloggers in 2015. Since the beginning of 2015, a number of individuals reportedly
connected to the IS have been arrested. These arrests include the alleged Bangladesh Coordinator of the IS,
Mohammad Sakhawatul Kabir. He was arrested along with three other suspects in January 2015 in Dhaka.
In May, the police claimed that it had nabbed the ‘Bangladesh Coordinator’ of the IS, Abdullah Al Galib.
Galib is a former member of Hizb ut-Tahrir, and a follower of Ansarullah Bangla Team (ABT), according to
press reports. [47] Members and followers of the AQIS and the IS can be described as the fifth generation

of militants in Bangladesh. The defining feature of the new generation is that they are inspired by, and
connected to, the transnational terrorist groups, intend to pursue their objective of establishing an Islamic
state in Bangladesh and participate in the global militant Islamist movements. This generation of militants is
also founding their own local organizations. The most recent ones are the Shaheed Hamza Brigade (SHB) and
the Bangladesh Jihad Group (BJG) that were identified by law enforcement agencies in 2015.

In some way, the militant groups have come full circle: they began as a result of a global agenda fighting an
‘atheist’ Communist system (the Soviet military in Afghanistan) to now being a part of establishing a global
‘khilafat’(by joining the IS in Syria and Iraq). The circumscribed national Islamist agenda features only a part
of the larger agenda.

The Elusive Profile of a Terrorist

Scholars of terrorism studies and policy-makers have long debated whether distinctive traits (psychological,
or social, or demographic) of terrorists/militants can be identified and used for predictive purposes.[48]

For almost two decades beginning in the 1960s, based on the assumptions that terrorists are not ‘normal,
some scholars hypothesized that some common psychological elements exist among terrorists and that
psychology and psychiatry should be able to identify those traits; but empirical studies provided only very
limited support for this hypothesis. Subsequently, the notion that there is a typical ‘terrorist personality’ came
under close scrutiny. Walter Laqueur insists that a ‘terrorist personality’ is non-existent and therefore a search
in this regard is bound to be fruitless,[49] a view to which Jerrold Post concurs to some extent.[50] Franco
Ferracuti reached the same conclusion in his study of the Red Brigade in Europe.[51] Additionally, contrary
to the basic assumption that terrorists are abnormal, some studies indicate that if there is anything that can be
identified as a common characteristic to them, it is how normal they are.[52] Granted, these studies have not
deterred scholars to look for the elusive ‘terrorist personality’ but they shifted the focus elsewhere.

The absence of an obvious psychopathology has turned the attention of scholars more to the socio-
demographic aspects of the terrorists to probe whether common characteristics can be identified. The classic
study in this regard is the one conducted by Charles A. Russell and Bowman H. Miller in 1977. Based on
more than 350 urban terrorists of various national origins (i.e. Argentinian, Brazilian, German, Iranian, Irish,
Italian, Japanese, Palestinian, Spanish, Turkish, and Uruguayan) over a whole decade (1966-76), the authors
drew a sociological portrait or profile of the ‘modern urban terrorist™

In summation, one can draw a general composite picture into which fit the great majority of those
terrorists from the eighteen urban guerrilla groups examined here. To this point, they have been
largely single males aged 22 to 24...who have some university education, if not a college degree. The
female terrorists, except for the West German groups and an occasional leading figure in the JRA and
PFLP, are preoccupied with support rather than operational roles.[53]
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A study conducted in 2008 by the British intelligence agency MI5’s Behavioral Science Unit which was
based on several hundred in-depth case studies of individuals in Britain known to be involved in, or closely
associated with, violent extremist activity, concluded that a typical profile of the ‘British terrorist’ cannot

be drawn; and that most were ‘demographically unremarkable’ and are simply reflecting the communities
in which they lived. [54] Other studies (for example Bux, [55] and Horgan [56] have reached a similar
conclusion.

