Hafsa stand-off and after
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EVER since a children’s library in Islamabad was occupied by female students of the Jamia Hafsa seminary in January this year, the crisis created by the two radical clerics (who happen to be brothers) of Lal Masjid and the students of Jamia Hafsa and Jamia Fareedia continued unabated — until July 3.

That day the stalemate was broken not by the government but by the young, frenzied male and female followers of the clerics holed up in the mosque. They fired on the law enforcers who they claimed had come too close to the mosque.

The government’s response was restrained (as it should have been), and while some casualties occurred on both sides, the blame for these must be attached to the clerics and their followers. Murder charges must be instituted against them, in addition to other charges.

Each day that passed since the crisis erupted some six months ago, added weight to the theory that the government had allowed the issue to simmer, hoping that the stand-off would divert public attention from the Chief Justice issue and serve as a preview for Washington and other western capitals of what would happen if President Musharraf left the scene.

There were also mumbled comments about elements supposedly in the civil armed and defence forces who, while not supportive of the Lal Masjid clerics, nonetheless wanted to see them handled with kid gloves.

No sane person would want blood to be spilled in resolving the issue, even in the case of the clerics not being rational as indicated by their irregular demands and eccentric moralising.

In earlier negotiations with Chaudhry Shujaat and Ejazul Haq, the brothers appeared to have been convinced that victory was near, as borne out later by the action of firing first on the law enforcement agencies. They would not have done so if they believed that the government did indeed possess the will to act with force.

Ways and means should also be examined to force such radical elements to give up their charade so that loss of life is minimised. Heavily defended forts in history were subdued and occupied without a frontal and bloody assault and through blockading the forts. No one could leave or enter the fort and no supplies could reach it. In time, those inside sued for peace.

This is such a basic tactic that it must have been considered. There has to be a good reason why it was not employed. Why, for instance, were the mosque’s utilities not cut off when this alone would probably have been enough to make the clerics and their followers give up?

Was this because it was feared that suicide bombers (supposedly in the mosque) would blow themselves up or that radicals, eager to embrace ‘martyrdom’, would come out brandishing guns? In either event, if blood was spilled, the government would be absolved of all blame.

Even if the government has cut a sorry figure in the Lal Masjid farce, the latter has shown the clergy in a worse light. This issue has been entirely of the making of a section of the clergy. It was for the clergy, led by the MMA, not to have allowed the crisis to erupt, and once it did, to have contained and resolved it.

The MMA’s failure on both counts and the government’s dithering and then the deployment of Rangers around Lal Masjid in a show of force has portrayed the government as yielding to the MMA that did not want to see the Lal Masjid clerics humbled.

What the MMA has said and continues to say on the issue of the Lal Masjid is an enigma. The cautious voices of religious parties, dogmatists and apologists, all long on words that signify little, has underscored the point that religion is too serious a matter to be left to so-called clerics.

The preposterous Lal Masjid situation created by one set of clerics and the lumbering and out-of-depth reaction of the rest has made the perspective on the absence of clergy and, therefore, of clerics in Islam very clear.

No one understood the nature of the so-called clerics better than Jinnah. He refused to have anything to do with them when they opposed him and the demand of the Muslims for Pakistan, despite some in the League opining that there should be a compromise with the clerics to win their support.

He refused to deal with them when they were ready to join him unconditionally, when Pakistan was no longer just a vision. He warned the Muslim League leaders to be wary of clerics for they were not a genuine article.

The situation as it prevails today in Pakistan where religious parties and groups representing less than 10 per cent of the popular vote are holding 90 per cent of the people hostage to their demands and whims, was foreseen by Jinnah — if they were given space and patronage.

However, his warning went unheeded, and the clergy was not only given space but led by the hand into the space provided by self-serving rulers. This indulgence has continued.

Jinnah’s August 11, 1947, speech rejecting theocracy as Pakistan’s polity and guaranteeing religious freedom to all its citizens was the quintessence of his dream and vision for Pakistan. The country’s troubles with religious fanaticism began the day bigots in the government attempted to alter the speech and consigned it to the back of beyond. Our problems will end only when the credo of the speech becomes part of our lives. In fact, it is now when the country needs to relive Jinnah’s vision to pull itself out from the state of divisiveness imposed on it by extremism and misguided religiosity.

While there has been much more to the Lal Masjid stand-off than meets the eye, whatever held back the government’s hand and prevented it from taking action, hopefully, it was not compromises with the clerics.
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