COMMENT: Musharraf and Jamia Hafsa standoff — Ijaz Hussain
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The Hafsa deal has certainly been good for Musharraf, as it has allowed him to focus exclusively on the judicial crisis. However, it has perhaps irreparably damaged his image as Pakistan’s messiah

The Jamia Hafsa crisis seems to have been resolved after Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain parleyed with the Lal Masjid administration and surrendered to their demands. The price tag: the government has agreed to construct all the mosques it had demolished and withdrawn the vacation notices it had served on Jamias Hafsa and Freedia. It has also accepted Jamia Hafsa’s demand to enforce the Sharia in the country. 

The episode raises a host of intriguing questions. 

For a start, was the Hafsa ‘insurrection’ motivated by a religious cause as its administration claimed or by some other consideration? The answer lies in the genesis of the crisis. 

President Zia-ul Haq in the 1980s allotted two pieces of land measuring 500 yards each for the establishment of the two Jamias. However, with the passage of time their administrations encroached upon adjacent lands, extending the two madrassah boundaries to 6500 and 10000 yards, respectively. It is noteworthy that the two madrassahs are located on prime lands and are today worth billions of rupees. In its drive to get the encroached lands vacated, the CDA in the recent past served 19 notices to the madrassah administrations and demolished six other mosques in the capital that were illegally built on public land. 

This upset the madrassah administrations that viewed the move as a threat to their vested interests. According to all sects of Islam, a mosque or a madrassah cannot be constructed on a piece of land that has not been legally acquired. Nor does Islam allow private individuals, whether or not imbued with religious zeal, to supplant the State on any ground whatsoever to enforce Sharia. Despite being fully conscious of these precepts, the Hafsa administration violated them. The reason for this is to be found not in religion but in this-worldly reasons of greed, pelf and power. 

Let us not forget that the Hafsa crowd, including the stick-wielding, burqa-clad women that its administration used as a human shield, is utterly powerless in society; most, though not all, come from the underprivileged social strata. Negotiating with imperious and powerful rulers and forcing them to kowtow must have given them a sense of deep empowerment in addition to a feeling of schadenfreude. 

Secondly, why did the Musharraf government refuse to take action against the Hafsa administration despite repeated calls from most of the political parties and a cross-section of the public opinion to do so? Many analysts attribute the government’s reluctance to the fact that the whole episode in their opinion was engineered by ISI. As evidence they argue that the military and mullah have traditionally worked hand-in-glove with each other. In their view, had this not been the establishment’s handiwork, the Hafsa administration would have long ago surrendered to the government. 

They also dismiss the argument that an operation would have led to mayhem on the ground, and say that the government could have easily achieved its objective by simply cutting off basic facilities like electricity and water. They point out that instead of resorting to such a benign course of action it let the threat develop by allowing the madrassah students and weapons from outside to get into the complex. 

When questioned about the government’s motive in mounting the Hafsa theatre, they advance two objects. First, the Musharraf government, in their view, wanted to get the media spotlight shifted from the judicial crisis that posed an existential threat to it. They point out that the Hafsa issue was settled in January through the minister of religious affairs. However, it got a new lease of life thanks to the judicial crisis that erupted following the government’s decision in March to move a reference against the chief justice to the Supreme Judicial Council. Secondly, they contend that the Musharraf government let the Hafsa threat develop to send a message to Washington that it was the last bulwark against the Pakistani Taliban.

On closer scrutiny, however, the above contentions fail to carry conviction. Take the argument that the Hafsa episode was created to divert attention from the judicial crisis. It is utterly untenable because the Hafsa crisis predates the judicial crisis. Far from using the Hafsa episode as a diversionary tactic the government tried to settle it, as evidenced by the deal that religion minister Ijaz-ul Haq entered into. Similarly, the argument that the Musharraf government let the threat develop to convince Washington of its indispensability in the war against terror fails because instead of sending this message it conveys the scary scenario of ‘mad mullahs’ taking over nuclear Pakistan. 

The real explanation for the regime’s “masterly inactivity” during the crisis is to be found in Musharraf’s quest for re-election as president later this year. The opposition political parties have already vowed to stop him from doing so in uniform and by the present assemblies. An operation against the Hafsa students resulting in a few “martyrs” could have seriously ruined his re-election bid. Let us not forget that there are reportedly weapons in the complex; and that the Hafsa administration threatened a riposte against the government with suicide bombers in case the latter took action to flush out students. Incidentally, the overriding consideration of Musharraf’s re-election also explains the reason for referring the chief justice to the Supreme Judicial Council. 

Thirdly, why did the minister of religious affairs, Ijaz-ul Haq, fail to get the conflict resolved, as opposed to the PMLQ president, Ch Shujaat Hussain, who easily succeeded? The explanation for this lies in the fact that as opposed to the latter the former used high-handed methods in his dealings with the Hafsa administration. Besides, the latter viewed him backtracking on the deal because of the slow pace of work on rebuilding of the demolished mosques. This made it lose faith in the religion minister. But Ch Shujaat Hussain not only surrendered to all the Hafsa demands, including Sharia enforcement, but is also expected to move quickly on implementing the deal. The Hafsa crisis is far from over, as its administration seems ready to unleash the moral brigade once again in case the government falters in its commitment. 

Fourthly, why did the Mutahidda Majlis-e-Amal (MMA) refuse to join the Hafsa administration in its demands despite the fact that the two find themselves on the same ideological wavelength? The answer to this question perhaps lies in the fact that, as observed above, Islam does not allow the construction of a mosque or madrassah on any property that has not been legally acquired; and endows the State with the exclusive prerogative to enforce Sharia. It is true that Qazi Hussain Ahmed of Jama’at-e Islami condoned the Hafsa administration’s decision to enforce Sharia on the ground that the government was unable or unwilling to do so. However, it is noteworthy that he did so for political reasons, as evidenced by the fact that when Maulana Yousuf Qureshi, the Imam of Peshawar’s historic mosque, like the Hafsa administration, decided to enforce Sharia, Qazi Hussain did not endorse it. 

There is perhaps a political explanation for the lack of MMA’s support to the Hafsa administration as well. It is possible the MMA feels that in case it extends its support to the latter the political leadership of the movement could slip out of its hand. Besides, it might be afraid that in case it sided with Hafsa, it couldn’t expect the support from the Musharraf government it received during the past. Let us not forget that Musharraf government’s support in 2002 helped MMA win a number of seats in the NWFP and Balochistan, besides getting Maulana Fazlur Rehman elected as leader of the opposition in the National Assembly.

Finally, has the Hafsa deal helped Musharraf overcome the existential crisis with which he is confronted? At one stage he was simultaneously faced with the judicial and Hafsa crises. There was a clear danger of the black-coats and black-burqas joining hands against him. Master strategist as he is, he decided to deal with this two-front situation by making a deal with the Hafsa administration. This is where the opposition failed because they never thought of convincing the latter to rise above its madrassah-related interests and continue its struggle. 

The Hafsa deal has certainly been good for him, as it has allowed him to focus exclusively on the judicial crisis. He may or may not succeed in weathering that storm. However, the Hafsa deal has perhaps irreparably damaged his image as Pakistan’s messiah. 
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