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Abstract
This article examines a multidimensional phenomenon of sectarianism in Pakistan and
monitors its development since the foundation of the nation in 1947 to this day. Despite
Pakistani creation as a homeland for Muslims, a country of persistent and often violent
sectarian division, especially between the Sunni and Shiite communities, has experienced, but
also influenced other religious minorities. Research analyses how sectarianism has changed
from relatively peaceful coexistence in the first Pakistani early years into an increasingly
violent confrontation, starting with 80 years, with a special emphasis on the period of
Islamization General Zia Ul-Haq. The study identifies the key driving forces of sectarian
conflicts, including theological differences, political manipulation, socio-economic factors,
institutional weaknesses and geopolitical influences-especially Saudi-Iran's regional rivalry.
Explosion of case studies from regions such as Parachinar, Gilgit-Baltistan, Jhang and Sindh
This article emphasizes various manifestations of sectarian tensions in various Pakistani
contexts. The consequences of sectarianism are evaluated across security, political, social and
economic dimensions, revealing the deep costs of Pakistani society and development. Finally,
research proposes ways to reconcile through legal reforms, educational initiatives, political
approaches, inter -religious dialogue and economic development programs. By understanding
the complex interplay of factors that will stimulate sectarianism, this article contributes to
discussions about the support of religious tolerance and social cohesion in contemporary
Pakistan.
1. Introduction
Pakistan, founded in 1947 as a homeland for the Muslims of the Indian subcontinent, has fought
internal religious divisions since its foundation. Although the nation was based on Islamic
identity, he witnessed the persistent sectarian tension that has regularly erupted violence. These
conflicts - especially among the Sunni and Shiite communities, but also influencing other
minority groups - required thousands of lives, destabilized regions and complicated the social
and political development of Pakistan(Zaman, 2018).
Sectarianism in Pakistan is not only a religious phenomenon, but a comprehensive interplay of
historical complaints, geopolitical influences, economic differences and political
manipulation(Nasr, 2000). Since the Afghan Jihad of the 1980s, after the current regional
struggles with the power between Saudi Arabia and Iran, they significantly contributed to the
intensification of sectorial rivals in Pakistan(Rashid, 2008).

This article examines the versatile nature of sectarianism in Pakistan, monitors its historical
roots, analyses its current manifestations, evaluates its impacts on Pakistani society, and
examines potential ways to reconcile and harmony. By understanding the depth and width of
sectarian challenges in Pakistan, we can better appreciate the complexity involved in the
support of religious tolerance and social cohesion in this diverse nation.
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2. Historical Context of Sectarianism in Pakistan

2.1.Pre-Partition Religious Landscape
The religious landscape of India was characterized by significant diversity before division.
While the Hindes formed a majority, Muslims formed the largest minority and represented
approximately 25% of the population. Within the Muslim community, the Sunnis were the
predominant sect, while the sewing was about 15-20% of Indian Muslims(Jalal, 2014). Despite
theological differences, the relations between these Islamic sects were generally peaceful, and
the voltage period was an exception rather than a norm. During the Mughal era, Muslim Sunnis
and Shiites occupied. Several emperors Mughal, including Humayun and Jahangir, maintained
cordial relations with the kingdoms and scientists Shia. Sy cretic traditions of the subcontinent,
the example of suffi practitioners, blurred sectarian borders and supported intermediate
harmony(Ahmad, 2021).

However, colonial British politicians often worsen religious differences. The British
administration institutionalized religious identities through the categorization of the census and
independent voters, unintentionally hardening the differences between religious
communities(Jalal, 2014). This process of religious categorization would later affect the policy
of division and subsequently formed Pakistani religious dynamics.
2.2.Partition and the Ideological Foundations of Pakistan

The Pakistani movement led by Muhammad Ali Jinnah defended a separate homeland for
Muslims based on the theory of two nations, assuming that the Hind and Muslims represented
two different nations requiring independent states. Importantly, this movement largely exceeds
sectarian divisions, while Muslims and Shiite Muslims support the creation of Pakistan.
Jinnah's vision for Pakistan was articulated in his famous speech on the Constitutional
Assembly 11(Ahmad, 2021).

