Fighting religious extremism
By Tahir Mirza

MUHARRAM is perhaps the only religious event in Islam that can be and sometimes is used to extricate a political message relevant to current events. Unfortunately, this was not possible until the state ran the only television and radio service or the major newspapers in the country. The concentration was only on the historical and religious aspects of Ashura. The situation has now changed, with private TV channels particularly bringing out rational discussions of religious affairs.

Simultaneously, the religious situation has also deteriorated in recent years. Extreme Islamists seek to exploit sectarianism for their own objectives and many government agencies have drawn mileage from religion to fight their battles in Kashmir and Afghanistan. Since Gen Ziaul Haq's days, sections of the military establishment have become particularly involved with religious extremism and sectarianism. The ShiaSunni cult gained in Zia's days, and continues to pose a threat, as events during the first 10 days of Muharram showed.

Moving what happened at Karbala from a merely religious or lyrical setting, which of course is also necessary because of its appeal, to be used for resisting autocracy and freeing the ordinary citizen of exploitation is something that has gained ground only recently in the public sphere. However; it should be remembered that most leading Shia poets of the subcontinent were communist in their beliefs and used the Muharram episode in the ’40s to project their political point of view. Something like that is needed now, specially since organisations like the Sipah-i-Muhammad and Sipah-i-Sahaba, the Shia and Sunni extremist parties which merely believed in hate and violence, suddenly came to the fore. They are now said to be banned, but one is not sure whether their activities have ceased.

The regular religious Shia and Sunni parties which take part in national politics do speak of oppression by autocrats, and advocate democracy and representative government, but are not at all concerned with social needs and the rising deprivation of the underprivileged. Television discussions on private channels on Muharram can, however, take us instead to the problems created by Arab conservatism and how the Holy Prophet's (PBUH) original thinking began to be replaced by personally exploitative policies of the rulers.

One programme, on perhaps the seventh of Muharram from Karachi, from a private TV channel actually tried to put Hussaniyat against Yazidyat as a political action. One of the participants, Mohammad Hussain Jafri, professor of Pakistan and Islamic studies, Aga Khan University, who also taught for a long time at the American University of Beirut, recalled that Imam Hussein had noted great changes taking place in the community, and had said that Islam needed revitalisation and a complete shake-up.

Obviously, depending on religion is not the only desirable idea of many of us because we believe in secularism as the main instrument to take us forward. But since the state, its rulers and most political leaders also utilise Islam as part of their public posture, and most of us seem scared to keep religion out of public life, it's best to praise efforts where religious events are used by some commentators as events for the projection of progressive thought.

"Qatal-i-Hussein asl mein marg-i-Yazid hai, Islam zinda hota hey har Karbala key baad (The assassination of Hussein was actually the murder of Yazid, Islam reawakens after every Karbala)" may be seen as somewhat politically revivalist, but this too is often used by writers and speakers as a traditional relic.

Political utilisation is necessary in view of what's happening now and is taking place despite General Pervez Musharraf’s declarations against religious extremism. No one believes that he really has the courage to take action in this context and many also believe that most of his ministers are not ready to follow his utterances in their own public conversations and statements. Opposition politicians also show themselves on occasions like Muharram and Eids being largely too weak to use religious affairs for democratic progress.

Religious politicians tell us how much they condemn sectarianism, but their private beliefs are often different and if sectarian differences can be used for political advantage, the parties which might benefit from them are fully prepared to utilise it. Elements like this have gained greater prominence since Pakistan's slide into religious extremism. Pakistani Muslims must (after the violence created by the US attack and policy in Iraq) be the worst that are ready to carve religious feelings for their political objectives. It is not merely a question of Shia differences or the anti-Qadiani policy and trends to criticise minority religions. It's a question of just aggravating, much more than before, extreme religious sentiments a development that is not really checked by governments.

The Hindus of India or the Muslims of that country are not so divided amongst themselves as we are in Pakistan. Even in most other Muslim countries, differences and reactionary fixations are not as prominent as we find here. Islam is a religion whose name has no sense of belonging to any particular region, but its followers have gone very far from its original concept. In poorer Muslim countries where the exploiters try to divide citizens, they prove effective in creating hatred in people's hearts but are hardly ever checked.

Justification of jirgas on the basis of religion is not liked by many here, but tolerated. George Bush has projected Christianity as his ideological strength, but he hasn't initiated violence against Christians or atheists whom he doesn't accept. But we promoted Taliban on the basis of religion, and many of our elements may still be doing it. Kashmir has not been defended as a political issue, but mostly as a religious one: our irredentist policies with regard to Afghanistan have also been justified for the ordinary people on the basis of religion. How do we adopt a way for more secular and less religious politics is something that should be coolly considered by parties and their leaders as we prepare for what are promised as the next elections.

The amount of money spent on security which too, ultimately, is not successful in checking attacks by religious fanatics if it was spent on education and spreading learning amongst us, could have isolated the forces that use mullahism to create trouble. When patients go to consult doctors, do they ask them as to what religion or sect they are affiliated with? Yet, we don't seem to see this and to help in creating a nonsectarian society. Funny things happen in other Muslim countries also. For instance, a religious leader in Egypt has issued a fatwa saying that under Islamic shariat, women cannot be head of state. It is difficult to believe that this will affect many minds, although many male politicians who are presidential candidates will of course utilise it if a woman stands as a competitor.

It is also time for governments to check objectionable literature circulated in the country, insulting sentiments of particular communities. Our religious as well as government leaders should openly declare the oneness of Islam and community that they claim and focus on changing the minds of masses towards education. The first word of the Quran is iqra, `read', thus endorsing learning and progression. Islam is said by moderate ulema to be all about progress, mental and spiritual, but we stay stuck in an era years back.

It is now time for all those responsible to take proactive action in creating an atmosphere of love and tolerance. The major parties should consider whether any one of them can publicly declare their belief in secularism. Gen Pervez Musharraf has been going out to Muslim countries: It is said that his tour is meant to stimulate an effort to shape a Palestinian solution. It is hoped that it is not meant to promote any American concept of how Palestine may compromise with Israel.

It is also hoped that he will use his contacts with Muslim leaders to ask for ways to stay united and fight the enemy within ourselves and ensuing hate and bigotry the powers that undermine us and our cultural heritage.

