
 

Avenue des Arts 19
1210 Brussels

info@sadf.eu
www.sadf.eu

One Year After: The Holy Artesan 
Backery Attack and Counter-Terrorism 
in Bangladesh 

Dr. Siegfried O. Wolf

SADF COMMENT 
30 June 2017 
Issue n° 95 

Dr. Siegfried O. Wolf is the Director 
of Research at the South Asia 
Democrat ic Forum and Senior 
Researcher (Member) at the South Asia 
Institute, Heidelberg University.  

One year ago, Bangladesh witnessed one of  its most horrific terror 

attacks. On July 1 2016, several gunmen stormed in the Holey 

Artisan Bakery, a popular restaurant situated in Dhaka’s diplomatic 

quarter. Twenty guests were brutally murdered, most of  them 

foreigners, as well as two policemen and six terrorists after the 

security forces acted to end the standoff  after a 12 hours siege. A 

few elements indicate that that this incident marked a new peak of  

Jihadism in the country: the choice of  the location aimed at 

targeting the international clientele; the used weaponry (not only 

locally made sharp weapons but also more sophisticated ones too); 

the fact that some people were taken hostage.  

In response, the government carried out several major counter-

terrorism activities. Due to the fact that in the past few months, the 

attacks on liberal bloggers, writers and activists have subsided one 

can state, at least in statistical terms, that the measures taken by the 

authorities were successful. Nevertheless, some critics accuse the 

government of  using counterterrorism campaigns to keep the 

opposition in check. Some analysts were questioning the overall 

performance of  the nation-wide crackdowns on terrorists. In any 

case, such statements are too simplistic and distract from the core 

problem.  

Obviously, the anti-terrorism policies of  Prime Minister Sheikh 

Hasina’s administration focus on responding to challenges 

connected with maintaining law and order. Subsequently, the 

authority’s actions are featured by a large-scale use of  the security 

apparatus and coercive force. As such, at least temporarily, the 

conducted measures made an impact in undermining the activities 
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of  several individual, militant groups. Nevertheless earlier domestic experiences and lessons from other 

countries, especially Pakistan, show that the selected ‘target groups’ usually remain underground, 

regroup, and reappear -sooner or later- under a different name and/or organizational structure to 

continue with their activities. In other words, a solely ‘military solution’ is rather dealing with the 

consequences rather than the causes of  terrorism. Consequently, the eradication of  religious motivated 

militancy in Bangladesh demands an overall ‘political solution’, which of  course includes the use of  

force too, but just as a toolkit of  a larger portfolio of  state measures.    

Having this in mind one must state that a comprehensive counter-terrorism approach, which deals with 

the political, economic and social causes for religious radicalization and militancy is still lacking. Here, it 

will be essential that anti-terrorism policies start to take into account the deep entrenchment of  radical 

Islamists in Bangladesh’s administrative institutions, economy, educational and health care systems 

among other aspects of  public life. In consequence, Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina needs to bounce 

back a complex Islamist movement which is able to penetrate all spheres of  society by filling the gaps 

in government functions and state services. Historically, Bangladesh’s endemic political instability 

combined with the government’s inability to address the country’s social and economic needs (e.g. 

unemployment and poverty) created room for Islamists to proliferate. Here one has to be aware that 

the religious fundamentalists apply a threefold-strategy to gain leverage in state and society: 

Firstly, the Islamists formed political parties to undermine the political system from within, using the 

opportunities offered by the democratic processes; this is the formal ‘political front’ of  the Islamist 

movement. Against this backdrop, one can state that not allowing the religious highly radicalised and 

militant Jamaat-e-Islami (JeI) to take part in the last general election was an important step taken by the 

judiciary (the High Court cancelled the party’s registration with the Bangladesh Election Commission/

BEC on 1 August 2013) to protect the country’s political institutions. However, the phenomenon 

regarding JeI attempting to infiltrate the ruling Awami League in order to create discord, capture 

political space, and maintain political influence proves that the Islamists continue to Islamise the party-

political arena. 

Secondly, the Islamists were able to build a network of  ‘social movement organisations’ (including all 

kind of  NGOs) to engage in social care, development and religious-cultural activities as well as media 

and educational centres; it penetrates all spheres of  society (‘societal front’ of  the Islamists).  