However, Jinnah's death in 1948, barely a year after Pakistan's creation, articulated and
implemented this vision incompletely. The subsequent leadership tried to align Islamic identity
with pluralism, which led to a gradual shift towards greater Islamization of the state(Haqqani,
2018; Rais, 2017).

2.3.Early Years: Relative Harmony and Emerging Tensions
First years: relative harmony and stress generated.
Pakistan witnessed a relatively peaceful coexistence among various Islamic sects. The leaders
of the Siiti as Raja Ghazanfar Ali Khan and Mian Iftikhar Uddin held important positions in
the government and the sectarian identity remained secondary to the wider Pakistani national
identity. The Constitution of 1956 declared Pakistan as the "Islamic Republic", but did not
apply to any specific Islamic sect (Zaman, 2018).During the 1950s, however, tension began to
appear, especially around the question of who qualified as a Muslim. The 1953 Ahmadiyya
riots in Panjab were the first main religious conflict in the new nation and aimed at a community
that Muslim Mainstreams considered to be heretics(Qasmi, 2013). Although it was not a
traditional Sunni-Shia conflict, he created a disturbing precedent of religious exclusion and
violence.
At the end of the sixties, the growth of religious political parties, such as Jamaat-E-Islam and
Jamiat Ulema-E-Islam, increased the politicization of religious identities. These organizations
were advocated more explicitly by the Islamic State, often defined according to Sunni
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interpretations, and created anxiety between minority sects about their place in Pakistani
developing national identity(Ahmad, 2021).

2.4.Zia ul-Haq and the Islamization Era
The sectarian basin in Pakistan came during the military dictatorship of General Zia Ul-haq
(1977-1988). The Islamic Zia program tried to transform Pakistan into a truly Islamic State
through legal, educational and social reforms. However, these reforms were tremendously
reflected by the interpretation of Islam Sunni Hanafi, especially those that were associated with
the Deobandi Mind School(Nasr, 2000).
Several politicians from the Zia era: directly contributed to the sectarian tensions:

2.4.1. Implementation of Zakat and Ushr Ordinances (1980): This has ordered the
automatic deduction of Islamic charity taxes (Zakat) from bank accounts. Shias,
who follow different rules on the collection and distribution, vehemently against
this measure, leading to extensive protests. In the end, the government liberated SIA
from this requirement and identified the first main statement of Shiite sectarian
identity in Pakistani politics(Ahmad, 2021).

2.4.2. Hudood Ordinances (1979): These laws that prescribed Islamic punishments for
various crimes were primarily followed by Sunni jurisprudence and ignored
alternative interpretations of Shiite and other Islamic legal traditions(Zaman, 2018).

2.43. Amendments to Blasphemy Laws: Zia's regime has strengthened laws on
blasphemy, introducing harsh sanctions, including the death penalty. These laws
would later become a tool for focusing on religious minorities and settlement of
sectarian scores(Rais, 2017).

2.4.4. Educational Reforms: The revision of the school curriculum emphasized the
special interpretation of Islamic history and theology, which often negatively
portrayed Shiite beliefs or omitted them completely(Rahman, 2004).

Afghan jihad against the Soviet occupation further complicated the Pakistani sectarian
landscape. Thousands of Madrassas (religious schools) were established with Saudi financial
support, especially Deobandi teaching and Wahhab interpretations of Islam, which often
contained the rhetoric of anti-Shia. These institutions produced a generation of spiritual and
warriors Nao crated by sectarian worldviews(Rashid, 2008).

At the same time, the Iranian Revolution of 1979 inspired the Pakistani Shia community to
promote its religious identity more confident. Organizations such as Tehrik-E-NIFAZ-E-Figh-
E-Jafaria (TNFJ) have appeared to defend the rights of sewn and religious practices. This
period also recorded the growing Iranian financial and moral support for the Pakistani Shia
community and added a geopolitical dimension to sectarian tension(Nasr, 2000).
2.5.The 1980s-1990s: Escalation of Sectarian Violence
At the end of the 1980s and 1990s. Several militant sectarian organizations have appeared
during this period:
2.5.1. Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan (SSP): This Deobandi organization was founded in 1985
in Pandjab, advocating the declaration of Shias Muslims and removing them from
key government positions(Nasr, 2000).
2.5.2. Sipah-e-Muhammad Pakistan (SMP): In 1994 it was founded as a sewn militant
group that faced the SSP, engaged in retaliation against the Sunni militants and
leaders(Ahmad, 2021).
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2.5.3. Lashkar-e-Jhangvi (LeJ): This organization was founded in 1996 as an offshoot

of SSP for some of the deadliest sectarian attacks in Pakistan's history(Fair, 2012).

