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	By Babar Sattar

We live in polarised and polarising times where conservatives and moderates are struggling to determine what role religion should play in shaping their views not merely on divisive public policy and political issues but also on everyday matters. Contemporary global events such as the US-led war on terror, the turmoil in Afghanistan and Iraq and the continuing atrocities being perpetrated against Palestinian civilians have hurt the cause of liberals within Islamic societies and proliferated the production of militant and violent ideas in the name of Islam. The question is, can we permit the anger and feeling of self-indignation within Muslim communities to validate retrograde religious thought and literature? Can expediency be allowed to justify forbidden means to pursue legitimate ends? 

In his essay "The Principle of Movement in the Structure of Islam", Allama Iqbal asks whether the law of Islam is capable of evolution and then responds himself by prophesising that this is a question "which will require great intellectual effort and is sure to be answered in the affirmative". Unfortunately, what we are witnessing today is the evolution of Islamic law and tradition being shaped by politics rather than intellect, making it more blinkered and intolerant. The argument being made here is not the traditionally liberal one that Islamic law being the law of a dynamic eternal religion needs to be capable of addressing the needs and concerns of evolving society and thus capable of evolving itself through ijtihad, but that the Islamic tradition is being evolved but only through the ijtihad performed by radicals, thus making it more bigoted and retrogressive. 

AbdolKarim Saroush, a leading Islamic thinker, distinguishes religion per se from religious knowledge in his thesis entitled "The Theoretical Contraction and Expansion of Sharia". Religion per se is the authentic message of God, which is divine and eternal. Creation of religious knowledge, on the other hand, is a human enterprise that can be extremely sincere and scientific but still finite and fallible. It is the lack of distinction between the eternal message of God (which is unalterable) and the historical interpretation of that message by human beings (which by definition must evolve with the changing conditions of human existence and growth of human knowledge) that has stifled ijtihad and made it synonymous with introducing innovation to religion.

Explaining the causes of the intellectual attitude "which reduced the law of Islam practically to a state of immobility", Iqbal argued: "The closing of the door of ijtihad is pure fiction suggested partly by the crystallisation of legal thought in Islam, and partly by that intellectual laziness which, especially in the period of spiritual decay, turns great thinkers into idols. If some of the later doctors have upheld this fiction. Modern Islam is not bound by this voluntary surrender of intellectual independence." While any attempt by liberal Islamists to undertake a progressive interpretation and contextualisation of Islamic law continues to be met with resistance and threats of apostasy, the radical Islamists continue with their own interpretation of Islamic law and texts that threaten to legitimise a culture of violence within the Islamic tradition.

Religious texts speak through their readers and the meaning of the text is often only as moral as the reader. We find both liberals and radicals relying on Quranic texts to support their interpretation of the divine message. Quoting selectively from the Quran to establish a basis for jihad or opposing it is a case in point. For example, parts of Suratal-Baqara are frequently quoted by radicals and liberals to make their respective cases: "And fight in the way of God with those who fight you, but aggress not: God loves not the aggressor. And slay them whenever you come upon them, and expel them from where they expelled you; persecution is more grievous than slaying. But fight them not by the Holy Mosque until they should fight you there; then, if they fight you, slay them -- such is the recompense of unbelievers -- but if they give over, surely God is All-forgiving, All-compassionate."

It is clear that this kind of approach can seemingly lend support to an exclusionary and intolerant view of things. The Quran states: "Fight those among the people of the Book who do not believe in God or the Hereafter, who do not forbid what God and His Prophet have forbidden and who do not acknowledge the religion of truth -- fight them until they pay the poll tax with willing submission and feel themselves subdued." But recognising the legitimate multiplicity of religious conviction and laws, it also states: "To each of you God has prescribed a law and a way. If God would have willed, He would have made you a single people. But God's purpose is to test you in what he has given each of you, so strive in your pursuit of virtue, and know that you will all return to God [in the Hereafter] and He will resolve all the matters in which you disagree." What we need is a holistic approach and framework to try and understand the divine message.

"During the course of history the moral and social ideals of Islam have been gradually de-Islamised through the influence of local character, and pre-Islamic superstitions of Muslim nations," asserts Iqbal. Now anti-western/imperialist sentiment and contemporary political events can be added to this list of retrograde forces denigrating the law and moral code of Islam. The waging of jihad within Muslim societies and the latest scourge of suicide bombing highlight this trend. One does not need to be a religious scholar to recognise that indiscriminate killing cannot be justifiable under any faith or moral code. But we now find more and more radical Islamic literature labelling the random slaying of apostates and infidels as jihad.

There have been reports that Hamas has threatened an end to its self-imposed moratorium on suicide attacks in the aftermath of the latest Israeli massacre of civilians and children in Gaza. The Dargai suicide bomber also screamed 'Allah-o-Akbar' before blowing himself up and himself forty-two Muslim military trainees. The point being made here is that over the last decade and a half suicide attacks have come to be seen as an acceptable military strategy, even if not yet legitimate, to realise the political ends of Islamists. And Muslim scholars and religious leaders have either been apologists or abettors to the use of human body as a weapon to target those considered apostates or infidels, despite the unequivocal Quranic prohibition of suicide as well as killing of believers. 

In the 1950s, 60s and 70s Islamic literature produced by radical Islamic scholars was responsible to a large extent for the advent of jihad within Muslim societies. While Quranic texts forbid the killing of Muslims, radical scholars took it upon themselves to define what being a Muslim meant and justifying the murder of 'bad' Muslims on the pretext of waging war against apostates. Over the last two decades the killing of civilian infidels has similarly been justified as imperative for fighting imperialistic forces oppressing Muslims. And now we have been confronted with a situation in Dargai where a suicide bomber was religiously inspired to indiscriminately kill Muslim soldiers within his own country for being agents of oppressive imperialist forces. 

If interpretation and evolution of the law of Islam continues to be inspired and informed by the contemporary politics of fear and hate, the Islamic legal and moral code will continue to suffer grievously. However, declaring radical Muslim groups as terrorists and clamping down on their hate literature cannot alone defeat this backward trend. The only real solutions require a sustained long-term effort: revitalising the interpretive tradition of Islam making it more critical of ideas being passed of as religious knowledge and giving liberals and non-conformists a level playing field to rebut the radical ideas and doctrines. 

What we need is rigorous religious scholarship that extrapolates moral principles underlying the Quran after understanding the socio-cultural and historical context in which the divine commandments were revealed and then finding solutions to contemporary problems by applying such principles. 

There are at least three pre-requisites for such scholarship and debate within Pakistan: One, engendering a culture of tolerance that encourages questioning the views of those in authority (political and religious i.e. government and mullah) and refuses to be held hostage to the programme of Islamic radicals. Two, ensuring a state of security wherein questioning and challenging entrenched Islamic viewpoints does not immediately get you being labelled an infidel liable to be killed and three, focusing obsessively on the state and quality of education so that the findings of religious scholarship are accessible to ordinary people and that they are able to critique the prevailing brand of popular Islam wherein form gets precedence over substance. 
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