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Section 1

INTRODUCTION
Key Highlights:
o The religious seminaries in Pakistan are described by some
as hotbeds of sectarianism and militancy and by others as
the sole option for the education of millions of
disadvantaged children across the country.
o The government has been repeatedly unable to introduce a
wide-ranging framework of reform. However, it was not for
the lack of trying.
o There is a dearth of scholarly literature which concentrates
chiefly on the problems of madrasa students and views the
process of reform through that lens.
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On 16 December 2014, a group of gunmen associated with the Tehrik-e-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP) carried out what was termed as the “deadliest incident inside
Pakistan since October 2007”.1 This attack, on the Army Public School in
Peshawar, claimed the lives of 145 people (mostly children) and left 130
injured.2 The gruesome nature of the incident shook the government into action
and the 20-point National Action Plan (NAP) was conceived, one of the
postulates of which included “registration and regulation of madrasas”.3
However, the question arises, why did the government felt the need of including
a clause for regulation of an educational institution as part of a plan to counter
terrorism?
Since the events of 11 September 2001, the issue of madrasa reform has proved
to be a major source of contention for the government, policymakers, civil
society, and the international community. The religious seminaries in Pakistan
are described by some as hotbeds of sectarianism and militancy and by others
as the sole option for the education of millions of disadvantaged children across
the country.
In public discourse, the discussion on the role of madrasas has become highly
polarizing. A recent example of the contentious nature of this debate is of the
information minister Pervaiz Rasheed. On 3 May 2015, while addressing a
national conference organised by the Pakistan Academy of Letters in Karachi,
the minister described madrasas as ‘centres of ignorance and illiteracy.’ The
resulting furore was explosive. Members of the religious establishment carried
out rallies to protest the minister’s statement. Mufti Mohammad Naeem of
Jamia Binoria Karachi called the minister ignorant while Senator Maulana
Attaur Rehman of Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam (JUI-F) went as far as to question his
credentials as a true Muslim.
Designing and implementing a comprehensive reform policy in such polarized
atmosphere is no less than a Herculean task. The government has been
repeatedly unable to introduce a wide-ranging framework of reform. However,
it was not for the lack of trying. Since 2001, the Pakistani government has made
several ineffectual attempts directed at the regulation and reform of madrasas
at a national level. Some of the reasons attributed to the failure of these plans
include political turmoil, a lack of will, and incoherent policies. Contrarily, the
representatives of the madrasas belonging to all major schools of thought have
been able to successfully unite to resist these reform attempts – a major feat
considering their significant ideological differences.
The existing literature on religious education in Pakistan has two primary areas
of focus. First, the involvement of madrasas in terrorism, militancy, and the
dissemination of extremist narratives. Second, the analysis of the structural and
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functional dimensions of the madrasa reform process. While both issues are
critical and deserve a great deal of attention, the predicament of madrasa
students should never be ignored when it comes to reforming the institution.
There is a dearth of scholarly literature which concentrates chiefly on the
problems of madrasa students and views the process of reform through that
lens. Nevertheless, seminal works by scholars such as Tariq Rahman, Jamal
Malik, Christine Fair, and the International Crisis Group (ICG) provide valuable
insight into the issues faced by students. It is the accumulated knowledge
gathered through these sources that we, in our report, aim to build upon.
This report can be classified into four main sections: The first section examines
Pakistan’s madrasa landscape. It attempts to assess the number of madrasas in
the country and scrutinize the available data on the number of students enrolled
in these madrasas. The second section analyses the possible linear relationship
between certain madrasas and terrorist activities as well as the potential role of
madrasa education in the formation of a particular worldview of its students.
The third section focuses on the socioeconomic status of madrasa students and
attempts to address some of the problems that they face on a regular basis. The
fourth section presents an overview of the previous attempts at madrasa reform
and the roles of some of the major actors involved.
The report also includes a set of policy recommendations for the government
and civil society. These recommendations are a synthesis of terrorism-based
reforms, institutional reforms, and measures which address the grievances of
madrasa students.
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Section 2

NAVIGATING
PAKISTAN’S MADRASA
LANDSCAPE
Key Highlights:
o There are several sets of publicly available – though not
verifiable – statistics and public commentators often
choose whichever better suits their narrative.
o Although Islamic religious schools in Pakistan are
commonly referred to as madrasas, they can be classified
into several categories according to the levels of education
and sectarian orientations.
o One of the more crucial considerations regarding the
madrasa enrolment estimates is the distinction between
part-time, full-time and resident and non-resident
students.
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For any definitive appraisal of the plight of madrasa students and an informed
policy discussion on madrasa reform, we need to examine the statistics
associated with madrasa enrolment in the country. Any assessment of
enrolment should begin with accurately estimating the number of madrasas in
the country. However, given the intense post-9/11 media attention on religious
education in Pakistan, this is a difficult task. The constant barrage of conflicting
scholarly accounts makes it nearly impossible to do so.
It is imperative to note here that calculating madrasa enrolment with preformed notions of militant madrasas is unhelpful and sometimes even
counterproductive. This is not to suggest that no madrasa in the country is
involved in militancy or dissemination of extremist narratives. There are
evidences that some of these institutions are associated with militant groups.
However, any recommendation of reform must emerge from a nuanced
examination of the problems rather than crude assumptions.
There are several sets of publicly available – though not verifiable – statistics
and public commentators often choose whichever better suits their narrative.
The data is then presented in combination with simplistic notions about the
involvement of madrasas in terrorism as Dr. Jamal Malik wonderfully
articulates:
Usually, a connection between religious education and religious
extremism is made, then madrasas are connected to the notion of
religious education, and the task becomes one of counting up the
number of madrasas (or madrasa students) in order to “measure” the
(Islamist) extremist “threat”.
(Malik 2008: 1)
Classification of institutions of religious education
Although Islamic religious schools in Pakistan are commonly referred to as
madrasas, they can be classified into several categories according to the levels
of education and sectarian orientations. On the basis of level of education, these
institutions can be classified into three categories equivalent to their secular
counterpart: the first (madrasa) teaches from ﬁrst to tenth grade and is
equivalent to the primary and secondary schools; the second (dar-ul-uloom)
comprises of eleventh and twelfth grades and is equivalent to colleges; while the
third (jamia) has university status.
There are five seminary boards (wafaq) which oversee and represent madrasas
belonging to the Deobandi, Barelvi, Ahl-e-Hadith, Shia, and Jamaat-e-Islami
schools of thought. These seminary boards are further organized under the
umbrella organization Ittehad-e-Tanzeemat-e-Madaris-e-Deeniya Pakistan
(ITMD). According to almost all reports, the majority of Pakistan’s madrasas
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belong to the Deobandi school of thought. According to the Wafaq al-Madaris
al-Arabiya website, 19,504 seminaries are currently affiliated with the board. 4

