Combating extremism
By Anwar Syed

IT is being said that extremism, the death and destruction it sponsors, the fear and gloom it spreads, endanger the country’s security and stability. This is true. Extremists have attempted to kill Gen Musharraf, Mr Shaukat Aziz, and more recently Ms Benazir Bhutto.

They were sought to be eliminated because they were seen as managers of political and social systems that the extremists regard as perverse. But their drive goes far beyond a few selected individuals. It targets the present system’s symbols and agencies and, more than that, it aims to encompass the people at large.

The extremists go around forcing people in Swat and other parts of the NWFP to order their lives according to their version of Islamic law and morality. They are setting up their own judicial organs and apparatuses of administration. They have flogged, even beheaded, men and women whom they perceived as being immoral. Maulvi Fazlullah, a self-appointed enforcer of Islam, has become a virtual king in parts of Swat. Reports in this newspaper (Oct 26 and 27) say that a suicide bomber hit a bus near the police lines in Mingora and killed 17 and wounded 34 men belonging to the Frontier Constabulary. The next day a group of militants beheaded four government functionaries (security personnel) in a nearby village.

Another report told us that Amir Siddiqui, whom the government had recently appointed as deputy imam of the Lal Masjid (Islamabad) under orders of the Supreme Court, announced his support for Maulvi Fazlullah’s doings in Swat and declared that the soldiers killed in Mingora the day before had died as ‘infidels’. (I hope the judges who ordered his appointment are now regretting their decision.)

Referring to the beheading of two women in Bannu in the first week of September, a writer in this newspaper (Oct 26) expressed her amazement and dismay at the fact that while some NGOs and human rights advocates did condemn the act, the general public did not protest. This was not uniquely the case with the Bannu incident. The public takes little notice of the unspeakable atrocities that men and women commit against one another. It may be that the ‘common man’ is desensitised, or that he does not regard the acts in question as particularly reprehensible. Perhaps he assumes that such is the way of the world.

We would not want to think that those who go about as leaders in our society were as cynical or insensitive as the general public is. Yet it is a sobering fact that Qazi Hussain Ahmad, Maulana Fazlur Rahman, and heads of other Islamic parties do not wish to condemn the Taliban, their coercion of the people, or their design of dismissing democracy and its attendant values in the name of Islamisation. They seem to believe that extremism in the cause of Islamisation is a virtue. They would do the same as the Taliban do if they ever came to power. Until then they would let the Taliban do what they can to advance their common cause.

What does all this mean? I think it means that a large section of our society approves of the Taliban’s goal and their resolve to achieve it by all available means, (including force). An even larger section is tolerant of their modus operandi. If this is a correct reading of their attitudes, one may ask if there is anything that can be done to reverse the tide of extremism. In this connection one can think of action that will have immediate impact and that which may be begun now but whose results will unfold over time.

The present government does not know how to combat extremism except by resort to force. There is little or no sympathy in Pakistan for this venture. The recent deployment of troops to stop the wave of Talibanisation in Swat may be the first case of its kind. Whether it will achieve its mission remains to be seen, but judging from the bloody attack on these troops in Mingora, one can be sure that it will meet tough resistance. In any case, eradication of the Taliban and the likes of them by force in the country as a whole is going to be extremely difficult. If resort to force will not work, what will?

It seems to me that a much larger enterprise, that of remaking society, is involved here. Ms Bhutto is calling attention to ‘political madressahs’, which are the training centres for militants and repositories of weapons. She distinguishes them from the ‘deeni madrassahs’ (seminaries) which she says are a valued part of our civilisation and culture. In making this distinction she may be trying not to offend the religious establishment. For she must know that the seminaries, even when they are not training their wards in the arts of war, give them an extremist mindset. They are not in the business of imparting open-mindedness and tolerance.

The problem the madressahs pose cannot be resolved unless the governments concerned allocate funds to provide an alternative, which would be public schools that offer the children of the rural and urban poor education, healthcare and maybe even free lunches. If public authorities are not willing to make this kind of investment in the nation’s future, their talk of reforming the madressahs and defeating extremism is nothing more than airy-fairy rhetoric.

Spokesmen of various political parties insist that the restoration of democracy will, by itself, take care of extremism and militancy. They claim that the extremists will be pulled into, and made part of, the political system. They will sit down with those whom they had been considering wicked until then, and reason with them instead of wanting to break their bones.

This, to my mind, is a pipe dream. It assumes that the extremists will stop being extremists. No such thing is going to happen. Instead of giving up their convictions, they will want others to give up their ‘un-Islamic’ goals and ways, and come to the ‘right’ path. Consider also that moderation and civility do not have many takers in our current political culture. Surely it is not civil or moderate on the part of Ms Bhutto to accuse Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain of complicity in a suicide bomber’s attempt to kill her on Oct 19. Nor was it any nicer of Chaudhry Sahib to allege that Mr Asif Zardari and other PPP leaders had, with her concurrence, engineered the attack. If this is their way of waging politics, it is entirely unrealistic to expect that they will transform the extremists and militants.

Democracy can be relevant to our concern here in that the people, who are politically deprived and estranged, may begin to embrace the system because they have become participants in its workings. Poverty alleviation, spread of education, expansion of the job market and more adequate access to the amenities of life would also work to keep the people from extremism. These too are long-term measures which, if adopted, will gradually help defeat extremism. Let us hope that the governments of tomorrow will choose to fund and implement them.
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