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SINCE the promulgation of the Nizam-i-Adl regulation last week, people around me have been asking, ‘what did we do to deserve this?’ In an attempt to answer that rhetorical question, I would like to suggest that we are paying for our sins. 

The transgressions we admitted and permitted in our political leaders are coming back to haunt us in the increasingly highhanded behaviour of the Pakistani Taliban. As a colleague put it, “The Taliban have probably been taking lessons from Islamabad.” Indeed, militants and politicians seem to share a propensity for rising above the law and scoffing at public accountability. 

Last week, Tehrik Nifaz-i-Shariat-i-Mohammadi (TNSM) chief Sufi Mohammad shocked liberals and lawmakers by announcing that militants accused of murder and other heinous crimes would not be tried under the regulation. He declared that the newly appointed qazi courts would not hear cases against Maulana Fazlullah, his followers, or member of the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan. “We intend to bury the past,” said the TNSM chief. “Past things will be left behind and we will go for a new life in peace.” 

Sufi Mohammad’s declaration flouts even the basest conception of justice. He is, in effect, indicating that militants — who have beheaded innocents, targeted and brutally killed pirs, blown up girls’ schools, shrines and CD shops and terrorised a population without provocation — are above the law. For succeeding in their goal to implement Sharia law and, at least for the moment, restore a modicum of calm in Swat, the militants are forgiven their trespasses. 

This mockery of justice — and that too in the name of the law — would be laughable if it were not eerily familiar. After all, how is Sufi Mohammad’s declaration any different from the National Reconciliation Ordinance (NRO)? That document, which cleared Benazir Bhutto of the corruption charges against her, thus paving the way for a power-sharing agreement with Gen Musharraf, also endorsed the idea that those in power are above the law. 

In that case, convoluted rhetoric was used to justify state-sanctioned disregard for the rule of law. The NRO was pitched as a democracy fortifying initiative that would promote national reconciliation, bridge the trust deficit amongst those who hold public office, and shed the light of confidence and cooperation where before only the darkness of vendettas and victimisation loomed. 

Now, with regard to Malakand, we are again hearing reasons why the law has to be selectively applied. Peace is the priority, say government officials in the NWFP who are scared that stirring a controversy to bring militants to justice would compromise negotiations. The people of Swat have seen enough hardship, say TNSM members who prefer to ignore the fact that seeing terrorists punished might make the valley’s residents feel more secure. 

The implementation of Sharia will cleanse society of all its sins, say militants and their right-wing sympathisers, forgetting that law — whether religious or secular — is just jargon if not equally and effectively applied. 

Given how controversial and widely maligned the Nizam-i-Adl regulation is, the only way for the TNSM and the government to have earned credibility was by doling out justice — first and foremost — to the unabashedly violent militants who Sufi Mohammad claims to manage. It still comes as a surprise that government officials did not insist upon such a clause in one of their many backchannel dealings with the TNSM and TTP before championing the regulation in parliament. 

In normal circumstances, Sufi Mohammad’s statements about forgetting the past, coming a day after President Asif Zardari signed off on the regulation, would have been cause enough for a revocation. But the pot cannot be caught calling the kettle black. A government that came into being thanks to the NRO cannot ask TNSM’s Sufi Mohammad to bring his people to justice. And a Pakistani public that did not see it fit to protest the flouting of the law in 2007 seems hapless in its attempts to raise a fuss now. 

Owing to the allowances we extended our politicians, we are now saddled with the politicking of militants. Indeed, Sufi Mohammad’s recent statements are an exercise in hypocrisy that even the wiliest politico would find impressive. Militants, after all, have time and again proved to be incapable of forgetting the past. In most circumstances, the Taliban have been vengeful and vindictive, holding long-term grudges that end up being fatal for many innocent Pakistanis. 

In March 2008, an official of the Federal Investigation Agency explained that terrorists were stepping up their activity in Punjab in an effort to target Pakistan’s law-enforcement personnel. The official suggested that militants were singling out Lahore because Punjabi law-enforcement personnel had been involved in the operation at Islamabad’s Red Mosque in July 2007 and were the targets of terrorists seeking revenge. Indeed, suicide bombings in many parts of Punjab, including attacks on security forces in Islamabad and the recent Manawan police academy attack, have later been described as an attempt by militants to seek revenge for the excesses of the Lal Masjid operation. Last December, in the picturesque village of Shalbandi in Buner, a suicide bomber belonging to the Taliban killed 30 people in order to avenge the death of six militants killed by the villagers four months prior. The attack took place at a school that was serving as a polling station during by-elections for the National Assembly. 

These are just a few reminders that militants will never forgive and forget. The fact that they have convinced the Pakistani government and citizenry to do so shows their rhetorical prowess and over-confidence. Dealing with mullahs and militants in positions of power was going to be bad enough, but managing mullahs and militants with a penchant for realpolitik is a challenge Pakistan may not endure. 