Schools of thought

Seminary boards

Deobandi

Ahl-e-Hadith

Wafaq al-Madaris al-Arabiya
Tanzeem al-Madaris alArabiya
Wafaq al-Madaris al-Salafiya

Shia

Wafaq al-Madaris al-Shia

Jamaat-e-Islami

Rabita al-Madaris al-Arabiya

Barelvi

Umbrella
organization
Ittehad-eTanzeemat-eMadaris-eDeeniya
Pakistan
(ITMD)

Most madrasas in Pakistan are associated with the mainstream religious
political parties. Jamaat-e-Islami, one of the most influential religious parties
in the country, has a separate madrasa board which oversees a sizable portion
of madrasas in the country. The two factions of Jamiat-e-Ulema-e-Islam headed
by Maulana Fazlur Rehman (JUI-F) and Maulana Samiul Haq (JUI-S) run more
than 65 per cent of madrasas in Pakistan (ICG 2007: 6). The relationship of
madrasas and political parties is of particular significance as a considerable
number of madrasa graduates go on to assume important positions in these
parties.
Number of seminaries
At the time of the partition of the subcontinent, in 3.5 million
1947, there were fewer than 300 madrasas in
Pakistan (Mohanty 2013: 168). Since then, the students are enrolled in
number of madrasas and students enrolled in these 35,337 madrasas
institutions has increased enormously. However, affiliated with the ITMD,
one needs to be mindful of some important according to Express
considerations. The most significant increase in Tribune.
the number of madrasas occurred during the
Soviet occupation of Afghanistan in the 1980s. One of the most important
factors contributing to this “explosive” growth is General Zia-ul-Haq’s efforts to
expand religious education as part of the “Islamization” of the country. As noted
by Dilip Hiro, ‘after 11 years of Islamization by Zia ul Haq, the madrasa total
then ballooned to 2801 with the Deobandis accounting for 64% of the total, and
the Barelvis only 25 per cent.’ (Hiro 2012: 162). Additionally, after the downfall
of the Zia regime, the Pakistani state also had an interest in supporting a
4
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particular religious group to play a role in the on-going proxy war with India for
Kashmir (Rahman 2008: 64). Some studies even go as far as to claim that
madrasa enrolment decreased between 1940 and 1980. According to a World
Bank report:
Madrassas declined in popularity for cohorts born between 1947 and
1974 and increased thereafter. The biggest jump is for the cohort born
between 1979 and 1983; this corresponds to those children who would
start attending school around the rise of the religion based resistance to
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.
(Andrabi et al 2005).
Thus, the role of the government’s efforts in the expansion of madrasas in the
country is, perhaps, the most significant and should not be overlooked. Any
enquiry into the role of madrasas in militancy, religious extremism, and
sectarianism should not be devoid of the fact that the creation of many of these
institutions was politically motivated and aimed at the achievement of strategic
goals without any consideration of the consequences of such decisions in the
long-term.

Table 1: Sect-wise increase in the number of madrassas
9880

7000

2801
1779

1585
717

Deobandi

Barelvi

161 376
Ahl-e-Hadith
1988

47

419

Shia

97

500

Jamaat-e-Islami

Total

2002

Source: (Rahman 2008: 64)

Madrasa enrolment
There are numerous contradictory accounts of the current state of madrasa
enrolment in Pakistan. An Express Tribune report claims that there are, at
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present, 3.5 million students enrolled in 35,337 madrasas affiliated with the
ITMD.5 These figures are based on the data provided by the provincial auqaf
departments to the ministry of religious affairs on 30 December 2014.
However, Zahid Gishkori – the author of the report – acknowledges that the
data provided by the auqaf departments contradicts that of the ministry of
religious affairs which claims that there are 26,131 madrasas in its record (For
details: see Table 2).
The conflicting nature of such reports is problematic. In Punjab alone, three
different government sources provide three different figures regarding the
number of madrasas in the province. According to the Punjab Police, there are
14,000 seminaries in the province6, whereas the auqaf department and ministry
of religious affairs place the figures at 16,000 and 14,768 respectively.7 In
addition to the conflicting nature of the reports, there are several other
problems with the publically available data. These include the lack of
documentation and information regarding the methodology of such surveys
(Andrabi et al 2005).

