Mistrust major hurdle in MMA’s restoration

By Raja Riaz

LAHORE: The mistrust among component parties of the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA) is the biggest hurdle in the way of the restoration of the religio-political alliance.

The two parties – the Jamaat-e-Islami (JI) and Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam-Fazl (JUI-F) — who claim massive support among the religious groups, however, are not ready to trust each other.

In a recent meeting convened to take a decision on the revival of the alliance, the leaders of these parties quoted several incidents of the past and accused each other of defying unanimous decisions taken by the Central Executive Council of the MMA. Six religio-political parties representing various sects of the Muslims of the country had formed the MMA initially. 

The Jamaat-e-Islami, the country’s oldest religio-political party, claims to be the home of Muslims belonging to all sects, saying they are not representatives of any specific sect. The Jamiat Ulema-e-Pakistan (Noorani) represents the Barelvi school of Sunnis. 

“We are registered as the Jamiat Ulema-e-Pakistan (JUP) and do not add Noorani or any other name to it,” said Qari Zawar Bahadur, the central secretary general of the party. Former National Assembly leader Fazlur Rehman-led JUI-F, and former senator Sameeullah-led Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam-Sameeullah (JUI-S), represent the Deoband school of thought. 

Professor Sajid Mir-led Jamiat-e-Ahle Hadith represents the Ahle Hadith (Wahabi) school of thought, while Allama Sajid Naqvi-led Pakistan Islami Tehreek represents Shias. About three years ago, the JUI-S quit the alliance over differences on policies, but the party’s major contention was with Fazlur Rehman, as he refused to give more share in power to Sameeullah in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, where the MMA was ruling under Akram Durrani of the JUI-F. 

To keep the number of parties at six, the alliance leaders allowed the entry of a new party, Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam-Senior (JUI-S).

The party represents the Deoband school of thought in Punjab and is headed by Maulana Abdur Raheem from Chakwal.

The other two, the JUI-F and the JUI-S, have a majority in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

The formation of this alliance has roots in the peace committees formed by the Punjab government in mid-1990s, when sectarian violence was at its peak. 

The Shias and Sunnis and the Deoband school of Muslims were declaring each other Kafir (non-Muslim). The Shias were united under the banner of Sipah-e-Muhammad, while the other two, the Sipah-e-Sahaba and Lashkar-e-Jhangvi, under Sunnis.

The groups were always in confrontation with each other and killings were at their peak.

The most difficult time was the days of Ashura.

To maintain peace in those days, the Punjab government took the initiative of forming peace committees, who used to help with district administrations.

The committees consisted of religious leaders and political leadership stayed away from the committees. These committees proved a little beneficial, but could not serve the purpose fully and the menace of sectarianism went out of control and spread all over the country. 

Many top leaders of the two sides were killed by hardcore wing of each. Allama Arif Hussaini, former governor Fazl-e-Haq, Ziaul Farooq and Maulana Haq Nawaz Jhangvi are a few examples.

The government then contacted the religio-political parties and sought their help to resolve the issue. 

A Sunni leader Maulna Shah Ahmad Noorani took the initiatives and united all the religious leaders. 

The religious leadership of the country formed a new alliance, Milli Yakjehti Council (MYC). The MYC included all sects – Shias, Sunnis, Deobandis, Ahle-Hadith — in its fold. It is worth mentioning that the neighbouring country Iran also helped the Pakistani religious leadership in forming the alliance, as the Shia Muslims give maximum respect to Iran for being a Shia state. 

Iran had another reason for making the effort for religious harmony — they wanted a united Muslim front to fight the civilisation war with the West. A few conferences were held in Tehran that were attended by religious leaders from Pakistan. Iran got a strong support from Pakistan in the shape of the Jamaat-e-Islami.

The then chief of JI, Qazi Hussain Ahmad, is a strong believer of pan-Islamism and wanted to unite the Muslims of all sects under a single banner.

After the formation of the MYC, the leadership was another big question, as the Shia and Deobandi organisation Sipah-e-Muhammad and the Lashkr-e-Jhangvi were not willing to accept the leadership of each other.