On the other hand, some studies have pointed to similarities among the terrorists. These include studies
conducted by Krueger,[57] Krueger and Laitin,[58] Laitin and Shapiro,[59] Richardson,[60] Kepel,[61] to
name a few. These and other studies have provided ample data that were summarized by Guilain Denoeux
and Lynn Carter in the following manner:

A. There is no single “terrorist personality”

B. Until recently at least, most terrorists have shared some basic attributes in terms of
socioeconomic background and educational achievement. These similarities have tended to cut
across cultures, regions of the world and time periods.

C. The socioeconomic and educational profile of that particular sub-set of violent extremists
represented by Salafi jihadists has experienced significant changes since 2003. The trend toward
increasing diversity in the socioeconomic background of global jihadists is likely to intensify in the
years ahead.

D. While violent extremists do not share a single profile across countries and time periods, they may
do so in a specific country and at a particular historical juncture.[62]

Therefore, available studies suggest that there is no catch-all ‘profiling’ of terrorists for global use, but
one can be found in a specific country at a specific time, and that profile has analytical value. With this
understanding, we gathered and examined the socio-demographic data of the militants in Bangladesh.

Profiling Bangladeshi ‘Islamist Militants’

Method

Data of individuals arrested as ‘militants’ have been gathered from three daily newspapers: two Bengali and
one English, for a period of one year, between July 2014 and June 2015. The newspapers are Prothom Alo,
Daily Janakantha and Daily New Age. Prothom Alo is the largest in terms of circulation, and considered to

be one of the most influential newspapers in Bangladesh. The paper was at the forefront of bringing the

issue of rising militancy in 2005 to public attention. Since then it has paid close attention to the issue, and
widely reported on various militant groups and measures against the militants. Daily Janakantha is one of the
widely circulated newspapers of the country and politically leaning towards the incumbent Awami League
regime. As the regime has insisted that counter-terrorism is one of its pivotal successes, the Daily Janakantha
is expected to report extensively on the arrest and prosecution of militants. Daily New Age, an English
newspaper, has earned admiration for its critical voice challenging the establishment.

As our primary goal is to understand the profile of the alleged ‘Islamist militants’ we only identified the news
reports that described the arrested individuals connected with an Islamist organization. We are cognizant
of the fact that these individuals can be falsely identified as ‘militants; and that the law enforcing agencies
may make arrests to boost numbers to demonstrate their effectiveness. Also, there are allegations that the
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political situation and expediency serve as factors in arresting ‘militants. We tried to minimize the effect of
such allegations by focusing on an entire year (2014-2015) that includes a period of relative calm (July 2014
through December 2014) and a period of heightened violence (January 2015- June 2015).[63] Despite these
limitations, in the absence of any evidence-based study on Bangladeshi militants, these reports provide us
with a rough picture as to who are perceived to be ‘Islamist militants’ in Bangladesh.

All these arrests were made by the Rapid Action Battalion (RAB), the elite law enforcement agency of

the government. For ensuring the consistency of the information we have cross-checked all of the three
newspapers and in case of any discrepancy, we have also checked the official website of the RAB (www.rab.
gov.bd). [64] No arrests were double counted.

Data Sources

We identified 67 reports published during the period under study. Twenty-nine reports were published

in Prothom Alo, 20 in Daily Jankantha and 18 in New Age (Figure 1). No arrest was reported in July 2014.
Therefore, the number represents the arrests over 11 months. We have also included one report published in
Prothom Alo that identified 12 individuals as “militants’ who were reported to have plans to travel to Iraq or
Syria to join the Islamic State fighters although they are yet to be arrested.[65]

Figure 1: Reports of Arrests by Newspapers

6
5
a4
3
2 J
1 . fr—
0
’\S)\b‘ \>°3\'E;\ (\&0 ¢ ocpé @<$0 ¢ Q}'{‘@ 4 QQ‘} &,bf\ é\'g\& VQ{\\ @@ ”19';9
S = C}Q,Q@ o & & &7 & \S:\Q”
Prothom Alo Jankantha New Age
Sample

During the period under review 100 individuals were arrested, and additionally 12 were identified as
‘militants’ by the law enforcing agencies and reported accordingly by these newspapers. As for arrests, most
were made in February 2015; a total of 17 individuals were arrested that month. The second largest number
of arrests was made in November 2014 when 16 were arrested (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Arrests by Month, July 2014 - June 2015
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Findings

Findings are discussed in four broad categories: age, occupation, level of education, and the organizations
with which those arrested were associated.

