Conforming to stereotypes
By Tahir Mirza

WHEN Karen Armstrong came to Pakistan recently, her lectures became a social rather than a serious or scholarly event. At least this was so in Karachi where everyone who mattered went to hear Ms Armstrong speak. ‘Are you going to the Armstrong event’? Society ladies rang up one another to ask. The next morning it was: ‘Did you go to the Armstrong event yesterday? I didn’t see you.’

It became an occasion to see and be seen, and the audience overflowed into additional rooms to hear Ms Armstrong on television screens.

Very flattering no doubt, but how many of those who listened to her really understand what people like her are trying to suggest — mainly, alas, in the West? In her autobiographical ‘The spiral staircase’, Ms Armstrong writes: “In my history of Jerusalem (one of her books), I learned that the practice of compassion and social justice had been central to the cult of the holy city from the earliest times, and was especially evident in Judaism and Islam. I discovered that in all three of the religions of Abraham, fundamentalist movements distort the tradition they are trying to defend by emphasising belligerent elements and overlooking the insistent and crucial demand for compassion.”

Many of those who formed Ms Armstrong’s Karachi audience undoubtedly believe in an Islam that is tolerant and moderate. But how many of them look at Islam and religion generally as having “compassion and social justice” as the central theme?

The elite who go to listen to Karen Armstrong and read her books must be particularly dismissive of her use of the phrase “social justice”. The emphasis has been on Islam as a combative creed, an image upheld by the military types and religious leaders out to create political space for themselves. But social justice and compassion? Where have they figured either in the policies of successive governments or the counsels of political parties and political leaders? On the other hand, we have witnessed and suffered from the spectacle of the religious parties trying to outdo each other in their attitudes of belligerence and militancy.

The same thing has happened to that other Abrahamic religion, Judaism, where the state founded in its name has, far from compassion and social justice, become a monstrous occupier of other people’s lands, a source of terror throughout the region, and a ruthless killer of women and children. It is especially galling to see that religion of peace par excellence, Buddhism, assume the violent shape it has in Myanmar and Sri Lanka.

In our case, even the terminology of political leaders has been full of fire and brimstone and is devoid of any rational or peaceable content. Their discourse is often meant to appeal to the least tolerant of our instincts. The Jamaat-i-Islami, whose founder was accepted as a scholar whether you agreed with his interpretations or not, in the early years developed some social programmes and won support among the educated middle classes. But soon, probably from its sponsorship of the Objectives Resolution onwards, it began to adopt an intolerant creed, campaigning against the Ahmadis and agitating for separate electorates. It has transformed itself into a party forever angry with ordinary Pakistanis for their daily deviations from the JI’s version of Islam.

If you hear of the party now on campuses, you hear of it in the context of its harassment of couples seen talking or walking together. Then you hear of its “danda (stave)”-bearing brigades on New Year’s eve patrolling outside hotels, clubs and even private houses. Its opposition to the Women’s Protection Bill also reflects neither Ms Armstrong’s compassion nor her sense of social justice. How can a measure designed to prevent social and sexual exploitation of women be opposed by any religious party? But the JI is insistent in its opposition and is mounting pressure on other components of the MMA to resign from parliament in protest against the bill.

The Jamiat Ulema-i-Pakistan (JUI) is an offshoot of the Jamiat Ulema-i-Hind which, under the leadership of Maulana Hussain Ahmad Madani, was a partner of the Congress Party in the struggle against the British and thus had at least an anti-imperialist orientation. But the ideology and religion-loaded political atmosphere in Pakistan soon took care of the JUI, and its anti-imperialism converted into the kind of fundamentalism that eventually led it to patronise the violent and reactionary Taliban movement. It was also an active partner in the anti-Ahmadi agitation. It is interesting to recall at that one time it had described the Jamaat-i-Islami as an agent of imperialism and sided with the People’s Party of Mr Z.A. Bhutto.

Most of the other religious parties are wholly sectarian in nature and nurse their own militant constituencies. The link between some of the parties involved in sectarian politics within Pakistan and some of the organisations operating from our soil that have been active in Kashmir was accepted by the government only reluctantly and only after 9/11 cleared minds of some deeply entrenched ideas that came close to be seen as reflecting a crusading zeal on our part. Even now some of the same tendencies seem to persist in our military and intelligence community’s attitudes to Afghanistan and the Taliban factor. In short, the image of Islam that we present in practice, apart form whatever Gen Pervez Musharraf may say to the contrary, is of a religion concerned solely with agitation against things that the religious leaders, with many politicians as their lackeys, consider to be anti-Islam.

Thus our agitations are mounted mostly on issues such as alleged blasphemies committed by western authors or commentators or politicians or measures such as the women’s bill. It should be a matter of shame for all of us that let alone religious parties, not even the so-called liberal parties thought it worthwhile to stage street demonstrations against the recent Israeli atrocities in Lebanon and Gaza. Religion as exploited by most of our political-religious leaders seems to be wielded as a weapon of hate rather than as a means of creating a compassionate and caring society.

This negative approach has failed to be countered by even those politicians who would consider themselves to be secular or liberal — or even by generals who have come and strutted and fretted their hour on our political stage posing as moderates and open-minded reformers but who have actually encouraged reactionary and militant trends. Thus we have what the historian Prof Mushirul Hasan has called the failure of “Muslim modernism” to confront the conservatives who have seen reforms and innovation as a threat to what they believe to be their Islam.

We can have a Hasba bill to control our morals, but not a bill to deal with unemployment or the plight of physically or mentally handicapped people. We seem constantly to be on the lookout to separate good Muslims from bad Muslims. We depict every political development in terms of religious orthodoxy, thus missing the actual expansionist objectives behind some of the events that are taking place today in the world around us. America’s occupation of Iraq and Afghanistan is reduced simply to religious terms and its political implications ignored.

So, actually, while we blame others for presenting a wrong picture of Islam, we tend to forget that we may ourselves be guilty of the same aberration. And since we have closed on ourselves all doors to dialogue and democratic debate and rational discussion of religious issues, we cannot even produce concerned scholars like Karen Armstrong to underline the compassion and the element of social justice in Islam. If the West has a stereotype of Islam and of Muslims in its mind, then we by our acts of omission and commission only conform to it and strengthen it.

One of the great virtues projected in relation to Islam was that it had no priesthood. Now religion in Pakistan is totally dominated by priest-politicians and imams and owners of seminaries who form their own priesthood and yet are at war with each other and have divided their followers into almost irreconcilable sects. The more we seek to glorify militancy, the more we fall into the trap set for us.

By the way, has any mosque imam ever pondered over the anomaly that while on the one hand he invokes in his prayers God’s curse on the “ahle-yahood” and the “ahle hanood”, he seeks, on the other hand, blessings for Abraham’s progeny?