Table 2: Comparison of data, on the number of
madrassas, from two different sources
14768

Punjab

16000
2704

Balochistan

13000
1354

KP

3136
7118

Sindh
Islamabad

2800
187
401
Ministry of Religious Affairs

Auqaf departments

Source: Express Tribune

On the subject of madrasa enrolment as a percentage of total school enrolment,
there is widespread scholarly disagreement. If there are 3.5 million children in
Pakistani madrasas, then these institutions account for 9.3 per cent of the total
school enrolment in the country. This is in stark contrast with the claim by the
authors of the World Bank study that less than 1 per cent of the secondary
school-going population attends a madrasa (Andrabi et al 2005). The numbers
Zahid Gishkori, ‘Reforming madrassas: The revolution within’, Express Tribune, 25 January 2015.
Geo-tagging of 14,000 seminaries complete: IG, Dawn, 20 May 2015.
7
Gishkori, op.cit.
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provided by the study are controversial in scholarly circles. One of the critics of
the report is Christopher Candland, who states:
The attempt to ground the widely ranging estimates of madrasa
enrolments in veriﬁable data is laudable, but some scholars have found
the assumptions used for those estimates to be problematic. The report
is based, in part, on a national census and a national household survey,
neither of which was designed to gauge madrasa enrolment. Indeed, the
national census does not ask about children’s school or madrasa
attendance. It asks about adults’ “ﬁeld of education.”
(Candland 2005: 152)
One of the more crucial considerations regarding the madrasa enrolment
estimates is the distinction between part-time, full-time and resident and nonresident students. There is no evidence that the establishment-based surveys
take into account these considerations while estimating madrasa enrolment. In
his study of madrasas in Islamabad, Saleem H. Ali notes that the number of
resident and non-resident students is roughly equal (Ali 2005). If this is the case
and a sizable portion of part-time madrasa student population is also enrolled
in public or private schools, then there is a good reason to believe that the
estimates of madrasa enrolment are highly exaggerated or based on inherently
flawed assumptions.
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Section 3

HOTBEDS OF
MILITANCY?
Key Highlights:
o Does the government believe that madrasas are the only
educational institutions promoting terrorism?
o In 2007, during a raid at a religious school in Kotri, Police
found the remains of a Hindu man and arrested two men
linked to a banned Islamist militant group in connection
with the killing.
o The madrasa students are the most intolerant of all the
other student groups in Pakistan, believes Tariq Rahman.
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The role of madrasas in promoting terrorism and sectarian violence has been
thoroughly explored in the post-9/11 public discourse. In fact, one could make
a compelling case that the institutions of religious education are being viewed
in the popular media solely (or at least primarily) through the lens of the
security debate. Madrasas have been consistently referred to, in the media, as
“terror factories”.8 They have also been subjected to sweeping assumptions
regarding their role in promoting terrorism.
The media interest in madrasas resumed with great vigour in the aftermath of
the Peshawar attack and the subsequent approval of a National Action Plan
wherein
the
government
vowed
to
work
towards
the
‘registration and regulation of madrasas’. The Plan which was aimed at
combatting terrorism, was considered a ‘defining’ moment in Pakistan’s
struggle against militancy. Curiously, madrasas were the only educational
institutions featured in the 20-point agenda. There were no pledges to bring
about a broad-based education reform. Neither was there recognition of the
enormously troubled network of public school education, nor indeed a
commitment for comprehensive madrasa reform.
An analysis of the National Action Plan leads us towards some critical questions.
Does the government believe that madrasas are the only educational
institutions promoting terrorism? If not, then why did it fail to include measures
for the reform of public and private education in the National Action Plan? If
madrasas are, in fact, primarily responsible for the promotion of terrorism, why
does the government only want to register and regulate these institutions? What
impact will the regulation of madrasas – without reform – have, if any?
Nevertheless, there are evidences of the direct involvement of certain madrasas
in militancy and, in the aftermath of the Peshawar attack, the government did
decide to take action against such institutions. On 4 June 2015, following an
apex committee meeting, the Sindh government decided to initiate a crackdown
on 48 seminaries which were found to have been promoting terrorism in the
country.9 As part of the crackdown, Sindh Police and Rangers raided an
unspecified number of unregistered seminaries in Sukkur and seized laptops,
computers, communication equipment and printed literature.10
The phenomenon of crackdown by law enforcement agencies on potentially
militant madrasas is not new however. In 2007, during a raid at a religious
school in Kotri, Police found the remains of a Hindu man and arrested two men
linked to a banned Islamist militant group in connection with the killing. 11 A
year before, Pakistani forces attacked a madrasa in Bajaur using helicopter
gunships. The raid, which claimed the lives of 80 alleged militants, was severely
criticized by Jamaat-e-Islami as ‘brutal and barbaric’. Siraj-ul-Haq, the then
David Rohde, ‘Pakistan's Terrorist Factory: Fact or Figment?’, Christian Science Monitor, 14 April 1995.
Habib Khan Ghori, ‘Crackdown on 48 seminaries ‘promoting terrorism’ planned’, Dawn, 5 June 2015.
10
Seminaries raided, equipment, records seized, Dawn, 15 June 2015.
11
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cabinet minister (who is now the party’s chief), termed the attack ‘against Islam
and the traditions of the area’.12 The incident highlights the conflict between
religious parties and the government over madrasas and, more importantly, a
possible linear link between madrasas and militancy.
We begin our examination of this potential relationship with an insightful
remark by Dr. Ayesha Siddiqa. She says:
Religious seminaries are not significant due to the number of jihadis
they produce but are central to the production of the ideology that feeds
the jihadi, even if said jihadi is in fact educated in public schools and
universities. The madressa denotes an essential power base that
contributes ideology and the sustained supply of a narrative into society,
which in turn, feeds both radicalism and militancy in Pakistan.13
In this statement, one can find two strands of thought – two distinct yet
interrelated ways of looking at madrasas. First, we can analyse the role of
madrasas with respect to their direct relationship with terrorist networks or
their involvement in sectarian violence. Second, we can assess their capacity for
indoctrinating students with radical ideas and effective dissemination of
extremist narratives.
Madrasas and violence
One of the central questions regarding madrasas
in the contemporary scholarly discourse is
whether or not these institutions are directly
involved in promoting terrorism or militancy.
When asked whether the issue was just limited to
unregistered madrasas in the country, Dr. Ayesha
Siddiqa stated, ‘Seminaries of any kind are central
to the extremist-militant nexus.’14 This remark
may seem simplistic and some might even dismiss
it as a gross generalization. Such criticism of
madrasas, however, is not without cause.

