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THE MMA is once again in the news. But this time they are batting on a pretty sticky wicket. It’s one thing to protest against an unelected president who continues to wear both his hat and his helmet, and is hell-bent on ensuring that he stays at the crease — a dissent in which they are supported by two mainstream parties — and quite another to protest against the abolition of a code of laws that brings out the worst aspects of a repressive Stone Age culture.

The chief of the JUI has asserted that the majority of the population is with the religious parties and wholeheartedly supports them in their opposition to the women’s protection law. One doesn’t really know where he got that one from. The majority of the population is busy eking out a living and trying to make both ends meet. Fighting for a cause that continues to tarnish the image of this country abroad couldn’t be very high on their agenda.

Perhaps he has been listening to some of the insiders in the Q League, or has seen that rather mystifying programme that was aired on one of the local TV channels a couple of weeks ago, in which three women of various political persuasion and vintage were interviewed by a moderator with the exuberance of a recently dug up pharaoh, and dilated on what they believed was the real motive behind the passing of the bill.

The trio had apparently dabbled in religious jurisprudence and kept tying up the viewers in knots. After 30 minutes of innuendo and meaningless discourse, during which the ball landed heavily on both sides of the net, one got the distinct impression that the panel didn’t have the slightest idea what it was talking about. The only point that emerged from the talk was that there is really nothing wrong with the Hudood ordinances. It is just that they have been incorrectly applied.

Curiously enough, none of the panelists mentioned the inordinate obsession of the religious parties with adultery — the reason why the ordinances were introduced in the first place — or the fact that not a single man who had wrongly accused a woman of licentious behaviour out of malice or spite had ever been punished under the law.

Nevertheless, the holy warriors felt an irrepressible urge to protest against the passing of the women’s protection act, and reacted somewhat impulsively when it became part of the law of the land. Their instinctive reaction was to resign en masse. They were a little peeved when the gesture didn’t produce quite the response they expected.

Predictably, the PPP and Nawaz Sharif’s faction of the Muslim League urged the MMA not to resign their seats in the National Assembly. They said it would be bad for democracy if the men of the cloth threw up the sponge. Besides, they didn’t want to lose an important ally in the fight against dictatorship. And predictably Chaudhry Shujaat, head of the Q League, who is anxious not to rock the boat at this juncture, decided to give the mullahs a sympathetic ear. But this time he had the presence of mind not to repeat his earlier faux pas which delayed the passing of the bill and infuriated the president.

Meanwhile, chinks began to appear in the armour of the holy warriors. What the nation had known for some time, that there was a deep division between the two main factions of the religious alliance — the Jamaat-i-Islami and the JUI — began to surface and ruptured during the two-day meeting of the MMA supreme council.

Qazi Hussain Ahmed, the unyielding and unbending hardliner, and Maulana Fazlur Rahman, the compromising and pliable pragmatist, locked horns over the issue of how to deal with the passing of the bill. The former wanted the mass resignation of all members of the MMA, as had been earlier proposed, while the latter opted for a more cautious approach and stated that the JUI MNAs would hang on to their parliamentary seats, in spite of what had been earlier decided, if it came to a showdown. And so the meeting ended in a deadlock with the understanding that the issue would be decided after Eid.

One can’t really fault Maulana Fazlur Rahman for swimming against the tide. It must have occurred to him, though somewhat belatedly, that the MMA parties stood a far better chance of fighting for what they believed in, if they were inside parliament, rather than on the street stoning the US embassy, throwing rocks at passing cars and burning old tyres.

He must have also realised that seats vacated in the by-elections would be filled by secular opponents, and that a sudden withdrawal from the parliamentary scene would mean that the religious zealots would never again be able to repeat the success they scored in 2002. But no matter which way one looks at the issue, the current political somersault by the JUI will be seen as a volte-face, especially as it was their leader who had hurled the initial threat about the mass resignations.

Of the six parties that form the religious alliance, the Jamaat-i-Islami is undoubtedly the most significant. It has a closely-knit organisation, a highly dedicated and committed following and a stratified structure. Though many writers have attempted to describe the philosophy behind the party, the most concise and succinct description that this writer has come across of this political grouping is the one written by M. Mujeeb, a former vice chancellor of Jamia Milla, Delhi, which appears in The Partition of India, Policies and Perspectives 1935-1947, published by George Allen and Unwin.

“In the literature of the Jamaat-i-Islami we find categorical assertions of the superiority of the Sharia of Islam over all principles and forms of social and political organisation. But its real appeal derives from a rhetorical denunciation of western civilisation. The Jamaat has also evolved a concept of the Islamic state of which any Muslim anywhere can be a citizen and which will be the best government, because only Muslims of acknowledged piety and integrity will be entitled to hold office and to be elected to its consultative

bodies.”

The basic thinking and beliefs of the founder of the party have been transmitted through some process of cultural osmosis to the current leadership of the Jamaat. And though Qazi Hussain Ahmed has on occasion had to make the odd political compromise, so far as the basic tenets of the party are concerned, he has shown the same rigidity and consistency as his predecessors.

In the crisis within the religious alliance, Maulana Fazlur Rahman might have come across as the more sensible of the two leaders by distancing himself from the politics of agitation and showing more accommodation, while his adversary demonstrated his street power which resulted in 3 hundreds of his followers being locked up. But it is Qazi Hussain Ahmed who has displayed the greater moral fibre by sticking to his guns. So far as he is concerned a principle has been violated. With all the highs and lows of the ecclesiastical drama, he is increasingly reminding this writer of the Valkyrie who rides a lame horse into a hurricane.

In the current struggle between the hard-liners and the pragmatists in the religious alliance, it does look as if the latter might prevail. This will certainly affect unity in the alliance which is split down the middle, especially after the Jamaat chief has instructed his legislators not to sit in the National Assembly or to avail of any of the perks, and hasn’t shown the slightest inclination to compromise.

What is a distinct possibility is that neither of the leaders of the two major parties will budge when the supreme council meets after Eid and the deadlock will continue. What this in effect means is that members of the religious alliance might formalise the split and contest the next election as two separate political parties.

If, however, the MMA survives as a political entity, it is not very clear if it will be able to retain its predominantly religious vote bank. As it is, most MMA supporters are incensed at the failure of the leadership to protest against the military operations in the tribal belt and Balochistan, and its failure to implement some of the promises made to the electorate at the time of the last national election.

