Controversies that caused upheavals
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ONE of history’s most extraordinary phenomena seems to evoke little interest among people, journalists and historians: succeeding generations are utterly indifferent to the controversies that ravaged earlier generations.

Often, religious and political controversies caused upheavals in societies, leading sometimes to slaughter. But succeeding generations wondered what those controversies were about and why so much blood was shed.

We now know through history books how the Khulq-e-Quran controversy rocked the Abbasid state and society in the ninth century. It centred round the arcane question of whether the Quranic text was “created” or eternal. Often, heads rolled when a scholar gave an opinion that the caliph and the ulema around him did not agree with. When there was a new caliph who belonged to the other side, those previously on the right side of the state were persecuted.

Mamunur Rashid (813-833) made it a state doctrine in 827, and his successors — Mu’tasim and Wasiq — continued with his policy. Inquisition courts called ‘mihnah’ were set up to try those who did not believe in this doctrine. Among those tried was Ahmad bin Hambal. In fact, Wasiq had himself tried because he wanted someone to be executed. Mutawakkil (842-861) reversed the policy by decreeing death for anyone who believed in this Mu’tazillah doctrine.

If we say today that we really do not know what the controversy was about and how a position held on this or that side of the divide affected one’s faith or daily life, we could be forgiven, for the controversy raged 12 centuries ago. But, amazing as it may sound, barring some scholars, people less than a century later were completely indifferent to the Khulq-i-Quran question, which had caused so much bloodshed in their grandparents’ time.

Nearer in time and space we can go back to the 19th century and look at some of the controversies in the wake of the end of the “mutiny” and the consolidation of British power. The linchpin of this controversy was Sir Syed Ahmad Khan. He wanted Muslims to acquire a “modern” education, which obviously could be done only through English. No one is on record as having opposed “modern” education; the opposition basically was to the learning of English.

Within a few decades, English had triumphed, for even the diehard among the ulema and middle class conservatives did not hesitate to send their children to Aligarh and other “English” institutions. Alongside the English-language question, absurd but highly emotional controversies raged round such inanities as eating with knife and fork or using chairs and tables for meals instead of the traditional fersh and takht. It was not uncommon among conservative circles to avoid visiting relations and friends who had adopted these “firangi” practices.

The next controversy was loud — literally and figuratively — for it concerned the loudspeaker. There was intense opposition in some religious circles to the use of the amplifier in mosques. Not all ulema opposed it, but there indeed were sections of religious opinion which considered the use of the loudspeaker un-Islamic. Like all religious controversies, this, too, could not remain an academic issue and generated much heat with considerable fatwa-issuing exercises on both sides.

As we can see today, we of the present generation only laugh at this. In fact, as irony would have it, today the use of the loudspeaker seems to have become an integral part of the rituals, for some people consider regulating the use of the loudspeaker as an attack on Islam. As for the “Islam versus socialism” controversy that rocked Pakistan in the seventies, we are too close to it to attempt an objective assessment.

Today, we are grappling with the meaning, interpretation and practical application of such words as secularism, religious extremism, fundamentalism and cultural and religious pluralism. Some sections consider secularism to be a threat to Islam and a negation of that word which was a rage a couple of decades ago but which is no more heard of with the same intensity — the ideology of Pakistan.

To the anti-secularism lobby, the ulema occupy a central position in the body politic. A law opposed by them is un-Islamic because they say so. The possibility that the vast majority of the lawmakers may agree with them is of no consequence to them. Their opinion, they insist, does not need a parliamentary certificate of approval, because they fear parliament is quite capable of making an un-Islamic law.

To the secular lobby, the parliament passing a law that goes against Islam is remote because the vast majority of the members of the National Assembly and the Senate is Muslim and will hopefully remain so. Its main argument is that ultimately law-making must be based on a rational discussion of a given issue, and the aim should be the people’s welfare, and this in no way conflicts with the Islamic principle of general good.

Both sides quote extensively from Jinnah’s speeches to establish their point of view to the exclusion of the other. Both are right just as both are equally wrong. Jinnah said nothing that cancels out the other, for a given occasion should decide, depending upon the nation’s needs, which of Jinnah’s precepts would need applicability. Likewise, one can quote the Quran and Sunnah profusely to emphasise solely Islam’s egalitarian character and exclude those injunctions that deal with purdah, sex and modest behaviour — and vice versa.

The truth is that neither can be suppressed nor can one aspect be over-emphasised, leading to lack of balance in society. Ultimately, it is the people’s needs that will determine priority for one, or a mix of both, depending upon what reason demands. If we continue to lurch from “system” to “system” and wallow in political and constitutional experimentalism, it is highly unlikely that there will ever be a compromise on these issues. Violence or even civil war will remain inherent in what at present is a low-intensity confrontation, unless we work out a method — not to develop a consensus (that is an impossibility) but to develop and hone a democratic mechanism for resolving what today are considered fundamental differences and irreconcilable positions.

Nowhere were the differences between the believers in secularism and their opponents greater than those in Turkey. Military interventions only delayed the Erdogan phenomenon. A remarkably intelligent man, Recep Tayyip Erdogan realised why Necemettin Erbakan’s relative extremism failed in a system where secularism had been well-entrenched since 1924. He led his party to a spectacular electoral triumph that has enabled the AKP to rule without a coalition partner. This was achieved by political means and without a renunciation of all that Ataturk stood for. In the meantime, the military’s hold on the National Security Council has been weakened.

In Pakistan, the secular and anti-secular views appear irreconcilable today; that may not be the case 25 years from now, provided the democratic process is allowed to take its course uninterrupted, with full freedom for all segments of society in a free play of pluralism. In such a scenario, in a quarter century or so, all parties, including those which today have reservations about a Muslim parliament’s ability to make “correct” laws, will have gained confidence in the democratic process and realised that getting laws of their choice passed by parliament was a better way of pushing their legislative agenda forward — better than the current belief that an unelected body of experts reserves the exclusive right to interpret Islam.