Thirdly, the Islamist movement engages in violence, using a network of  members, associates and 

‘loosely-linked’ groups and individuals. The ‘violent action front’ supports the political and societal 

fronts as a tool of  last resort.   
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All three fronts – political, societal, and violent action – aim to build a state and society based on a 

narrow, literal interpretation of  Islam. They systematically combine these strategies into a portfolio of  

multi-sectoral, multi-dimensional campaigns and subsequent concrete activities to achieve their goal of  

establishing an Islamic state. 

Against this backdrop, there is obviously no certain measure, or strategy with a specific set of  actions 

that could present the ‘best solution’ in tackling the terrorist threat in Bangladesh (as well as in any 

other country). Having said this, the country needs more than just sporadic, large scale actions by 

security forces. The government needs to formulate a coherent and comprehensive counter-terrorism 

strategy, which consists of  several components: 

(1) The ‘fundamental aim’ to eradicate the conditions creating a favouring environment for religious 

fanatics.  

(2) The creation of  a ‘conducive political environment’ and a ‘constructive working relationship’ 

between government and opposition, and to end the disastrous extra-parliamentary activities to 

undermine the work of  Bangladesh’s government. 

(3) The political will and the subsequent formulation and implementation of  a program to bounce back 

Islamist leverage in the country’s constitutional and institutional-administrative structure. 

(4) The subsequent formulation and implementation of  a programme to strengthen the country’s civil 

society, especially to protect and promote civil society organisations in order to strengthen secular and 

tolerant forces. In this context, any civil society agenda must include initiatives to protect the country’s 

ethnic and religious minorities and other vulnerable groups (e.g. women, LGBT communities). 

(5) Substantial social and economic reforms and subsequent concrete measures to uplift the living 

condition and future prospects of  the people, especially the youth. These include also reforms in the 

educational sector, especially to reduce the leverage of  the madrasas (Islamic religious schools). 

However, it is important to note, that many of  the terrorists who carried out the latest attacks are from 

financially well-off  families and are highly educated. This means that the Jihadi groups today are able to 

recruit people from all social classes, not only those feeling socially, economically or politically 

marginalized. Furthermore, it seems that the Jihadi groups invested much in new recruiting strategies 

and are able to reach not only poor students in madrasas but also rich ones in the leading private 

universities. It should be also noted that this is not a Bangladeshi but rather a worldwide phenomenon. 

In sum, a political solution should not only focus on the reasons – which are extraordinary manifold – 

why “rich kids’’ are turning into terrorists, it must entail specific educational measures able to 

undermine the increasing successful propaganda strategies of  the terror groups. 
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To sum up, to eradicate the Jihadist threat, Bangladesh’s elites must overcome political rivalries to 

achieve a national consensus to formulate an overall concept for a political solution. Furthermore, the 

country is in urgent need to protect and promote its civil society and to strengthen all democratic and 

secular forces. The fact that less liberal bloggers, writers and activists got killed in the past few months 

was rather because of  fear and self-censorship than due to a successful counter-terrorism campaign. In 

the past, liberal thinkers were free to express their views. The country’s intelligentsia, active civil society 

and press were secular and modern in their outlook and quick to oppose fundamentalist accesses and 

violence. This is no longer the case. Islamists managed to successfully silence critical voices and 

increasingly determine public opinion making. Later processes demand that the political decision-

makers overcome their ‘state of  denial’ of  the Islamist deep leverage in all spheres of  public life and 

deal with all kind of  causes for militant religious extremism. As long as this is not achieved, Bangladesh 

risks of  falling even deeper into the clutches of  Islamic fundamentalism. As such, it’s time that the 

government accepts that the country must face not only the challenge of  domestic but international 

Jihadism too. Even if  the threats of  groups like the Islamic State or Al Qaeda do not concern much a 

remarkable physical presence (in the form of  an own network or affiliated organizations), but it refers 

to the spread of  Jihadist ideology through their propaganda. This is contributing to the increasing 

religiously motivated violence and radicalization in Bangladesh. Last but not least, the international 

community has to see the attack in the Holy Artesan Bakery as the final ‘wake-up’ call and to join hands 

with the Bangladesh government on the basis of  commonly accepted standards of  human rights, 

transparency, and accountability, to jointly eradicate the roots of  ‘global Jihadism’. 
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