Cities like Karachi, Lahore and Quetta have become battlefields for sectarian violence.

Targeted assassinations on religious scholars, bomb attacks on mosques during the times of

prayer and massacres of believers have become common events. The period from 1987 to 2000

was approximately 1700 deaths of sectarian violence, while the Sunni and Shiite communities
suffer from significant victims(Nasr, 2000).

Democratic governments in this period tried to reduce sectarian violence. Political
considerations often prevented decisive negotiations against militant organizations that have
developed supporting foundations in various constituencies. In addition, infiltration of
sectarian elements into the enforcement of law and bureaucracy has complicated efforts against
terrorism(Haqqgani, 2018).
3. Major Sectarian Divisions in Contemporary Pakistan
3.1. Sunni-Shia Dynamics
The Sunni-Shia division presents the most important line of sectarians in Pakistan. Sunnis is
approximately 80-85% of the Muslim population of Pakistan, while the sewing is about 15-
20%. However, these communities are not monolithic and contain various pads and schools.
The primary theological differences between Sunnis and Shias revolve around the question of
the sequence after the death of the Prophet Muhammad. Shias believes that Ali Ibn Abi Talib,
the Prophet of the cousin and the sister, was a justified successor, while the Sunnis accept the
historical caliphate starting with Abu Bakr. These historical disagreements have evolved into
different theological perspectives, jurisprudence approaches and religious practices.
In Pakistan, sectarian tension is manifested in various forms(Ahmad, 2021; Zaman, 2018):
3.1.1. Public Religious Processions: Shia Ashura Processions reminiscent of martyrs of
Imam Hussain in carbala was often the aim of terrorist attacks. Similarly, the Sunni
parades of Milad-unbi, which celebrate the birthday of the Prophet, faced violence
in some areas(Ahmad, 2021).
3.1.2. Control of Mosques: disputes on management and ownership of mosques caused
conflicts in different parts of the country, especially in mixed Sunni areas(Rais,
2017).
3.1.3. Hate Speech: Some religious leaders on both sides deal with inflammatory rhetoric
against enemy sect, declare them heretics or apostates, and sometimes explicitly
call violence(Nasr, 2000).
3.1.4. Educational Materials: Textbooks and religious literature often contain distorted
depictions or omission concerning the beliefs and historical contributions of the
second sect(Rahman, 2004).
The geographical distribution of sectarian tension is uneven. Areas such as Gilgit-Baltistan,
parts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Curram Agency in federally managed tribal areas, and some
districts in Panjab have witnessed more intense sectarian conflicts. Meanwhile, the rural
Sindh has traditionally demonstrated greater sectarian harmony(Ahmad, 2021).
3.2.Intra-Sunni Divisions
The Sunni community in Pakistan is divided into several subparagraphs, above all:
3.2.1. Deobandi: In colonial India, he appeared as a revivalist movement emphasizing
strict adherence to Islamic law. Deobandis maintains a significant influence through
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their extensive networks of Maddrass and political organizations, such as Jamiat
Ulema-E-Islam (JUI)(Zaman, 2018).

3.2.2. Barelvi: representing a more localized, sufi influenced version of Islam, which
includes South Asian cultural elements. Barelvis is known for its respect for the
prophet Muhammad and the Holy. Their political representation comes through
organizations such as Jamiat Ulema-E-Pakistan (JUP) and recently, Tehreek-E-
Labik Pakistan (TLP)(Ahmad, 2021).

3.2.3. Ahl-e-Hadith (Salafi): A smaller group that rejects traditional Islamic
jurisprudence in Favor of a direct textual interpretation of the Qur'an and Hadis.
They received financial support from the states of Saudi Arabia and Persian
Gulf(Fair, 2012).

