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This is the age of widespread abuses committed by the torchbearer of human rights and democracy, the United States. The shameful physical and mental torture of prisoners of war, (which America calls 'combatants,' to bypass Geneva Conventions) at Abu Ghraib prison, Guantanamo Bay and some European countries, where the prisoners are secretly transported by the CIA for questioning with physical and mental torture, away from the American eyes, has been the most horrifying story in the world. However, the latest case of human rights abuse by the US government revealed through a New York Times scoop has shaken the American political leaders and the people at large.

The paper recently broke the story that President Bush has authorised wire-tapping of American citizens without obtaining court orders. This is not only a violation of human rights of American citizens but also against the nation's constitution which requires a court order before telephone calls of an American citizen can be tapped by the government. President Bush is taking refuge under a congressional sanction for the waiver of various constitutional provisions for the president in the situation of war. He says he is fighting a war against terrorism and can trample over the human rights of any American national by tapping his telephone calls. It seems obvious that most of these Americans who become victims of wire-tapping are the Muslim nationals of the United States.

The Human Rights Watch, an NGO funded mostly by western countries, has soft-pedalled the worst human rights abuses committed by the US government while highlighting such abuses of comparatively much less intensity in the Third World countries. The Human Rights Watch report for 2005 lists a numbers of human rights concerns in Pakistan. This includes a rise in sectarian violence; legal discrimination against and mistreatment of women and religious minorities; arbitrary detention of political opponents; harassment and intimidation of the media and lack of due process in the conduct of the 'war on terror' in collaboration with the United States.

The report says violence against women and girls, including domestic violence, rape, 'honour killings', acid attacks, and trafficking, are rampant in Pakistan. The existing legal code discriminates against women and girls and creates major obstacles to seeking redress in cases of violence. Survivors of violence encounter unresponsiveness and hostility at each level of the criminal justice system, from police who fail to register or investigate cases of gender-based violence to judges with little or no commitment to women's equal rights.

Under Pakistan's existing Hudood Ordinance, proof of rape generally requires the confession of the accused or the testimony of four adult Muslim men who witnessed the assault, which in normal circumstances is not possible. If a woman cannot prove her rape allegation she runs a very high risk of being charged with fornication or adultery, the criminal penalty for which is either a long prison sentence and public whipping, or, though rare, death by stoning. The testimony of a woman carries half the weight of a man's testimony under this ordinance. The government has yet to repeal or reform the

Hudood Ordinance, despite repeated calls for its repeal by the government run National Commission on the Status of Women, as well as women's rights and human rights groups. Informed estimates suggest that over 200,000 cases under the Hudood laws are under process at various levels in Pakistan's legal system.

Quoting Interior Ministry sources the report says, there have been more then 4,000 honour killings in the last six years. Non-governmental groups recorded more than 1,300 honour killings in 2003 alone. Proposed legislation on honour killings drafted in consultation with NGOs and the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan was sidelined in favour of a far weaker bill.

According to the report in 2004, sectarian violence increased significantly in Pakistan. While estimates suggest that at least 4,000 people, largely from the minority Shia sect, have died because of sectarian violence since 1980, the last five years have witnessed a steep rise in incidents of sectarian violence. For example, in October 2004, at least seventy people were killed in sectarian attacks perpetrated by both Sunni and Shia extremist groups in the cities of Multan and Karachi. In recent years, Sunni extremists, often with connections to militant organisations such as Sipha-e-Sahaba, have targeted the Shias.

Those implicated in acts of sectarian violence are rarely prosecuted and virtually no action has been taken to protect the affected communities. Discrimination and persecution on grounds of religion continued in 2004 and increasing numbers of blasphemy cases were registered.

This is no doubt that domestic violence such as rape and honour killings, which are in the news almost every day, are a great stigma on the human rights record of Pakistan. So is the Hudood Ordinance which in many cases violates the rights of women of the country. The government has repeatedly promised to eradicate these evils and suitably amend the Hudood Ordinance, but sadly no effective steps have been taken in this direction so far.

The most celebrated case of gang rape of Mukhtaran Mai, which caused adverse publicity against Pakistan worldwide, when she received the Glamour Magazine Award in New York for her courage to fearlessly speak against her violators, and stand up against the powerful gang of village elders is still languishing in courts.

Likewise many legal cases of rape and torture of women lie buried in court files due to cumbersome legal procedures. The abominable tradition of honour killing or 'Karo Kari' in Sindh continues unabated. There is need that the government take immediate and forceful measures to control these evil practices which are the source of adverse publicity for human rights in Pakistan.

 

