ANALYSIS: What did Jinnah stand for? —Rasul Bakhsh Rais
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As we try to rebuild Pakistan as a democratic state, we need to revisit Jinnah, recover him from the usurpers and shape the future of Pakistan according to his ideas of democracy, constitutionalism, peaceful struggle for rights, and the separation of religion from the state 

The recent book on Quaid-i-Azam Mohammad Ali Jinnah by Jaswant Singh, the expelled member of the BJP and former Indian minister of external affairs, has raised a fresh controversy in Indian politics because of his reassessment of the founder of Pakistan. What enraged the conservative leaders of the BJP was Singh’s portrayal of Jinnah as secular, and not solely responsible for the partition of India.

Why does such a depiction boil the blood of conservative Hindu political leaders and some intellectuals in India? The answer is very simple: it doesn’t fit the historical picture of Jinnah that they have drawn in their minds, and they have kept their minds tightly closed since independence. The story of the creation of Pakistan that they have taught successive generations and would want everyone in the world to believe has contributed to an intellectual and political mindset about Jinnah and Pakistan that is difficult to change.

Jaswant Singh is not a run of the mill politician. He is a thinking man and very reflective about India’s past. This scribe, interviewing him in May 1984 on a different subject, found him deeply interested in exploring what happened to India since the Muslim invasions, and why and how they happened. My Indian academic friends recommended that I see Mr Singh not as a politician but as an intellectual; I found him very engaging on many subjects.

His book, which we have yet to find and read in Pakistan, appears to be one of those intellectual journeys that Jaswant Singh has been taking to understand India’s complex past, its present and its future. As we can see from the strong reaction from conservative Hindu social and political groups, writing about Jinnah is not an easy task in India, where a man who struggled for the independence of India for decades before embracing the idea of an independent Pakistan has been made out a villain of the piece.

Objective historians or those who have written on Jinnah and on the events leading to the partition of the subcontinent have never disputed the fact that Jinnah was a modernist Muslim devoted to the freedom of India, and when he found Congress leaders to be unreasonably hostile to legitimate Muslim political interests, he demanded a separate state — Pakistan.

Jinnah tried, till the end of the Cabinet Mission, to work within the constitutive framework of the Indian union but without compromising on three basic principles that would constitutionally safeguard Muslim interests — autonomy of provinces, representation of Muslims in the legislature proportionate to their demographic strength, and share in power. 

The idea of concurrent majority was not a new concept. The southern states in the US that were a numerically minority used it to seek accommodation of their interests in founding of the American republic. Likewise, interests of such a large number of Muslims that constituted more than a quarter of the Indian population required constitutional arrangements beyond the logic of one-man-one-vote. And the dominant section of the Congress Party was not willing to concede on this issue. 

This essay is not about why or under what conditions the idea of Pakistan became popular among Muslims and how the struggle for a separate homeland for Muslims in regions of their great concentration succeeded. It is about the principles and ideology that Jinnah stood for.

But we cannot actually discover the real Jinnah out of the many controversies about him in Pakistan without settling the debate on whether he wanted to create a state for Muslims or an Islamic state.

The evidence for the fact that Jinnah demanded a homeland for Muslims comes from the major religious political parties — the Jama’at-e Islami and the Jamiat-e Ulema-e Islam — which opposed the creation of Pakistan. This was because they did not endorse the idea of a territorial Muslim state, and secondly because they feared that Pakistan led by the secular Jinnah and his Muslim League would not be an Islamic state.

Our dragging of Islam into our politics for decades and the state-sponsored Islamisation programme under General Zia ul Haq have buried the true ideology and political struggle of the Quaid under the debris of autocratic and self-centred politics of the dictators.

We need to rediscover the Jinnah that we lost during the dark decades of military dictatorships aligned with the religious and right wing political groups. 

A careful reading of Jinnah’s political life in the Congress Party and later in the Muslim League, and his ideas about politics, constitutionalism, representation and every other issue concerning statehood and government would reveal that he was a modernist-rationalist to the core.

His ideas and thoughts about the state of Pakistan have been equally, if not more, been misrepresented in his own country. 

What, in a nutshell, was the ideology of Jinnah?

He was essentially a secular Muslim, not that he rejected religion as something irrelevant on a personal level, but wanted the state of Pakistan to be neutral among various religious communities of Pakistan. This is one of the old renaissance ideas that have transformed relations between societies and states in the modern world. 

It is not strange that we find the religious right of Pakistan and the Indian Sangh Parivar with its core elements of the RSS in total agreement in portraying Jinnah as non-secular. Theirs is a distorted view of history, and specifically of Jinnah, that is meant to serve their narrow political interests.

Neither Indian Hindu parties nor Islamic groups in Pakistan feel comfortable with the real Jinnah. Islamic groups in Pakistan may not treat Jaswant Singh any differently than he has been by the Sangh Parivar for characterising Jinnah as secular. Maybe they treat him here with some respect, but that is for a different reason.

Secularism may be a controversial idea among common Pakistanis beyond those who may have a nuanced understanding of the origin and significance of this philosophy. But what have our military dictators and supporting political outfits using the shell of the Muslim League have done to other two political ideas — democracy and constitutionalism? 

Four military generals sitting under Jinnah’s portrait have suspended and abrogated constitutions and sent elected governments packing. In every episode, they had the evergreen political class on their side. Nothing could be more insulting to Jinnah and his political legacy than what the dictators and their political associates have done.

As we try to rebuild Pakistan as a democratic state, we need to revisit Jinnah, recover him from the usurpers and shape the future of Pakistan according to his ideas of democracy, constitutionalism, peaceful struggle for rights, and the separation of religion from the state. Therein lies our future. 