The tension between these Sunni pads is sometimes escalated to violence, especially between
Deobandis and Barellis over problems, such as the interpretation of the prophet's position, his
birthday celebration and practices in the SFI shrine. The emergence of TLP as a significant
political force defending strict blasphemy of laws added another dimension to the dynamics of
intra-Sunni(Ahmad, 2021).

3.3.0ther Religious Minorities

In addition to the Sunni division, Shia hosts several other religious minorities that face
discrimination and occasional violence:

3.3.1. Ahmadis: The Ahmadis have declared non -Muslims through a constitutional
amendment in 1974, faces serious legal restrictions, including prohibitions on
calling their places to worship mosques or publicly practicing their faith. Targeted
killing and violence in the crowds against the Ahmadi communities remain
persistent problems(Qasmi, 2013).

3.3.2. Christians: Christians who make up approximately 1.6% of Pakistan population
often face discrimination at work, education and social environment. The
blasphemy laws were disproportionately used against Christian individuals, leading
to several important cases such as Asia Bibi(Haqgani, 2018).

3.3.3. Hindus: Creating about 1.5% of the population, especially in the province of Sindh,
Hinda faces problems, including forced conversions, desecration of the temple and
soil. Hindi women and girls are particularly vulnerable to kidnapping and forced
marriage(Rais, 2017).

3.3.4. Sikhs, Parsis, and Others: smaller religious communities face different degrees of
discrimination and challenges while maintaining their religious and cultural
identity(Ahmad, 2021).

The treatment of these non -Muslim minorities reflects wider sectarian thinking that has

penetrated Pakistani society, where religious identity often determines one's rights,

opportunities and security(Haqqani, 2018).

4. Drivers and Enablers of Sectarianism

Theological and Ideological Factors
While the theological differences between Islamic sects have existed for centuries, their
translation into a violent conflict in Pakistan has been impaired by several factors:

4.1.1. Rise of Exclusivist Interpretations: growth of strict, exclusivist religious
interpretations that consider other sects to be deviant or heretical, undermined
traditional coexistence. These interpretations often reject the possibility of more
valid ways to practice Islam(Zaman, 2018).
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4.1.2. Takfiri Ideology: The practice of claiming other Muslims for eliminating (Takfir)
has gained traction among extremist groups and provided theological justification
of violence against other sects(Ahmad, 2021).

4.1.3. Competition for Religious Authority: the struggle for who can legitimately
interpret Islam and representative Muslims has intensified because religious
authority was still fragmented(Nasr, 2000).

4.1.4. Religious Education System: Many Madrassas work with minimal supervision,
teaches sectarian interpretations and sometimes explicitly demonizes other sects.
Lack of standardized curriculum allows maintenance of sectarian bias(Ali, 2009).

4.2.Political and Institutional Factors

The political system in Pakistan has often made it possible and sometimes actively promoted
sectarianism:

4.2.1. Political Patronage: Politicians often form alliances with sectarian groups to
ensure voting blocks and provide legitimacy and protection to these groups(Siddiqa,
2016).

4.2.2. Weak Rule of Law: perpetrators of sectarian violence often enjoy impunity due to
weak prosecution, intimidation of witnesses and corruption in the court
system(Nasr, 2000).

4.2.3. Institutional Biases: some institutions, including elements in the recovery of law
and bureaucracy, seking sectarian bias that affect their official functions(Haqqani,
2018).

4.2.4. Electoral Politics: The election system from the first meat motivates policy to
mobilize voters along the sectarian lines in constituents with significant sectarian
demography(Ahmad, 2021).

4.2.5. Use of Religion for Political Legitimacy: subsequent governments used religious
rhetoric to establish legitimacy and unintentionally strengthened the political
influence of religious groups(Rais, 2017).

4.3.Economic and Social Factors

Socio -economic conditions provide fertile soil for the recruitment and tension of the sectary:

4.3.1. Economic Disparities: High unemployment and economic marginalization create
vulnerabilities used by sectarian organizations through social services and job
opportunities(Fair, 2012).

4.3.2. Urbanization and Social Dislocation: Quick urbanization has disrupted traditional
community structures that historically moderated sectarian differences(Siddiqa,
2016).

4.3.3. Class Dimensions: Sectic conflicts sometimes overlap the classroom, with certain
sects associated with special socio -economic layers(Ahmad, 2021).