Evidence
suggests majority
madrasas are not
militant.

The notion that madrasas are extensively involved in the production of
militants, is challenged by C. Christine Fair in her book on religious education
in Pakistan Fair presents multiple evidences that counter this popular
perception, among which is her survey of 141 families in Pakistan that had lost
at least one son to militancy in Kashmir and Afghanistan. Of the 141 militants,
only nineteen were recruited at a madrasa which, incidentally, is the same
number recruited at a public school. None of the militants were recruited at a
private school. The majority of militants (fifty) were recruited through friends,
Declan Walsh, ‘80 dead in Pakistan madrasa raid’, Guardian, 30 October 2006.
Dr. Ayesha Siddiqa, ‘The madressa mix: Genesis and growth’, Dawn, 3 March 2015.
14
Zahid Gishkori, op.cit.
12
13
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thirty-two at mosques, twenty-seven through proselytizing (tabligh) groups and
thirteen from relatives. While expounding on the results of her survey, Fair
observes:
Madaris are not the most prominent recruitment venue; indeed fewer
than a quarter of the militants (thirty-three of 141) ever attended
madaris. Of those thirty-three madrassah products, twenty-seven
attended a madrassah for four or fewer years, and most also attended
public schools. In contrast, eighty-two of the 141 were very well educated
by Pakistani standards, with at least a matriculation qualification
(tenth-grade education), in stark contrast to the average level for
Pakistani males (sixth grade). Only nine of the 141 had no formal
education. In the main, militants in this sample are much better
educated than the average Pakistani male.
(Fair 2008: 68)
Two significant conclusions can be drawn from the results of her survey. First,
madrasas do not play a primary role in the supply of militants to the jihadi
networks. Indeed, there is little evidence to suggest that even a sizable portion
of individuals involved in terrorism had access to madrasa education. Second,
involvement in militancy requires higher educational standards than an average
Pakistani.
Evidence for the latter claim comes from the seminal work of Ethan Bueno de
Mesquita, which Fair also cites in her book. Mesquita employs game theory
approach to understand the interaction between a government, a terrorist
organization, and a population of terrorist sympathizers. He argues:
[A]s a result of an endogenous choice between economic activity and
terrorist mobilization, individuals with low ability or little education
(and consequently few economic opportunities) and strong antigovernment dispositions are most likely to volunteer to become
terrorists. However, the terrorist organization wants to recruit only the
most effective, highly skilled terrorists. This is because higher ability,
better educated people are more likely to succeed at the demanding
tasks required of a terrorist operative. Consequently the terrorist
organization screens the volunteers (emphasis added).
(Mesquita 2005: 515)
This means that as long as the supply of potential militants exceed the demand,
the militant organizations enjoy the luxury of selecting high-quality candidates
with better education to carry out important tasks. Consequently, madrasa
students, which are not considered to be high quality recruits, are under-utilized
or considered undesirable for key operations. However, when the militants
cannot find better recruits or when the support for terrorist activities is low (as
is the case with suicide attacks in Pakistan), these organizations can relax their
quality standards. Therefore, even if the direct contribution of madrasas in the
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supply of militants is relatively low, one cannot entirely rule out their
significance and potential in contributing to militancy.
Promotion of extremist narratives
The madrasa students are the most intolerant of all the other student groups in
Pakistan, believes Tariq Rahman (Rahman 2008: 74). He bases his assertion on
the results of a survey he conducted in 2002-2003. In the survey, he asked
different groups of students the same set of questions in attempt to carry out a
comparative analysis of their political opinions on certain issues. These diverse
groups included students of madrasas, Urdu-medium schools, English-medium
schools, cadet colleges and public schools, government colleges, public
universities and private universities. Students were inquired about their views
on the Kashmir conflict, and equal rights for oppressed groups in the society
(Ahmadis, Hindus, Christians, and women). The results of this survey are
astonishing to say the very least.
The primary finding of the survey is that madrasa students are more likely to
back war and militant conflict and less inclined to support equal rights for
members of oppressed groups than their counterparts in secular schools. On the
subject of Kashmir, around 60 percent of madrasa students believed that
Pakistan should take Kashmir from India through an open war, 52 percent
believed it should be done through Islamic militant proxies, and 54 percent
were of the opinion that peaceful resolution of the conflict was not an option.
Regarding the allocations of equal rights to oppressed groups, the response of
madrasa students was even more appalling. An overwhelming 82 percent of
students disagreed with the statement that Ahmadis should have equal rights,
76 percent and 73 percent believed that there should be no equal rights for
Hindus and Christians respectively. More than 77 percent maintained that men
and women should not have equal rights, as in western countries.
This survey unveils the sad state of affairs of madrasa education in Pakistan. It
is also testament to the fact that this aspect of madrasas demands even more
pressing attention than the direct involvement of some madrasas in terrorism
or militancy. Another fascinating feature of the survey is that it sheds light on
the absolutely divergent worldviews of the students of madrasas and secular
schools and speaks volumes about the polarizing nature of Pakistan’s education
system. This is discussed in briefly in the next chapter.

