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Foreword

In every age, we have been reminded of the inherent and 
extreme contradictions of war. The stresses of armed conflict 
appear to bring out the best and the worst in mankind, at once 
provoking unimaginable barbarities as well as a creative genius 
that has spurred human knowledge, science and technology into the 
realms of greatness; destroying the very foundations of morality 
and social order, even as they inspire fundamental transformations 
in values and establish new worlds of hope; stirring in the human 
mind unequalled rapacity and inconceivable self-sacrifice, moral 
collapse and spiritual exaltation. 

And when war coalesces with religion – as it invariably 
does throughout history – such contradictions are infinitely 
compounded. All the great Faiths emphasise restraint, abnegation 
and an inflexible morality above all concerns of profit, victory 
and even survival. Yet all institutionalized Faiths have allied 
themselves to stark power and pelf, and some of the greatest 
atrocities of history – wars of aggression, rapine, genocide, slavery, 
some of the vilest and most oppressive forms of discrimination 
and oppression – each has been, at some time, validated by high 
religious authority. A vast chasm has been created by ambition 
and avarice, between the principles and the practice of religion. 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ, for instance, the very foundation 
of Christianity, preaches a radical pacifism. In the Sermon on 
the Mount, Christ declares, “Do not resist the one who is evil. 
But if anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other 
also.” And yet, it is in the name of Christ that the crusades were 
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launched and sustained over nearly four centuries. And where 
Christ declared, “Let him who is without sin cast the first stone”, 
the Catholic church inflicted the torments of the great Inquisition. 

The Hindus speak of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam, ‘the world is 
one family’, but constructed the gross inequities of a vicious caste 
system.

Islam, the Faithful remind us repeatedly, is a religion of peace. 
And yet, today, violence and discord afflict almost every Muslim 
majority state, and strife flows from these to impact much of the 
world. 

How could Buddhism be an exception? Despite occasionally 
startling examples of commitment to the core tenet of Ahimsa or 
non-violence against all living beings – perhaps embodied in the 
life of the present (14th) Dalai Lama, Lhamo Thondup – Buddhist 
communities and states have not been averse to war and violence. 

And what brings violence to an end? India’s Northeast 
has been a locus of chronic ethnic violence virtually since the 
moment of the birth of the nation. A proliferation of insurgencies 
have since afflicted much of the region but appear, now, to have 
substantially burnt themselves out. While kinetic measures have 
been integral to the state’s counter-insurgency responses in the 
Northeast, a wide variety of non-kinetic strategies have also been 
deployed. Prominent among these have been a diverse range of 
peace initiatives, some of which have successfully ended specific 
insurgencies, others that have limited or ended certain patterns of 
violent action, and still others that have produced enduring, albeit 
uncertain and fragile cessations of hostilities, and a restoration of 
democratic processes and governance. 

Separately, the state and its agencies may itself be the source 
and cause of insurgent and terrorist violence, even as the shadowy 
core of its power centre – the deep state – actively undermines and 
‘manages’ democratic processes. This has certainly been the case 
in Pakistan, where the military-madrasa-mullah nexus has come 
to dominate the national imagination and democratic processes, 
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though election after election has demonstrated the absence of 
democratic support to this corrosive power cabal. Pakistan’s 
history is a cautionary tale for others in the region and across the 
world on how identity politics and militarism are an incendiary 
mix, and not a force that can help cement nationhood.

But identity politics and a new legitimation of authoritarian 
and communal politics is now a growing reality in India, and will 
provide fertile ground for hostile states to exploit in new patterns 
of disruption. The wars of the future are ‘hybrid’, exploiting a 
range of instrumentalities well below the threshold of open war, to 
inflict harm on the target state. India is already victim to corrosive 
proxy wars and patterns of long-term subversion, and the scope 
for injury is vastly augmented by the revolutionary technological 
transformations of the past years, by globalization and the 
integration of the communications and information technology 
spectrum, and a progressive erosion of the distinctions between 
the military and non-military spheres. All measures suggest that 
India’s leaderships are yet to imagine the sheer magnitude of this 
challenge, and a policy response remains well beyond the reach 
or aspirations of the powers that be. 

The madrasa has long been a favourite whipping boy in 
the discourse on radicalization, extremism and terrorism, on the 
one hand, while conservative Muslims insist that the institution 
provides much-needed educational and welfare services, 
particularly in societies where state systems fail to fulfil basic 
obligations. Such a failure is acute with regard to the female 
population in Pakistan, where state and public institutions have 
systematically reinforced the disempowerment of women, and 
where female education receives particularly low priority within 
and dismal wider educational scenario. Empirical assessments 
of the role and efficacy of madrasas are rare, and an evaluation 
of the efficacy (or otherwise) of madrasas in promoting female 
empowerment in Pakistan is of particular significance. 
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This volume explores these diverse themes in a continuing 
effort to bring into critical focus elements of the complex dynamic 
that produces, sustains, confronts and, on occasion, neutralizes 
divergent patterns of conflict.

Ajai Sahni
October 28, 2019

Ajai Sahni


