Dalrymple compares Asma Jahangir to Aung San Suu Kyi
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* Says Musharraf’s support has eroded because of CJP issue

By Khalid Hasan

WASHINGTON: Asma Jahangir has been compared to Burma’s Aung San Suu Kyi as Pakistan’s most visible and celebrated — as well as most vilified — human-rights lawyer.r.
In an article published in the July 23 issue of the New Yorker, British historian William Dalrymple writes, “Pakistan is a notably patriarchal society, but Jahangir has spent her professional life fighting for a secular civil society, challenging the mullahs and generals, and championing the rights of women at risk of ‘honor killing’ and religious minorities accused of blasphemy. She has investigated alleged extra judicial killings by the security forces, set up a shelter for vulnerable young women, and campaigned to end child labour. For Pakistan’s liberals, she is a symbol of freedom and defiance, comparable to Aung San Suu Kyi, in Burma.” Jahangir told Dalrymple, when he talked to her at a rally in support of the chief justice in May, “These protests really have touched a chord. There is so much pent-up anger. The country is beginning to stir.”
While acknowledging the improvement in Pakistan’s economy under Musharraf, Dalrymple notes that the support he once enjoyed from liberal elements in the Pakistani society had eroded with his firing of the chief justice. He also refers to Ayesha Siddiqa’s estimate that the military controls business assets of more than $20 billion, with interests ranging from cement and dredging to the manufacture of corn flakes and the baking of bread. It controls a third of all heavy manufacturing in the country and owns nearly 12 million acres of land. As Asma Jahangir told him, “The Army is into every business in this country. Except hairdressing.” Journalist Rashed Rehman told Dalrymple, “I personally don’t think the Islamists are on the verge of seizing power, but we cannot ignore the growing power of the militants. Asma is an idealist, and sometimes in this part of the world it is better to be a realist.”
Dalrymple asked Jahangir if General Musharraf’s rule has been “so dictatorial”. She replied, “Well, it’s true that dictators have become more sophisticated at masking their military rule these days. Musharraf’s government has a civilian face — there are still elections and assemblies — and he has come to believe his own propaganda that he really is a democrat. There is a degree of press freedom. And it is true that these days we have better communications than used to be possible under military rule, thanks to the Internet and mobile phones. It’s all more complex than it used to be.” She added, “I have no illusions about our elected politicians. Pakistani democracy is anything but perfect. In fact I can’t think of any other country in the world where the benefits of democracy are less immediately clear — even Nepal.” Asked about honour killings, she said, “Honour killings are not a specifically Islamic tradition. They are just a bad tradition that must be stopped...Islam is no more violent or fanatical than any other religion — it’s just that many Muslim countries have politicised religion for the benefit of the rulers. There are Christian fanatics and Hindu fanatics, too — put a gun in the hands of any of them and they will terrorise people. Religion should be something personal. It should not be the concern of the state, and no religion has a right to degrade women or erode their human dignity.”ity.”
Dalrymple writes, “It was difficult to imagine Bhutto’s successor, Nawaz Sharif, making as big a mess of things, but he was soon harassing his opponents, physically intimidating the judiciary and threatening journalists. In May of 1999, Najam Sethi, the editor of the Friday Times, was abducted from his home. A month later, after a series of demonstrations, in which Jahangir played a leading role, and an international campaign, he was released. Meanwhile, the economy came close to collapse.”
Jahangir, Dalrymple points out, is optimistic about the future. “Musharraf is rapidly losing the minimum respect that gives you the moral authority to rule a country,” she said. “We have the resilience to create new institutions and new systems. We have enough people of integrity. Given an opportunity, political parties can make a difference and new political leaders can emerge. But we civilians have to run the government ourselves. At the moment, it is not that the country has a garrison; it is that the garrison has a country. However flawed democracy here is, it is still the only answer. Once there is a proper political movement, the religious parties will become marginalised. I am not at all gloomy. These protests have been a wake-up call.”
Dalrymple concludes his long essay on Pakistan with the following, “Shortly after our conversation, I talked to Jugnu Mohsin, the publisher of the Friday Times, and the wife of its editor, Najam Sethi. ‘Is Asma naive?’ she asked. ‘It is true that the lawyers’ movement, if it destroys Musharraf, could create more problems than it solves. The fall of Musharraf could well lead to the rise of violent political Islam. I certainly believe that no civilian government on its own can put that genie back in the bottle. But, if idealism is naiveté, then so be it. It is ideals that move history forward — think of Gandhi or Martin Luther King. Many thought they were politically naive, but it was they, not the realists, who succeeded in changing the course of history..’”

