COMMENT: A noble lie —Ishtiaq Ahmed
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The idea of a noble lie descends from the founder of political theory, Plato (427BC-347BC). He spent a lifetime trying to prove that truth is better than untruth, but deviated from this principle when dealing with the best interests of the state. He argued that it was permissible to tell a lie if it made the state strong and stable

At a meeting held recently in Lahore under the auspices of the Nazaria Pakistan Foundation (Ideology of Pakistan Foundation) to celebrate the 129th birthday of the founder of Pakistan, Quaid-i-Azam Muhammad Ali Jinnah, Dr Javid Iqbal asserted that Jinnah was not secular and did not want to create a secular state. The audience was told that the significance of what Jinnah’s August 11, 1947 speech said was highly exaggerated:

“We are starting with this fundamental principle that we are all citizens and equal citizens of one State... I think we should keep that in front of us as our ideal and you will find that in due course Hindus would cease to be Hindus and Muslims would cease to be Muslims, not in the religious sense, because that is the personal faith of each individual, but in the political sense as citizens of the state.” 

In light of these observations we need to probe if Jinnah was telling a noble lie. The idea of a noble lie descends from the founder of political theory, Plato (427BC-347BC). He spent a lifetime trying to prove that truth is better than untruth, but deviated from this principle when dealing with the best interests of the state. He argued that it was permissible to tell a lie if it made the state strong and stable. 

Plato wanted the ruler, the philosopher-king, to tell his citizens in Athens that God had ordained a perfect social hierarchy consisting of rulers, auxiliaries (warriors) and farmers. Of course Plato, like other Greek thinkers, did not consider the slaves, who were always a large segment of the population, as human beings. They were living instruments as his rebellious pupil, Aristotle, defined them. 

The ruler was to use his vantage position to tell the citizens that it was not circumstances that determined who would become what, but God had destined some to become rulers and others to obey them. The noble lie was necessary, Plato argued, in order to obtain complete submission to the ruler from the citizens and thus maintain a stable social and political order. 

Now, if Jinnah did not want to establish a secular democracy — which requires that in principle the state should be neutral on religion and all citizens enjoy equal rights — then he was telling a noble lie. Unlike Plato, who wanted to legitimise strict social hierarchy with all political power vested in the philosopher-king, Jinnah wanted Pakistan to be a modern state with equal rights for all citizens. 

He could not suddenly sever the connection between religion and state because Pakistan had after all been created as a special state of the Muslim nation. Consequently, the best thing to do was to impute a meaning and virtue to Pakistan that hitherto had not been a part of the Islamic state. 

There is no evidence that at any stage the whole population of an Islamic state was conferred equal rights. Quite simply such a state theoretically was committed to enforcing a fixed ideology rather than creating autonomous and equal citizens. Not only that, but even among Muslims only the males were permitted a role in public affairs while the women were confined to the private sphere. 

As one born in the Ismaili sect, Jinnah would surely have known that his sect was never considered proper Muslims and therefore had to live on the fringes until the English intervened and had the Aga Khan recognised as a great leader of Muslims. 

The contest over who should rule over Muslims was never open on the basis of talent or capability. Even the Khawarij, who were true republicans and did not consider tribal affiliation an important pre-condition for becoming the imam of Muslims, would not consider a woman fit to be their ruler. A non-Muslim holding a position of power or influence was unthinkable for Khawarij who were the first to use terror and were involved in the murder of Hazrat Ali (661 AD), alleging that he had deviated from true Islam. 

Shia political theory restricts the right to rule to the male descendants of Hazrat Ali and Bibi Fatima. After the death of their elder son, Imam Hassan, the line of succession shifted to his younger brother, Imam Hussain. Imam Hussain died fighting an Umayyad army at Karbala in 680 AD. After him the Shias have different ways of counting the rightful imams. The main Ithna Asharis have twelve imams. The last one, Imam Mahdi, who is believed to be in occultation will one day return to lead the forces of Islam to victory over others. Until Khomeini came to power and innovated, Shia political theory had no place for elections, even restricted ones as is the case in Iran currently, as a means of electing the government.

The main power in the Muslim world rested with the Sunnis, who restricted the right to be the supreme leader of Muslims, the caliph, to the Prophet’s tribe of Quraish. The sultans and padshahs and the rest that historically came to power in Muslim societies could never claim to be caliphs. This applied even to the Ottomans. This fact came into sharp relief when the British obtained fatwas from Brelawi ulema that since the Ottomans were not Quraishites they could not claim to be caliphs. On that basis the pirs of Punjab and NWFP helped recruit soldiers to the British army during World War I.

There is nothing in Sunni, Shia or Khariji political theory to suggest that their Islamic state envisages equal rights for all citizens. The dhimmi system did achieve a certain level of communal pluralism and flourished well under benevolent rulers. Jinnah probably wanted that tradition to be modernised and updated in terms of equal rights.

Consequently if Jinnah did not want Pakistan to be a secular-liberal state, as the wording of his statement suggests and as I believe he did want, then he was telling a noble lie in the best interest of Pakistan. Unfortunately his successors betrayed him either way by introducing initially discriminatory constitutional provisions and then the blasphemy law, the law of evidence, Hudood laws, the rape law and so on. The result has been brutalised women, Christians, Hindus and Ahmadis. Calls have also been given to declare the Ismailis heretics. 