15

Source: Rahman 2008
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Section 4

ECONOMIC
INTEGRATION OR
LACK THEREOF
Key Highlights:
o A critical question to consider while addressing the issue of
madrasa reform in Pakistan is whether or not madrasa
students are fully capable of integrating in the mainstream
economy.
o The differences between the students of religious
institutions and public and private schools are not merely
class-based. Enormous dissimilarities in the curricula,
teaching methods and social circles that these students are
exposed to generate widely divergent worldviews and
political opinions.
o Our interviews with madrasa students and graduates
revealed that all of them felt that they had been
discriminated against or subjected to preferential
treatment due to their physical appearance.
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A critical question to consider while addressing the issue of madrasa reform in
Pakistan is whether or not madrasa students are fully capable of integrating in
the mainstream economy. Although the role of extensive unemployment and
class-based inequality among the madrasa students and graduates features
prominently in some of the more substantial research on religious education in
Pakistan, the problem is largely glossed over in the ‘security-centric’ studies.
Scholars point towards a correlation between unemployment or economic
status and the growing radicalization that is often associated with madrasa
education.
Madrasa enrolment and income status
There is a general consensus among
contemporary scholarship that there is a
correlation between madrasa enrolment and
income status of the families of students. A
report by the Social Policy and Development
Centre (SPDC) on the state of Education in
Pakistan claims that income is the primary
determinant of whether a child goes to a
madrasa (SPDC, 2003). Based on the data
derived from the Pakistan Integrated
Household Survey (PIHS 1998-99), SPDC
claimed that madrasas in the country are
largely accessed by lower-middle and lowerincome groups.

Tariq Rahman believes
that

madrasas

are

performing the role of
welfare state in the
country by providing
sustenance for the poor.

According to the PIHS statistics, the largest fraction of students (43 percent)
belonged to poor households with annual incomes of less than Rs.50,000.
Around 30 percent of students belonged to lower-middle income households
earning between Rs.50,000 and 100,000 per annum. Since the PIHS data of the
same year suggests that the average annual household income was Rs.93,684,
it is safe to assume that nearly three-quarters of madrasa students belong to
poor or lower-middle class households. It is interesting to note that the
remaining 27 percent of students belong to upper-middle or upper income
households. This is in stark contrast to some popular claims that madrasas only
cater to the most impoverished sectors of society.
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Source: SPDC 2003