4.3.4. Limited Social Interaction: Increasing residential segregation along the sectarian
lines reduces interaction and understanding between sparkling wine(Rahman,
2004).

4.4.Geopolitical and Regional Dynamics

The Pakistani sectarian environment cannot be understood in isolation from regional
geopolitics:

4.4.1. Saudi-Iran Rivalry: The competition between Saudi Arabia and Iran for regional
influence took place in Pakistan, with both countries supporting religious
organizations in accordance with their relevant sectarian orientations(Nasr, 2000).
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4.4.2. Afghan Conflict: The Soviet-Afghan War and subsequent conflicts in Afghanistan
have led to the spread of weapons and militant ideologies that supported sectarian
violence in Pakistan(Rashid, 2008).

4.4.3. Foreign Funding: Religious institutions and organizations in Pakistan receive
considerable funds from international sources, often with an explicit or implicit
sectary conditions(Fair, 2012).

4.4.4. Regional Conflicts: events in Iraq, Syria, Yemen and other Middle East countries
are reflects in Pakistan that intensifies local sectarian stories and sometimes evokes
retaliation(Ahmad, 2021).

5. Impact of Sectarianism on Pakistani Society

5.1.Security Implications

The sectarian violence had serious safety consequences for Pakistan:

5.1.1. Terrorist Attacks: Thousands of Pakistanis died in sectarian terrorist attacks aimed
at About mosques, religious processes and community gatherings between 2001 and
2024(Ahmad, 2021).

5.1.2. Militancy and Extremism: sectarian organizations have evolved into sophisticated
Militant networks, sometimes cooperate with multinational terrorist groups(Fair,
2012).

5.1.3. No-Go Areas: Certain neighbourhoods in cities like Karachi, Quetta, and Peshawar
have become effectively segregated along sectarian lines, with restricted access for
members of other sects(Ahmad, 2021).

5.1.4. Security Resource Drain: The state had to allocate considerable security resources.
Protect religious places and events and fold them from other needs(Khan, 2016).

5.2.Political Impact

Sectarianism significantly consisted of the political landscape of Pakistan:

5.2.1. Religious Political Parties: sectarian considerations are influenced by platforms
and A foundation of voters of religious political parties such as Jamiat Ulema-E-
Islam (JUI),Jamaat-e-Islam (Ji) and Tehreek-Elbik Pakistan (TLP)(Rais, 2017).

5.2.2. Mainstreaming of Extremism: sectarian rhetoric has gradually entered the
mainstream of political discourse, and politicians are increasingly using religious
identity as a mobilization instrument(Haqqgani, 2018).

5.2.3. Policy Paralysis: Governments often hesitate to carry out politicians who could
invalidate Strong sectarian groups and reduce reform options(Siddiqa, 2016).

5.2.4. International Relations: sectarian problems occasionally stress Pakistani
diplomatic Relationships, especially with Iran and Saudi Arabia during incidents
affecting their relevant Sectarian community(Nasr, 2000).

5.3.Social Cohesion and National Identity

Perhaps the deepest impact of sectarianism was on the social structure of Pakistan:

5.3.1. Fragmented National Identity The sectarian divisions have complicated the
development of cohesive national identity and religious affiliation has ever replaced
national loyalty(Jalal, 2014).

5.3.2. Social Trust Deficit: Repeated sectarian violence has disrupted the trust between
communities, making cooperation on common issues more difficult(Rahman,
2004).
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5.3.3. Educational Segregation: Different sects are increasingly running independent
educational institutions and reduce opportunities for understanding between
sects(Ali, 2009).
5.3.4. Self-Censorship: The fear of sectarian resistance leads to many Pakistanis to avoid
discussing religious differences or demanding extremist stories(Ahmad, 2021).
5.3.5. Brain Drain: sectarial violence and discrimination contributed to the emigration of

religious minorities and targeted experts(Hagqani, 2018).

5.4.Economic Consequences
Sectarianism also damaged the Pakistani economy:

5.4.1.

5.4.2.

5.4.3.

5.44.

5.4.5.

Investment Deterrence: regions known for sectarian violence are fighting to
attract domestic and international investment(Siddiqa, 2016).

Tourism Impact: sectarian attacks on religious places and cultural events have
damaged Pakistani tourist potential(Rais, 2017).