Age

Of the 112 alleged militants, only two were females—one of them is the wife of a leader of the Jamaatul
Mujahideen Bangladesh (JMB) who is also identified as the head of the women’s wing of the organization,
and the other is a student. [66] The age of 81 individuals could be gathered from the press reports.[67] We
divided them into three groups: 18-30 years; 31-40 years; and above 41 years. Only one arrestee was below 18
years old. He was arrested with others of older ages. Fifty-two individuals were between 18 and 30 years of
age (65% of the sample); 23 were between 31 and 40 years (28.39%); and 5 were above 40 years (6.17%). The
oldest among them was 58 years old. These findings are consistent with anecdotal evidence and conventional
wisdom that younger males are more likely to become militants than older ones (Figure 3). One of the
suspected is a Bangladeshi-born British citizen. [68]
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Figure 3: Age Distribution of Suspected Militants (n=80)
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Occupations

Although available reports failed to describe the occupations of all suspected militants, there are 65 instances
where references were made to their occupations. In one instance, 12 madrassa students were arrested from a
madrassah making them the largest cohort in any one profession.[69] Of the remaining 53 individuals, 13 are
engaged in various kinds of manual jobs and belong to the lower economic strata; the occupations include
garment workers, laborers, security guards, rickshaw/auto rickshaw pullers, fruit vendors and bus drivers;
nine are engineers, nine are businessmen, nine are students, five are teachers (including one madrassah
teacher), three are Imams (one of them is also a madrassah teacher), two are described as IT experts, two are
described as arms dealers, and one is an office clerk of a hospital (Figure 4).

In addition to the nine individuals identified as engineers who were employed in their respective fields, a
school teacher who is currently teaching English was reported to be a graduate of the Military Institute of
Science and Technology in Civil Engineering. Among the engineers was the head of an IT department of a
multinational soft beverage company. The businessmen include owners of a transport company, a printing
press, and a travel agency. Overall, except madrassah students and manual laborers (25 individuals; 38.4%),
40 individuals (61%) have come from at least either middle class or upper middle class backgrounds. It is
worth noting here that six of the arrested individuals are sons of former high ranking public officials. Two are
sons of former military officers, one is a son of a former navy commander, two are sons of high-ranking civil
service officers, and another is a son of a former justice.

If the madrassah students are excluded from the computation (n=53), as we are unaware of their family
occupational background, the share of middle and upper middle class jumps to a staggering 75.47% of the
sample.
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Figure 4: Occupations of Suspected Militants (n= 65).
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Levels of Education

Those identified as students came from diverse disciplinary backgrounds. All of the students have completed
at least 12 grades and are studying at the university level. One of them is a PhD candidate in Sociology;

one is studying Electrical Engineering, one is completing a bachelor’s degree in Business, and another

in Chemistry. Among the engineers, one received a degree from the University of Malaysia while others
graduated from respected institutions within the country, including one in marine engineering. Most of

the nine businessmen are well educated. One of them owns a printing press and has a Master’s degree in
Soil Science, one has a Bachelor’s degree in English. Two businessmen are reported to be IT experts as well.
One businessman is reported to have been educated in ‘English medium school; a reference to the strand of
mainstream education system that follows either a British or American curriculum. Of the two individuals
who are described as IT experts, we found the academic qualification of one: he graduated from a reputed
private university.