The claim that majority madrasa students belong to socioeconomically
disadvantaged classes is further substantiated with the results of several
studies.
These studies include Fayyaz Hussain’s ethnographic research on Jamia
Ashrafiyya of Lahore in 1994. According to his survey, around 90 percent of
students joined madrasas due to socioeconomic reasons (Hussain 1994: 84). A
survey conducted by Mumtaz Ahmed in 1976 revealed that ‘more than 80 per
cent of the madrasa students in Peshawar, Multan, and Gujranwala were found
to be sons of small or landless peasants, rural artisans, or village imams of the
mosques. The remaining 20 per cent came from families of small shopkeepers
and rural laborers’ (Ahmad 2000: 185). Another survey by the Institute of Policy
Studies (IPS) showed that 64 per cent of the madrasa students come from rural
areas and belong to poor agrarian families (IPS 2002: 41).
The implications of the socioeconomic status of most madrasa students are farreaching. Tariq Rahman believes that madrasas are performing the role of
welfare state in the country by providing sustenance for the poor. He is also of
the opinion that ‘their influence on rural people and the poorer sections of the
urban proletariat will continue to increase as poverty increases’ (Rahman 2007:
73). However, more importantly, Rahman is particularly concerned about the
relationship between income inequality and Islamic militancy. He says:
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Though difficult to demonstrate, Islamic militancy – whether by
radicalized madrasa students or members of Islamist or Jihadi groups
in Pakistan – has an element of class conflict. It is, at least in part, a
reaction of the have-notes against the haves. This is a dangerous trend
for the country because madrasa students are taught to be intolerant of
religious minorities and are hawkish about Kashmir. As they are also
from poor backgrounds they express their sense of being cheated by
society in the idiom of religion. This gives them the self-righteousness
to fight against the oppressive and unjust system in the name of Islam.
(Rahman 2008: 74)
The differences between the students of religious institutions and public and
private schools are not merely class-based. Enormous dissimilarities in the
curricula, teaching methods and social circles that these students are exposed
to generate widely divergent worldviews and political opinions. Consequently,
this leads to a polarized society with a fundamental mistrust among people from
distinct socio-political and educational backgrounds. According to the SPDC:
The conflicting opinions produced by Pakistan's education system do
not bode well for the creation of a homogeneous society or for national
integration. Different groups subscribe to different value systems and
hold and cherish different perceptions of the kind of society they would
like Pakistan to be. The resulting schisms have, perhaps, laid the
foundation for continuing political instability and conflict, manifested
by sectarian, ethnic, and other types of violence.
(SPDC 2003)
Lack of job opportunities for madrasa students
Among the socioeconomic grievances of madrasa students, rampant
unemployment is one of the most prominent. Most madrasa graduates fail to
integrate into the mainstream economy. The causes contributing to the lack of
employment opportunities are numerous and usually ignored in the popular
discourse on religious education. These causes render the students of madrasas
unable to compete for jobs in the cutthroat job markets. Although the
representatives of the managements of madrasas vehemently deny these claims,
the facts state otherwise.
Curriculum
One of the most prominent causes of unemployment is the inability of madrasa
curriculum to equip students with the necessary skills and abilities that enable
them to be a functional part of the knowledge-based economy. Moreover, the
curriculum and teaching methods are usually a means of indoctrinating the
students with a particular worldview. Therefore, education in madrasa may
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result in not only the student’s inability to enter the job market, but also a selfrighteous and possibly radicalized mindset.
One of the more notable criticisms of the madrasa curriculum is its lack of
secular subjects which have contemporary relevance. However, as
representatives of madrasa managements are quick to point out, secular
subjects such as Urdu, English, Science, Mathematics, and Social Sciences are
in fact part of the curriculum. While it is true that certain secular subjects are
part of the curriculum, one needs to be mindful of certain considerations.
Firstly, the aforementioned “contemporary” subjects are only included in the
primary and middle-level curricula and are entirely absent from the secondary
and post-secondary curricula. Secondly, the overwhelming focus, in the primary
and middle-level curricula is on the study of Quran. Thirdly, and crucially,
contrary to popular perceptions, the Islamic curricula in the secondary and
post-secondary levels is highly complex and demanding and leaves no room for
the inclusion of advanced science, maths, or language.
Due to the minimal focus on secular subjects madrasa students cannot migrate
to public or private schools in primary or secondary levels or compete with their
students in any level of education. After graduation from madrasas, the students
cannot – without extraordinary effort – obtain a bachelor’s or master’s degree
in fields of specialization other than Islamic studies from a public or private
university. Therefore, notwithstanding the fact that a madrasa degree is
technically equivalent to a university graduation, the employment prospects for
students remain frighteningly grim.
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Teaching methods
Besides curriculum, another major cause of concern is teaching methods. Most
policy discussions on madrasa reform fervidly advocate a change in curriculum
but devote little to no attention to teaching methods. Merely including English
language in the curriculum is not enough. It is the matter in which the language
is taught which is crucial. An example of the importance of teaching methods is
demonstrated in an ICG report:
Madrasa students are taught to view everything Western as a threat. A
madrasa teacher explained the need to teach his students English on
these grounds: “Western ideologies cannot be countered unless the
thoughts and plans of the enemy are understood. Hence, there is an
urgent need to understand the language of our opponents and their
sciences so that their poison can be combated”.
(ICG 2007: 13)
There is ample evidence to suggest that the teaching methods of secular subjects
are deplorable. The teachers do not specialize in the respective subjects they
teach and are usually selected from within the madrasa. Thus, even modern
subjects are taught in view of religious or sectarian interpretations. According
to the ICG, ‘samples of Islamic sciences, some of which are already taught at
high-profile madrasas, show that such attempts to synchronise religious texts
with scientific facts distort both’ (ICG 2007: 14). Without the imposition of
quality standards, or the establishment of an overseeing body, the situation is
likely to persist.
The teaching methods of Islamic subjects fare no better. The education of Quran
and hadith is imparted in light of the sectarian orientations of the teachers. The
refutation (radd) of opposing sects is also a major component of such teaching
methods. Since the inclusion of sectarian bias in the curriculum is an offence,
no such texts are a part of the syllabus. However, there are evidences that the
teachers do incorporate such beliefs in their lectures. Some texts refuting other
sects and religions are also readily available in the libraries of most madrasas.
The teaching of exclusively sectarian beliefs and the proficiency of students in
rhetoric and debate leads to the creation of rigid and exclusivist worldview – a
faith which rejects the beliefs of other sects and religions. The flawed teaching
methods, in addition to a curriculum based on texts sometimes dating back to
the 10th century, also obliges students to refute, resist, or disengage with various
aspects of modernity.
Stereotypes
Another major hindrance to the employment prospects of madrasa students is
the stereotypes associated with their physical appearance or madrasa degrees.
It also has an enormous impact on their social lives and relationships. Our
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interviews with madrasa students and graduates revealed that all of them felt
that they had been discriminated against or subjected to preferential treatment
due to their physical appearance. Most of our interviewees claimed they had
been referred to as ‘militant’ or ‘terrorist’ on numerous occasions.
The problem of stereotyping of madrasa students are not usually highlighted in
the popular media. However, two reports by Saba Imtiaz in The Express
Tribune do passingly mention the issue. One report recalls a remark by a young
madrasa student who told the newspaper that he felt he was singled out more
often by the police for checking, and was ‘treated differently’ by the society. 15
Another report quoted Monis Rehman, the CEO of Naseeb Networks, which also
runs the jobs website Rozee.pk as saying that he believed these graduates would
‘definitely face discrimination’ at the workplace. He said, ‘There is also an
apprehension, perhaps unfairly, that madrasa graduates will have a reduced
focus and demand frequent extended leaves for tableegh-related activities at the
expense of work assignments.’16
A research report by Adeline Delavande and Basit Zafar addresses this issue.
There are two crucial findings of the report, among many others. First, madrasa
students are the most trusting, exhibit the highest other-regarding behaviour,
and expect others to be the most trustworthy. Second, the students of Liberal
Universities underestimate the trustworthiness of madrasa students, while
madrasa students overestimate the trustworthiness of Liberal University
students.
These findings can serve as an affirmation for the assertion that that there is a
culture of negative stereotyping of madrasa students. The authors claim that
‘since graduates of Liberal Universities are most likely to be future policy
makers, their incorrect stereotypes could result in inefficiencies in society’
(Delavande and Zafar 2011: 36).
Lack of socialization
Delavande and Zafar claim that the incorrect stereotypes associated with
madrasa students may potentially ‘negatively influence the social and economic
interactions of those two groups outside of the lab’ (Delavande and Zafar 2011:
36). The results based on our interviews with madrasa students and graduates
corroborate this claim. Most of our interviewees claimed that they were either
unable or unwilling to socialize with students from secular or liberal educational
institutions. The interviewees cited the negative stereotyping and a perceived
sense of inferiority as the main reasons for the lack of association with
‘westernized’ or ‘liberal’ students.
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Saba Imtiaz, ‘Madrassas: Bias or well-deserved scrutiny?’, Express Tribune, 28 March 2011.
Saba Imtiaz, ‘Fading job prospects for madrassa students’, Express Tribune, 27 March 2011.
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A key implication of the lack of socialization is the creation of separate social
circles of students of madrasas and secular institutions. This separation of social
activity is accompanied by negative perceptions towards the members of the
other group. This is one of the examples of the polarization of society caused by
multiple parallel education systems. According to Tariq Rahman:
The madrassa students regard their Westernized counterparts as
stooges of the West and possibly as very bad Muslims if not apostates.
The Westernized people, in turn, regard their madrassa counterparts as
backward, prejudiced, narrow-minded bigots who would put women
under a virtual curfew and destroy all the pleasures of life as the Taliban
did in Afghanistan.
(Rahman 2004: 150-151)
The implications of unemployment
There is ample evidence to suggest that madrasas are responsible for the
propagation of extremist narratives among its students. We also know that
students face significant difficulties when applying for jobs. For a number of
madrasa students, integrating into the mainstream knowledge-based economy
is an arduous task. Most of our interviewees listed teaching and leading prayers
at mosques as the only two viable employment options. This is deeply
concerning mainly for two reasons. First, the yearly supply of madrasa
graduates far exceeds the annual demand for fresh employees in these sectors.
The resulting unemployment may give rise to growing frustration among the
students, thereby increasing the chances of social conflict. Second, a wellestablished network of mosques and madrasas in the country can provide
avenues to the radicalized youth of the country to effectively disseminate their
ideology to the masses.
As it has been discussed earlier, madrasa education may produce students with
an exclusivist worldview which rejects the notions of modernity. This mindset,
combined with certain legitimate socioeconomic grievances and the belief in
sharia as the perfect system of governance, is the basis for radical ideas. These
radical ideas are then disseminated through Friday prayer sermons (khutbas)
which have become much more politicized over the years and may appeal to
political agitation (Malik 2008: 8).
The unemployed and radicalized graduates of madrasas (and also secular
institutions) may also gravitate towards terrorist organizations, again due an
amalgamation of their beliefs and societal grievances. As Christine Fair
succinctly puts it:
Higher aptitude persons may be more likely to turn to terrorism when
the economy is weak and jobs are in short supply. When the economy is
good, “high-quality” persons generally have access to lucrative jobs
relative to their “low-quality” counterparts, and the cost of leaving a
good job in order to participate in a terrorist movement is relatively
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high. That helps explain why engineers and other technical persons with
a history of underemployment get involved in terrorism. They are both
available and desired by terrorist organizations, particularly during
periods of economic stagnation and downturn.
(Fair 2008: 131)
Some scholars also find a correlation between unemployment, economic
inequality and sectarian violence. Saleem H. Ali, in his study on the link between
madrasas and sectarian conflict, finds that sectarian groups have the greatest
following in areas where there is a high degree of economic inequality. He
believes that the prevalence of the feudal elite and economic inequality have
given madrasas a greater sense of legitimacy as a social movement in the region
(Ali 2008: 99). Jamal Malik also sees a connection between unemployment and
radicalization. He states:
The fact is, that limited market and job opportunities for the ulama have
led to a growing radicalization, as the increasing number of sectarian or
communal outbreaks exemplify.
(Malik 2008: 8)
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Section 5

