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A PERSISTENT failure to deal with the canker of intolerance — one of the greatest threats to the Pakistani people’s mental health and their material well-being — is making the affliction day by day more unmanageable.
A young non-Muslim woman has been living in Lahore for quite some time. A few weeks ago she married an American citizen — a crime her neighbours apparently did not forgive. A group of hotheads raided her home at night early this month and on their inability to break into the house they damaged the car parked in the porch and pasted a notice on it: ‘kalima parh lo warna’ (convert to Islam or else).

This from a community whose religious mentors keep on proclaiming from every pulpit under their occupation — “there is no compulsion in matters of faith”. And this is not happening in one of those parts of Pakistan where lawlessness is the order of the day — such as Balochistan, Fata or Lyari — but in the capital of the land of peace and amity, whose redoubtable rulers are feared so much by terrorist organisations that they have migrated to Balochistan and where laptops float on rivers of milk and honey.

It is possible that the purpose of the assault on the vulnerable woman is not a desire to increase the numerical strength of the Muslim community — already a preponderant majority — and the idea is only to secure her release from marriage to an American man. But no law permits any vigilante squad to interfere with the right of adult men and women to marry of their free will and raise their families. And if the cause of provocation is the bridegroom’s nationality, then the message to the world is that the Pakistani people belong to the lunatic fringe that victimises the citizens of a state with whom their state has some temporary quarrel, a proposition no Pakistani in his or her right frame of mind will endorse.

Not far from the scene of the atrocity mentioned above an operation to demolish some parts of an Ahmadi prayer house has been going on for many days. The cause is the complaint that the building looks like a mosque. If every premises that has small minarets and domes and cupolas is to be treated as a mosque-like structure that cannot be left in the possession of undesirable occupants, then a good number of buildings in Lahore and elsewhere, in secular or religious use, may have to be demolished. But that is a smaller part of the matter.

Far more serious is the issue of the denial of a community’s right to freedom to subscribe to a faith of its choice and to practise it freely and this under a law arbitrarily made by a dictator. Even if the law does not offer the beleaguered community any relief, are the state and society incapable of promoting a peaceful solution? It is the silence of the media, the academia, the politicians, the bureaucrats and, one suspects, the judiciary too, on blatant instances of religious persecution that encourages the demons of intolerance to become more and more invincible.

Unfortunately, the fires of intolerance are now being stoked by some elements that are expected to guarantee all citizens due protection of the law.

Incidents of some immature lawyers’ resort to perpetrating violence on citizens, police officers and court staff have not been uncommon, especially since their movement for the independence of the judiciary, which some old-fashioned people thought was also aimed at strengthening the rule of law. Some of these incidents have taken place on court premises. None of them, highly deplorable though, led to a situation comparable to the result of a lawyer’s decision to hurl a shoe at the dignitary presiding over a court of law in Faisalabad.

The offender had surely rendered himself liable to punishment under the law but he could not be denied his right to adequate and fair defence. The lawyers’ association of his district tried to extinguish just that right. A high-ranking delegation of lawyers called upon the chief justice of the high court to assure him that the district bar will not defend the accused in the reference to the high court, nor before the bar council in the hearing on a plea for the cancellation of his licence to practise, nor in the matter of its own complaint against him. The news item appearing in the press contained no reference to any admonition that the delegation had apparently invited.

It seems the lawyers’ ethics is at a heavy discount these days. A lawyer can refuse to accept a brief for quite a few personal reasons based upon a clash of interest or simply for a client’s failure to pay his fees but one never heard of a lawyer being denied defence on the ground that he is guilty of disrespect for a judicial officer. A lawyer who defends a criminal is not required to endorse his client’s criminal action. His job is primarily to assist the court in a fair adjudication of the case and to ensure that his client is not punished any more than what he lawfully deserves.

Unfortunately, the lawyers’ attitude in this case corresponds to the unfair public criticism of Barrister Aitzaz Ahsan’s decision to defend the prime minister in the contempt case and is reminiscent of some lawyers’ refusal to defend persons charged under the blasphemy law.

A lawyer has a duty to assist people in conflict with the law just as a medical practitioner is duty-bound to help any seriously wounded offender. A doctor is required to comply with the legal requirements of the case but he must try to save the criminal’s life. This is the lesson humankind learnt after centuries of warfare — that the life of an enemy soldier who is wounded in battle needs to be saved — a lesson still valid despite its violation by some states during the Second World War and in subsequent conflicts.

Even more disturbing is the case of some police officers who were accused of deliberately injuring a few Sahiwal lawyers when the latter took out a procession in May 2007 in protest against the Musharraf putsch against the Supreme Court. Their appeal against a ruling of the trial court is pending before the Lahore High Court and no less than nine division benches have declined to hear it for personal reasons. Some action has to be taken to remove the impression, however ill-founded it may be, that the policemen are being punished because they interfered with a pro-judiciary procession and their victims were lawyers and not ordinary citizens.

These are extremely distressing manifestations of intolerance. What hope of the people’s deliverance from the deadly disease can there be if those infected include law officers? When men of law start taking pride in their acts of intolerance the message to the citizens is quite sinister — they are free to grow increasingly intolerant of and violent towards anyone who does not agree with them. One of the roots of intolerance thus lies in the acts of commission and omission of the corps of defenders and dispensers of justice.