It is interesting to note that five of these individuals attended Cadet Colleges, and one of the current
students included in the sample attends a Cadet College. Cadet Colleges in Bangladesh are special academic
institutions known for their rigorous discipline and higher academic standard. The initial goals of the Cadet
Colleges include producing ‘students capable of leading the country’ These institutions are considered as the
feeder for the Army officer corps.[70]

Organizations

Of the total 112 suspected militants, press reports specifically identified the organizations which 104
individuals were either affiliated with or aspired to be affiliated with. In ten cases the law enforcement
agencies have not provided the names of the organizations. A total of 25 reported Jamaatul Mujahideen
Bangladesh (JMB) members have been arrested. The number of Ansarullah Bangladesh Team (ABT)
members arrested during the period under review was 14. Thirteen members of the Harkatul Jihad-al Islam
Bangladesh (HuJI), the fountainhead of all militant groups in Bangladesh, were arrested. Reports show that
two new organizations have emerged in 2015: the Shaheed Hamza Brigade (SHB), and the Bangladesh Jihad
Group (BJG). Nineteen of the SHB, and 11 of the BJG have been arrested during the period. Members of the
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BJG were arrested in two separate raids on 8 June and 25 June 2015. The press reports quoted police sources
claiming that the BJG members belong to HuJI and ABT but were operating under a new name. The SHB
activists were arrested in four separate raids, three in February and one in April of 2015. Law enforcement
agencies could not identify the organization these arrestees were connected to when they made arrests of 12
students from a madrassah in the port city of Chittagong on 19 February. However arrests of five suspected
militants a few days later on two separate operations based on the information gathered from the first group
brought to light the existence of a new militant group. The name of the group and its structure became
known when four individuals were arrested in April 2015 (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Organizations of the Suspected Militants (n=101)
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Besides those who are affiliated with extant local militant groups, 22 individuals have been identified as
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either connected to or aspiring to be connected with the Islamic State (IS). As noted before, 12 individuals
were identified to be planning to travel to Syria or Iraq to join the IS. Except for two individuals - the British
citizen and the Head of an IT department of an international soft beverage company - none seems to have
access and resources to be directly connected to the IS or formally joined the IS. However, the authorities
have identified one of them as the regional Commander of IS Bangladesh Chapter. [71] One of those who
has been identified to have connections with the IS, arrested in June, also claimed to be the founder of a new
group called Junud At-tawhid Wal Khilafha. Although no other activists of this new group has been arrested,
a video was discovered with him that showed seven youth expressing their allegiance to the IS leader and that
ten (presumably including those seven) were taking basic physical training and carrying weapons.

Conclusion

This exploratory study does not provide a definitive profile of the Bangladeshi ‘Islamist militants’ but shows
that their characteristics are diverse. It also highlights the point that generalizations regarding militants are
difficult to make, to say the least. This is important in the context of public perceptions in Bangladesh about
the source of militancy and the profiles of militants.[72] The general notion that poverty, unemployment and
madrassah education are the common drivers of terrorism in Bangladesh does not bear out from the socio-
demographic data of the arrested individuals. The majority of them have come from middle class or upper
middle class backgrounds; a significant number were educated in prestigious institutions of higher learning
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and/or have a background in technical education. The finding that the militants are largely youth should not
come as a surprise.

This is consistent with earlier studies across the world over time. However, it assumes greater importance if
we take into account that about 47.6 million or 30 percent of the total 158.5 million people in Bangladesh are
young (10-24 years).[73] More than half of the Bangladeshi population is between one and 24 years old. One
of the important points that emerged from the discussions on various militant groups and the data is that the
profiles can change.

One of the key limitations of this study lies with the sample; it relied exclusively on allegations of being
militants instead of more reliable proof obtained through due process. Despite such a limitation, this study
provides a snapshot of a profile of militants, which until now is not available in the extant literature. A
follow up study on those who have already been convicted by various courts in Bangladesh will address the
limitations of this study and should contribute to a better understanding of the militants. This might also
address another lacuna of the study and fill in a void in the existing studies on militancy: the sources of
motivation and the drivers of the radicalization process.
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