REGISTRATION,
REGULATION, AND
REFORM
Key Highlights:
o The madrasa reform process itself is multifaceted and can
be classified into three broad categories: registration,
regulation, and general reform.
o The origins of the post-9/11 reform process can be traced
back to the efforts of General Pervez Musharraf to introduce
measures to regulate the functioning of religious schools in
the country.
o In order for a meaningful and comprehensive attempt at
reforming madrasas, the government needs to establish a
single body to oversee all matters pertaining to the issues of
madrasas.
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Fourteen years after the then president General Pervez Musharraf promulgated
the Pakistan Madrasa Education Ordinance (PME) in 2001, the government’s
effort to reform madrasas is in shambles. Despite of the progress made by both
sides (government and madrasas), the reform process is fraught with numerous
serious problems. In the aftermath of the Peshawar attacks and the National
Action Plan, the government reinvigorated its efforts to ensure the registration
and regulation of madrasas. However, no substantial progress has been made
on that front so far. The situation is further complicated with the involvement
of the United States government, international donor agencies, civil society, and
Pakistan’s mainstream religious parties, many of which have vital stakes in the
management and operations of madrasas.
The madrasa reform process itself is multifaceted and can be classified into
three broad categories: registration, regulation, and general reform.
Registration involves bringing the numerous unregistered madrasas under the
supervision and the oversight of the government. Regulation mainly includes
the establishment of regulatory bodies which may also act as intermediaries
between the government and madrasa administrations. General reform consists
of maintaining or improving the educational standards, addressing the
problems of the students, modification in curriculum, addition of secular
subjects and so forth.
Major actors
To understand the intricacies of the reform process, one needs to take into
account the roles of major actors involved. An overview of these roles is
presented below:
Government
Since 2001, the government of Pakistan has played the primary role in
instigating the process of registration, regulation, and reform. The origins of the
post-9/11 reform process can be traced back to the efforts of General Pervez
Musharraf to introduce measures to regulate the functioning of religious
schools in the country. His January 2002 address to the nation provides insight
into the vision behind these early endeavours. He said:
We have formulated a new strategy for madaris and there is need to
implement it so as to galvanize their good aspects and remove their
drawbacks. We have developed a new syllabi for them providing for
teaching of Pakistan studies, Mathematics, Science and English along
with religious subjects. Even if we want these madaris to produce
religious leaders they should be educated along these lines. Such people
will command more respect in the society because they will be better
qualified. To me, students of religious schools should be brought in to
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the mainstream of society. If any one of them opts to join college or
university, he would have the option of being equipped with the modern
education. If a child studying at a madrasa does not wish to be a prayer
leader and he wants to be a bank official or seek employment elsewhere,
he should be facilitated.
It would mean that the students of madaris should be brought to the
mainstream through a better system of education. This is the crux of the
Madrasa strategy.
This by no means is an attempt to bring religious educational
institutions under government control nor do we want to spoil the
excellent attributes of these institutions. My only aim is to help these
institutions in overcoming their weaknesses and providing them with
better facilities and more avenues to the poor children at these
institutions.17
Although the government has undertaken various steps with the intention of
reorganizing the educational policies of these institutions, it has not yielded
desired results. The causes of these failures are numerous. There seems to be,
on the government’s part, a general lack of will or hesitation to act more
assertively when it comes to madrasa reform. The lack of will results in
incoherent measures which are often abandoned or ignored after meeting with
resistance from madrasa administrations or with the change in administration
or the shifting focus on newer and different measures.
One such example is of the registration of madrasas under the Societies
Registration Act of 1860 (SRA 1860). Before 1994, madrasas registered under
the SRA 1860 until the then Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto decided to impose
a ban on the registration process to discourage the growth of madrasas. The
result was an unchecked growth of unregistered seminaries. In 2005, the
Musharraf administration decided to re-instigate registration under the very
same Act. However, the registration of madrasas was now mandatory, rather
than obligatory.18
There also seems to be a confusion the responsibilities of relevant government
departments when dealing with madrasas. In 2005, the ITMD voiced its
concerns over the fact that the madrasa reform process was based in the
education ministry. In particular, the ITMD had reservations about the then
Minister for Education and former director general of the Inter-services
Intelligence Directorate (ISI) Lt. Gen. Javed Ashraf Qazi. After some
readjustment, the matter was assigned to the Ministry of Religious Affairs which
was then headed by Ejaz ul Haq.
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A similar situation exists in the post-Peshawar scenario where it is unclear
which agency of the government has the lead in directing the reform effort. The
relevant actors include the National Counter Terrorism Authority (NACTA), the
interior ministry, the Ministry of Religious Affairs, the Ministry of Education,
and even the State Bank of Pakistan. In a recent report in the newspaper Dawn,
an interior ministry official was quoted as saying that the religious affairs
ministry is responsible for examining the source of funding of madrasas,
oversee registration and monitoring of these institutions. However, the
Minister for Religious Affairs Sardar Muhammad Yousuf said that his ministry
was focused on reforming the religious sector, streamlining madrasa
registration and facilitating the seminaries. There was no mention of checking
for the sources of foreign funding.19
The report goes on to note that, on 30 December 2014, the interior ministry
invited the five prominent Wafaq and the Jamaat-e-Islami to discuss the
madrasa issue. However, at the last minute, the participants were told that the
meeting would be chaired by the minister for Religious Affairs instead of
Interior Minister Chaudhry Nisar Ali Khan.
On the matter of regulating finances, the State Bank official said, ‘the
registration of seminaries will streamline all these issues as all madrasas will be
required to have bank accounts and then, funding sources would be easy to
trace.’20 However, there was no mention of the usage of non-traditional banking
sources (hawala network) for financing purposes. The hawala cases fall under
the domain of the Federal Investigating Agency (FIA), which does not seem
particularly keen on monitoring the financial sources of madrasas through these
sources.
Thus, the reform process, at present seems fragmented and disjointed.
Whatever effort the government decides to put in certain areas is undone by its
failures in others. In order for a meaningful and comprehensive attempt at
reforming madrasas, the government needs to establish a single body to oversee
all matters pertaining to the issues of madrasas. It should also be responsible
for demanding updates from other agencies such as the FIA, Police, and the
State Bank for progress in their respective areas.
Madrasas
Since the instigation of post-9/11 process of reform, madrasa administrations
have been successfully able to resist most of the government attempts aimed at
registration and regulation. One of the most definitive examples of the
viewpoint of madrasas regarding madrasas is the comment by Maulana Khalid
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Binnori of Darul Uloom Sarhad: “There is no need for reform…. No one has the
right to interfere in our institutions” (Fair 2008: 87).
The post-Peshawar attack attempt at regulation of madrasas is now proving to
be a failure like some of the previous efforts. While a part of the blame can be
attributed to the unwillingness on part of the government, a major cause of the
deadlock is the refusal of madrasas to budge.
The causes of this intransigent attitude of the madrasa administrations are
numerous and complicated. At the heart of the religious establishment’s
resistance to reform is a deep-seated mistrust of the government. Many scholars
trace the roots of this mistrust to the post-1857 Islamic revival in South Asia
when a number of religious movements originated to preserve Islamic
education from the influence of the British. Any attempt at reform is seen, by
the religious leadership, as an intrusion by the colonial and westernized way of
thinking into their way of life.
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Section 6