At this moment, neutral leadership was brought in and a non-controversial religious leader, Maulana Shah Ahmed Noorani, chief of Jamiat Ulema-e-Pakistan (JUP) was made its head, while JI leader Liaqat Baloch was assigned the duties of the secretary general of this non-political alliance. 

The MYC continued its working as a non-political organisation and united Muslim of various sects, but after the 9/11 attacks, the situation changed. The religio-political leaders in the MYC decided to launch a political movement and formed the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA), turning fully political.

The Sipah-e-Sahaba refused to become a part of this religio-political alliance and parted ways with it.

The alliance was initially headed by Maulana Shah Ahmed Noorani, leader of the Jamiat Ulema-e-Pakistan. The motivating force behind the formation of the MMA was one of the country’s most organised political parties, the Jamaat-e-Islami. The MMA coalition leaders launched an anti-US campaign as they were against the US-led war against terrorism.

They preached that then Pakistani president Pervez Musharraf had become a tool of US foreign policy. The MMA campaigned on promises to enforce sharia law and in support of the withdrawal of US forces based in Pakistan in the campaign against international terrorism.

Qazi Hussain Ahmad, Fazlur Rehman, Samiul Haq, Shah Ahmad Noorani and Allama Sajid Naqvi were the worst enemies of America in their speeches. 

The Musharraf-led government announced elections in 2002 and the MMA surprisingly got absolute majority in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and a major share in Balochistan.

Cashing in on anti-US sentiment in 2002, the religious alliance secured 29 National Assembly seats from the NWFP and 52 seats in the provincial assembly out of a total of 99. The differences in the MMA started at the time of formation of the government, as JUI-S chief Sameeul Haq demanded more share in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa government. The demand was not met and he was the first to leave the alliance.

On December 11, 2003, president of the MMA, Maulana Noorani, died at the age of 78.

It was a major set back to the alliance, as his personality was acceptable to all and resolved several issues of the group.

After his death, Qazi Hussain Ahmad of the JI became the head of the alliance, while Fazlur Rehman of the JUI-F was made its secretary general. By October 2007, the MMA was on the verge of splitting, as rifts between the JI and the JUI-F were deepening by the day.

The last nail in the coffin of the alliance was the election of General Pervez Musharraf to the office of president. The MMA leadership decided to dissolve the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (then NWFP) assembly so that the Electoral College would become incomplete.

They also decided to resign from all legislatures.

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Chief Minister Akram Durrani of the JUI-F did not give advice regarding the dissolution of the assembly on time and Musharraf was elected president from assemblies of all four federating units. 

The MMA parties entered into an alliance – the All Pakistan Democratic Alliance (APDM) with the PML-N, Tehreek-e-Insaaf and other nationalist parties of Balochistan.

The alliance decided to boycott the 2008 elections, but the JUI-F contested the election, violating the decision of the majority. 

In April 2009, the efforts started for the revival of the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA) and ironically, the initiative was taken by JUI-F chief Fazlur Rehman.

The meeting of six religious component parties did not bear fruit as the new chief of the Jamaat-e-Islami, Syed Munawar Hassan, called spade a spade.

He did not show any interest in the revival of the MMA, as he was of the view that Fazlur Rehman’s decision of contesting elections had damaged the image of the alliance.

The effort was made again, but the result was the same and on July 22, religious leaders once again gathered in vain. 

The JI demanded the JUI-F to quit the government. This condition had the support of other parties as well, but the JUI-F asked for the restoration of the alliance first. Central information secretary of the JUI-F, Hafiz Riaz Durrani, talking to this scribe said, “We were ready for the restoration of the alliance with the all existing parties only, but the JI wanted to include other small parties in the alliance. This would unbalance the equilibrium of power in the alliance and we don’t accept it.”

He said that the JUI-F was ready to quit the government only if the alliance was restored first. “We cannot trust the JI. If we quit the government and they don’t restore the alliance or put other conditions, the situation will become more embarrassing,” he continued. 

Another participant of the meeting and leader of the JI, Farid Paracha, said that mistrust had developed between the component parties. “We ask for the inclusion of some other religious parties in the alliance to make it greater, but the JUI-F insists on the restoration of the alliance only with the existing components.”

