Rise of neo-Taliban in Islamabad
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THE mini-drama which is being played in Islamabad by Maulana Abdul Rashid Ghazi and Maulana Abdul Aziz is in fact a sad reflection on the rulers of the country. They are sons of the slain (1998) cleric Maulana Abdullah who reportedly patronised jihadi groups. Instead of making the two Maulanas “dysfunctional”, which they deserve for challenging the law of the land, the official spokesman assures us that the regime is making “good progress” in negotiations with them.

The bottom line of this dispute seems to be about their demand for reconstruction of the mosques which had been illegally built on crown land. The irony is that while they preach Amr bil maruf (commanding good), in their practice they feel quite comfortable to defend illegal property encroachment, even when it is to worship God whose command is to do good.

They also demand that the government should immediately enforce rule of Shariat in Pakistan, require courts of law to follow the Quran and Sunna, and to stop calling jihadis as terrorists. They also want to have shops which sell music discs, etc., closed. To the critics who accuse them of spreading Talibanisation they retort that they only want to implement the Islamic order in the country.

The juristic roots of their claim are found in the injunction incumbent on Muslims to command what is good and forbid which is wrong (amr bil maruf wa nahi-al-munkir ). The main question then is about the meaning and significance of this injunction and whether the two Maulanas can exercise their authority on their own to enforce it. By the same token, can any group of self-appointed moral squad beat up two students on a university campus because of their gender difference? Or disrupt a musical show organised by an academic department and destroy furnishings and equipment in the room?

Historically, the rule about commanding good is associated with the name of Imam Hambal and has been made popular by the followers of the Wahabi teachings. In Saudi Arabia it is part of their official policy. In their short rule in Afghanistan, the Taliban made an attempt to enforce this rule through its ministry of forbidding what is wrong and promoting what is good. The activities of the ministry ranged from defining responsibilities for women and children and for clearing the country of sinful symbols such as the archaeological statue of Buddha in Bamian.

In Pakistan, Mr. Nawaz Sharif as prime minster of the country, included reference to this injunction in his draft 15th Amendment. At present the NWFP has a draft bill under consideration popularly known as the Hasba Bill. (The term actually should be hisba, not hasba – from hisb and hisab).

Commanding good and avoiding the wrong is one of the basic tenets of Islam. But its enforcement through some vigilante action does not have the “consensus” of all four Schools of Jurisprudence (mazhabs). It is permitted only in teachings of Imam Hambal and of Imam Ghazali. Early followers of Imam Hambal had focused on music and drinking but with time the list was expanded to some other activities, and the injunction also became a target against members of the Shia sect.

Any juristic opinion, in order for it to have the status of law, requires consensus; otherwise, it is tantamount to imposing on others particular views of a scholar or a sect and, would be contrary to Islam, as it would then become compulsion. Even the consensual opinion remains subject to ijtehad to reconstruct it in the context of the times.

None of the well known four Imams made any attempt to examine the question in a systematic manner. It is the hierarchical Shia scholars who took the trouble to define the concept and explain its purpose. In this endeavour they had been inspired by the teachings of Mu’tazilla – the rationalist jurists who had been influenced by Hellenistic philosophy and who were condemned as being heretic by the traditionalist Sunni jusrists, especially Al-Asha’ari. Mu’tazilla preached that only rationalist criteria should determine what is good and what is forbidden in Islam

Imam Hambal’s unfinished business was completed, however, by Imam Ghazali who made the first attempt to establish detailed rules for hisba, enjoining the believer, wherever he saw a wrong, to set it right with his hand, with his tongue or his heart. What he proposed became a very contentious issue in Islam and has remained so in the history of the religion. Ghazali has been a controversial figure. In his later years he found solace in Sufism – earlier phase of Sufism -- because the later developments would not have met with his approval.

Those who follow the Hambali-Ghazali criteria about amr and nahi in modern times are inclined to use force to implement their point of view. They are in a minority. Most Muslims believe that there is no place for vigilante behaviour in the Quranic teachings. The Quranic verses 104 and 110 of Sura Al-Imran define the duties to enjoin good and avoid what is wrong for the believers. According to many exegetes this message clearly asks believers to lead their lives as individual Muslims in accordance with the rules of amr and nahi. In Sura 22/41, the duties of the ummat (nation) are described which include attending to prayers, enjoining right and avoiding wrong. For Pakistan, the context of this Sura is the entire edifice built into the constitution defining the role of councils and courts with responsibility to interpret the Islamic law.

In the perspective of the above discussion, the Lal Masjid episode raises some serious questions about General Musharraf and his “enlightened moderation”. If, for example, the objective is to makes necessary reforms in the madressah system, is Mr Ejazul Haq the right person to do the job? Is Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain the man who should be appointed to diffuse this crisis when he seems to be beholden to the clergy as it became very evident in his activities related to the bill pertaining to protection of women.

There is considerable confusion about the Quranic message which is addressed to the Muslims. The Ummat is distinguished by its commitment to believe in God and His Messenger, to say their prayers, observe fasting, and give zakat. But this is a part of the framework which distinguishes them from others, including the People of the Book. They have an additional responsibility in this framework. As members of the Ummat, they have to look after their interests and of other believers, and to repeat Imam Ghazali in the modern context, to be their brothers’ keepers. This can only be done by working towards eradication of poverty, of feudalism, of unearned privileges enjoyed by a few. The economic wellbeing of each would add up to the high ranking of the Ummat in comparison to many other nations.

The reality is that Muslims have a long way to go before they can claim to have accomplished the objectives which they must fulfil as Muslims. Some segments of the international Community have had the good fortune to use God’s gift to mankind of mineral resources. It has proven to be of not much significance to Muslims as a whole.

Looking at the state of the Muslim society, therefore, it is a real puzzle to note that the Islamic Revivalists are very keen about implementing what they perceive to be the true Islamic tenets, but they never seem to be interested in the social and economic malaise which the Muslims are facing. And the two are in fact two sides of the same challenge facing the people. To claim that fulfilling the first condition would automatically lead to the second, as many Salafis do, is a false presumption.

Perhaps it is possible to suggest that the privileged few among us would like to put the entire focus on religious conflicts in order to divert attention away from other issues which are in fact part of responsibility of Muslims, qua Muslims. And many religious leaders seem happy to oblige. n
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