Business Disruption: Frequent locking of security during religious events or the
following attacks disrupt business activities and trade(Ahmad, 2021).

Insurance and Security Costs: Businesses in sectarian hotspots face higher
security and insurance and reduce competitiveness(Ahmad, 2021).

Talent Loss: Targeted killing of experts from minority sects has deprived Pakistan
for valuable human resources(Hagqani, 2018).

6. State Responses to Sectarianism
6.1.Legal and Constitutional Framework
Pakistan's legal approach to sectarianism was inconsistent:

6.1.1.

6.1.2.

6.1.3.

6.1.4

Constitutional Provisions: While the Constitution guarantees religious freedom, it
also contains provisions like the Second Amendment (declaring Ahmadis non-
Muslims) that institutionalize religious discrimination(Qasmi, 2013).
Anti-Terrorism Laws: The Anti-Terrorism Act and subsequent amendments have
provided legal tools to combat sectarian violence, though implementation remains
selective(Khan, 2016).

Blasphemy Laws: Sections 295-298 of the Pakistan Penal Code, particularly those
relating to blasphemy, have been misused for sectarian persecution(Rais, 2017).
Hate Speech Regulations: Laws prohibiting hate speech exist but are inadequately
enforced against sectarian provocateurs(Ahmad, 2021).

6.2.Security Operations and Counter-Terrorism Measures
Military and enforcement of law included:

6.2.1.

6.2.2.

6.2.3.

6.2.4.

673

Operation Zarb-e-Azb and Radd-ul-Fasaad: These military operations targeted
militant organizations, including sectarian groups, achieving significant but
incomplete success(Ahmad, 2021).

National Action Plan (2014): This comprehensive counter-terrorism strategy
explicitly identified sectarian terrorism as a threat, though implementation of anti-
sectarianism measures has been uneven(Haqgani, 2018).

Intelligence Operations: Intelligence agencies have disrupted numerous sectarian
attack plots and dismantled several militant cells(Ahmad, 2021).

Protection Measures: Security forces provide protection to vulnerable religious
sites and events, particularly during Muharram and other sensitive periods(Khan,
2016).
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6.3.Political and Diplomatic Initiatives
Subsequent governments have attempted various political approaches:

6.3.1. Dialogue Committees: Official and unofficial committees were established to
support an intermediate dialogue with limited success(Ahmad, 2021).

6.3.2. Registration of Madrassas: Efforts to register and regulate religious seminars
faced the resistance of religious organizations(Ali, 2009).

6.3.3. Foreign Policy Balancing: Pakistani diplomacy tried to balance relations with
Saudi Arabia and Iran to prevent external sectarian influences, although it turned
out to be demanding(Nasr, 2000).

6.3.4. Political Mainstreaming: Some administrations have tried to bring mild sectarian
groups to the political mainstream to reduce their extremist tendencies(Siddiqa,
2016).

6.4.Civil Society and Educational Initiatives

A non -governmental effort included:

6.4.1. Interfaith Dialogue Forums: Organization as a Pakistani intermediate league and
the Council for the International Dialogue support understanding between different
religious communities(Ahmad, 2021).

6.4.2. Curriculum Reform Attempts: Organization of civil society advocated the
removal of sectarian bias from educational materials(Rahman, 2004).

6.4.3. Media Campaigns: various media initiatives have supported religious tolerance
and emphasized the risk of sectarianism(Rais, 2017).

6.4.4. Community Peacebuilding: Local Peace Committees in areas susceptible to
conflict worked on sectoral tension and prevent violence(Khan, 2016).

7. Case Studies of Sectarian Conflict and Coexistence

7.1.Parachinar: Sectarian Flashpoint in Tribal Areas

Parachinar, the main town in Kurram Agency near the Afghan border, exemplifies the
complexity of sectarian conflicts in Pakistan:

7.1.1. Demographic Composition: The area has a significant Shia population surrounded
by predominantly Sunni regions, creating a sectarian enclave(Ahmad, 2021).

7.1.2. Historical Context: Sectarian tensions date back to the 1980s when the Afghan
jihad introduced more militant interpretations of Islam to the region(Rashid, 2008).

