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Many within the administration appear to have contributed to bringing things to this pass. But it is the Minister of Religious Affairs Ijaz-ul Haq who seems to have played a key role in letting things drift since late January when the JH leadership first decided to occupy the children’s library

The Jamia Hafsa episode captures many aspects of our current predicament. But, among the more unsettling acts of the JH brigade was the abduction and detention of three women from the vicinity of the Lal Masjid complex on the grounds that they were involved in immoral activity.

Breaking into a home would be bad enough at any rate even if there were evidence of immoral activity, of which the vigilantes produced not one shred of evidence. But to forcibly drag along a mother with her six-month old child suggests a deeply disturbing abstraction of humanism from what the Lal Masjid leaders avow to be the moral imperative. It is telling that even the release of the mother and child had to await a negotiating process and the glare of a public and, reportedly, forced recantation on the part of the woman who had been singled out as being pivotal to the immoral enterprise. Clearly, none among the august gathering of moral custodians saw the dragging of an infant into the proceedings as an oversight to be immediately and unconditionally rectified.

The language of the leadership of the JH is certainly indicative of their self-perceived vanguard role in society. When an anchorperson of a private TV channel went to the complex recently to conduct an interview he got some clear, if troubling, answers. Even if the woman was guilty he said what gave you the right to forcibly bring her to this complex? The response from the spokeswoman was that people from the neighbourhood had requested them to take action and would he prefer that such activities continue unchecked? 

Going by the logic of this argument contended the interviewer he had a right to haul in the policeman he thought to be corrupt and similarly many others driven by similar convictions could take whatever action they deemed appropriate. The result he concluded would be anarchy. Not so, was the response. For, not everyone had the right to take such action. Only those who had the guidance of the ulema could take this route. But what if there are those among the ulema who hold a different view? The Council of Islamic Ideology, for instance, has asked the government to take action against the organizations that are taking the law into their own hands.

The rationale, then, may not go very far. But obviously that has not stopped the instigators from expanding steadily the scope of the enterprise. Initially, it was a matter of getting the government to rebuild the mosques; then there was the assumption of the vigilante role. And now it has developed into the setting up of a Sharia court in Lal Masjid with ten `qazis’ selected to dispense justice. Consider the threatening tone of the Jamai Hafsa principle Maulana Abdul Aziz:

“If the madrasa administration gets any information about any person indulging in un-Islamic activities they will be warned through a letter to mend their ways. And if they refuse to heed our letter the Shariat court will register a case against them and take appropriate action.” 

In the process ubiquitous images of lathi-bearing women draped in black and Kalashnikov-toting men illustrate the flouting of the writ of the state as well as the attempt to intimidate civil society. Protracted negotiations have elevated the status of armed vigilantes, giving them new confidence and almost certainly encouraging many more across the country, at considerably greater remove from the seat of power and ‘enlightened moderation,’ to exploit the space that now seems available to them. 

Many within the administration appear to have contributed to bringing things to this pass. But it is the Minister of Religious Affairs Ijaz-ul Haq who seems to have played a key role in letting things drift since late January when the JH leadership first decided to occupy the children’s library. One may of course appreciate the irony that much of the legacy of violent religiosity and sectarianism with which we are beset today is General Zia-ul Haq’s gift to the nation. But the more troubling aspect of the situation is the continuity it represents with that dismal and divisive era. 

It is possible that the Musharraf government is allowing the standoff to prolong in order to distract public attention from the issue of the suspension of the chief justice. He could also be making the point with his increasingly restive allies in the West that they would be better off supporting him in his efforts to roll back the resurgent talibanisation — dramatically manifest as a clear and present danger in the very heart of the capital — rather than becoming too concerned about the essentials of democracy in Pakistan. 

Such tactics would certainly be par for the course. The role of disaffected former intelligence officials can also not be discounted. But, in any case this would not be the first time that Musharraf has backed away from taking a stand when it comes to religio-political forces, regardless of the consistent tone and tenor of his liberal rhetoric. 

Even as the fighting intensifies in North and South Waziristan, the talibanisation phenomenon is moving inexorably from the tribal areas towards the bigger cities. But if the lawyers’ sustained and remarkable defiance in the case of the chief justice is any guide, civil society may be gearing up for resistance as well. The long-term response to this challenge must factor in the grave inadequacies of the current system in terms of delivering health, education and justice to the people at large. And for this civil society must work in alliance with genuinely representative political parties.

As for President Musharraf, if his legacy is to be objectively different from that of Zia-ul Haq’s he must hold free and fair elections and allow a different societal dynamic to take shape.
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