POLICY
RECOMMENDATIONS
Key Highlights:
o Establish a single government body, under parliamentary
oversight, which should be responsible of overseeing all
matters regarding madrasa regulation and reform ranging
from the registration of madrasas to development of
curriculum and so forth.
o Initiate a comprehensive education reform of public,
private, and religious institutions.
o Increase the number of better-quality public schools to
provide better alternatives for the low-income families.
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To the government of Pakistan
In order to ensure the formulation of an effective policy on madrasas, the
government must:
1. Carry out a systematic survey of the number of madrasas and the number
of students enrolled in these institutions.
2. Introduce a mandatory registration regime and ensure the closure of all
unregistered seminaries.
3. Establish a single government body, under parliamentary oversight,
which should be responsible of overseeing all matters regarding madrasa
regulation and reform ranging from the registration of madrasas to
development of curriculum and so forth.
4. Involve some of the prominent members of the religious leadership who
are open and responsive to the suggestion of reform.
5. Initiate a comprehensive education reform of public, private, and
religious institutions.
6. Ensure checks on foreign funding by compelling madrasas to carry out
financial transactions through bank accounts.
7. Instigate a crackdown on hundi/hawala networks associated with
madrasas.
8. Resume dialogue with madrasa administrations.
9. Omit jihadi and sectarian teachings from madrasa syllabi.
10. Appoint qualified personal for and allocate better resources to the model
dini madaris.
11. Increase the number of better-quality public schools to provide better
alternatives for the low-income families.
12. Perform an extensive overhaul of the religious curriculum to omit aspects
which promote hate speech and include Quranic insights on tolerance
and peace.
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