7.1.3. Violence Cycles: The town has experienced several severe cycles of violence,
including a 2007-2010 period when Taliban-affiliated groups effectively besieged
the Shia population(Ahmad, 2021).

7.1.4. Economic Blockade: Sectarian tensions have repeatedly led to the blockage of the
main road connecting Parachinar to the rest of Pakistan, causing humanitarian
crises(Khan, 2016).

7.1.5. Peace Initiatives: Local jirgas (tribal councils) have negotiated several temporary
peace agreements, demonstrating the potential for community-led conflict
resolution(Ahmad, 2021).

7.2.Gilgit-Baltistan: Sectarian Transformation

Gilgit-Baltistan illustrates how sectarian dynamics can transform over time:

7.2.1. Historical Harmony: The region traditionally featured peaceful coexistence
between Shias, Sunnis, and Ismailis, united by common cultural and linguistic
heritage(Zaman, 2018).
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7.2.2. 1988 Turning Point: sectarian unrest in 1988, allegedly stimulated by external
elements, meant the beginning of deteriorating relationships(Ahmad, 2021).
7.2.3. State Policies: The influx of Sunni settlers from other parts of Pakistan, sometimes
supported by government policies, has changed demographic balance(Rais, 2017).
7.2.4. Sectarian Geography: The region has become more and more segregated, and
certain areas have been identified as Shiite, Sunni or Ismaili enclaves(Ahmad,
2021).
7.2.5. Recent Improvements: since mid -2010, local initiatives and improved safety

measures have reduced sectarian violence, although tension persists(Ahmad, 2021).

7.3.Jhang: Birthplace of Organized Sectarianism
Jhang district in Panjab represents the socio -economic dimension of sectarianism:

7.3.1.

7.3.2.

7.3.3.

7.34.

7.3.5.

Landed Elite vs. Urban Middle Class: The sectarian conflict in Jhang partially
reflected the tension of the class, with the mostly Shiite landing the elite control of
resources and the Sunni urban middle class questioned their authority(Nasr, 2000).
Organization Formation: Jhang witnessed the birth of Sipah-e-Sahaba Pakistan
(SSP), one of Pakistan's first organized sectarian groups(Khan, 2016).

Political Dimensions: Sectarian leaders like Maulana Haq Nawaz Jhangvi
transformed religious grievances into political capital, winning electoral
success(Ahmad, 2021).

Violence Cycles: Jhang has experienced repeated cycles of sectarian assassinations
and reprisals since the 1980s(Fair, 2012).

Current Situation: While overt violence has decreased, sectarian considerations
remain central to the district's social and political dynamics(Ahmad, 2021).

7.4.Sindh: Relative Sectarian Harmony
Sindh province offers a contrast case of relative sectarian coexistence:

7.4.1.

7.4.2.

7.4.3.

7.4.4.

7.4.5.

Sufi Influence: The strong influence of sufism in Sindhi culture has traditionally
supported tolerance and syncretism(Zaman, 2018).

Rural-Urban Divide: sectarian tensions are more pronounced in urban areas such
as Karachi, while rural sindh maintains more harmony(Ahmad, 2021).

Cultural Factors: Shared cultural practices and traditions helped to bridge sectarial
differences in the Sindhi communities(Rahman, 2004).

Political Dynamics: Sindhi nationalism has ever overcome sectarian identity and
created alternative bases for political mobilization(Rais, 2017).

Challenges to Harmony: Increasing religious extremism and urbanization
represents the threats for traditional sectarian coexistence of Sindhus(Ahmad,
2021).

8. Pathways to Reconciliation and Harmony
8.1.Legal and Constitutional Reforms
Several legal reforms could help address sectarian issues:

8.1.1.

8.1.2.

8.1.3.
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Revising Discriminatory Laws: Amendments to laws that explicitly or implicitly
discriminate against particular sects or religions(Qasmi, 2013).

Strengthening Hate Speech Prohibitions: Enhancing and consistently enforcing
laws against sectarian hate speech(Khan, 2016).

Protecting Minority Rights: Implementing constitutional protections for religious
minorities through specific legislation(Haqqgani, 2018).


http://guman.com.pk/
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2709-4022

> AL-AASAR Journal  Vol. 2, No. 1 (2025)
& Quarterly Research Journal ~ Online ISSN: 3006-693X
/ www. al-aasar.com Print ISSN: 3006-6921

8.1.4. Judicial Training: Sensitizing judges and law enforcement officers on sectarian
issues and the importance of impartial justice(Ahmad, 2021).
8.2.Educational and Cultural Initiatives
Education represents a crucial avenue for promoting tolerance:
8.2.1. Curriculum Reform: Developing inclusive educational materials that accurately
represent different religious traditions and promote respect for diversity(Rahman,
2004).
8.2.2. Critical Thinking SKkills: Emphasizing critical thinking in education to help
students evaluate sectarian narratives(Ali, 2009).
8.2.3. Teacher Training: Preparing educators to address sectarian tensions in the
classroom and model respectful engagement with religious differences(Rahman,
2004).
8.2.4. Cultural Exchanges: Promoting cultural activities that bring together members of
different sects to build mutual understanding(Ahmad, 2021).
8.2.5. Media Literacy: Helping citizens critically evaluate sectarian content in traditional
and social media(Rais, 2017).
8.3.Political and Governance Approaches
Political reforms could reduce sectarian polarization:
8.3.1. Electoral Reform: Considering proportional representation systems that reduce
incentives for sectarian mobilization.
8.3.2. Local Governance: Strengthening local governance institutions to address
community-level sectarian tensions before they escalate.
8.3.3. Political Party Regulations: Implementing existing laws that prohibit political
parties from promoting sectarian hatred.
8.3.4. Civil Service Diversity: Ensuring proportional representation of different sects in
government services and decision-making bodies.
8.3.5. Transparent Foreign Relations: Developing a more balanced approach to
relations with countries associated with particular sectarian orientations.
8.4.Interfaith Dialogue and Religious Leadership
Religious leaders have a crucial role in promoting sectarian harmony:
8.4.1. Formal Dialogue Mechanisms: Establishing permanent forums for inter-sect
dialogue at national and local levels.
8.4.2. Joint Declarations: Encouraging religious leaders to issue joint statements
condemning sectarian violence and affirming common values.
8.4.3. Theological Education: Promoting theological education that acknowledges
diverse interpretations within Islam.
8.4.4. Youth Engagement: Creating opportunities for young religious leaders from
different sects to interact and collaborate.
8.4.5. Media Engagement: Increasing the visibility of moderate religious voices in public
discourse.
8.5.Economic and Social Development
Addressing underlying socioeconomic factors is essential:
8.5.1. Targeted Development: Implementing development programs in areas affected by
sectarian tensions to reduce economic grievances.
8.5.2. Employment Opportunities: Creating employment programs that bring together
members of different sects.
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8.5.3. Housing Policies: Discouraging residential segregation along sectarian lines
through inclusive housing policies.
8.5.4. Social Safety Nets: Strengthening state-provided social services to reduce
dependency on sectarian welfare organizations.
8.5.5. Community Centers: Establishing community spaces that serve diverse religious
groups and promote interaction.
9. Conclusion
Sectarianism in Pakistan represents one of the country's most persistent and devastating
challenges. From its relatively peaceful beginnings, the sectarian divide has widened over
decades of political manipulation, geopolitical interference, socioeconomic disparities, and
ideological shifts. The consequences have been severe: thousands of lives lost, communities
divided, and national development hindered.
Yet, Pakistan's sectarian landscape is not uniformly bleak. Examples of coexistence and
reconciliation exist throughout the country, from the syncretic traditions of rural Sindh to local
peace initiatives in conflict zones like Parachinar. These instances demonstrate that sectarian
division is not inevitable or irreversible.
Moving forward, addressing sectarianism requires a multifaceted approach that combines legal
reforms, educational initiatives, political changes, religious dialogue, and socioeconomic
development. Most importantly, it requires a renewed commitment to Jinnah's original vision
of Pakistan as a country where religious identity does not determine one's rights, opportunities,
or safety.
The challenge is formidable but not insurmountable. By acknowledging the complexity of
sectarian issues, learning from both failures and successes, and engaging all stakeholders in the
process of reconciliation, Pakistan can work toward a future where religious diversity is
recognized as a source of strength rather than division. The path is long and arduous, but the
alternative—continued sectarian conflict and its devastating consequences—makes the journey
necessary.
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