Looking for a way out
By Anwar Syed

MANY of us are probably disturbed over a state of mind that has been gaining ground in our society. Even if no more than 10 per cent of our people have turned intensely zealous in matters of faith, we end up with some 15 million “extremists,” looking for persons who think differently and upon whom they would want to visit their wrath.

Two major Muslim sects disagree over rightful succession to the Prophet (PBUH) following his death in 632, that is, some 1,375 years ago. Their followers have killed one another from time to time even though the issue between them has little bearing upon their current affairs or destinies. Men committed to certain notions of modesty have splashed acid on the faces of women who were wearing makeup or whose bearing and carriage did not meet with their approval.

As recently as February 20, 2007, a cleric in Gujranwala killed Zille Huma, Punjab minister for social welfare, because he regarded her personal clothing and public functions as un-Islamic. It came to be known subsequently that he had previously killed four women models and had intended to kill Benazir Bhutto.

Several interpretations of this state of mind can be offered. Intolerance of an opposing view, and violence against those who hold it, have been witnessed in all ages and in most societies, even when the controversy related to matters that would appear to many of us as trivial.

Consider, for instance, the debate between the Mu’tizila, who maintained that the Quran was a creation of God, and those who insisted that, being the word of God, it was coeval with Him, and that like Him it was eternal, with no beginning and no end. This was a questionable controversy, for a believer would obey the Quranic injunctions regardless of whether they did or did not have a beginning and an end.

Yet, a great many judges and jurists, who did not subscribe to the Mutazilite doctrine, were dismissed and some of them even killed, during the reigns of Al-Mamun and his two successors. Less than 100 years later, the Mu’tizila were persecuted to the point where they vanished from Muslim theological discourse. Of the same order, and potentially just as volatile, is the ongoing debate on whether the Prophet was divine or earthy.

It may then be safe to say that intolerance of the opponent and the disposition to hurt him are recurrent aspects of the historical experience of most societies, including our own, and that they are deeply embedded in many cultures. These attitudes may have subsided a bit with the spread of education, secularisation, and material prosperity in some places, but they are not likely to disappear from our environment in any near future. We still have to ask, however, why these attitudes have become a lot more intense during the last 25 years or so than they were earlier.

Other explanations link the development under discussion here with the changing states of world politics. As the Soviet army came into Afghanistan towards the end of December 1979, and as certain native elements mounted resistance, the United States saw an opportunity of bleeding its Cold War foe of the preceding 30 years to exhaustion and ultimate defeat.

The United States government paid Ziaul Haq’s regime in Pakistan handsomely to serve as a conduit for providing funds and weapons, training, and ideological indoctrination to the Afghan guerillas. It became the American-Pakistani mission to convert these fighters into “Mujahideen”, infused with the militant determination to expel the enforcers of communism who were, ipso facto, enemies of Islam.

Tens of thousands of Afghans, Pakistani Pashtuns, and Muslims from other countries were recruited, trained, and paid. Some of these fighters later came to be known as Taliban. Following the Soviet withdrawal in 1988, the Americans, their work done, also went home.

For the most part, the “Mujahideen” were not farmers, sheep herders, or craftsmen of any kind. Fighting was the only kind of work they knew. Left with nothing to do, they fought among themselves and looked for causes for which they might want to fight in other places.

Many of the Taliban (mostly Pushto-speaking people) settled in the tribal areas, inhabited by fellow-Pashtuns, in Pakistan and across the border in Afghanistan. After a few years they reorganised themselves as a fighting force, took over much of Afghanistan, and established their government in that country.

Then came the terrorist attack on New York and Washington on September 11, 2001. The Americans concluded that the planners and directors of this attack were harboured by the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. They invaded that country, dislodged the Taliban, and set up another government in Kabul.

Since shortly after these events, the Taliban have been fighting the American and allied forces in Afghanistan. The Americans want the Taliban to be eradicated, and they expect Pakistan to do it. It is a mission whose requirements far exceed the capabilities of its government.

Those who offer the above explanation will remind us of an elementary rule of prudence which says that when a man wills an act he must will its consequences also. They will conclude their case with the observation that if the Taliban are something of a Frankenstein, it is one that the Americans themselves had called into being and they must now live with the consequences, even if unintended, of their own earlier actions. There is no way Pakistan, or any other agency, can do away with those consequences.

That may be an explanation of the Taliban’s attacks in Afghanistan. But what about the countless acts of terrorism perpetrated in Pakistan itself?

According to another interpretation, western policymakers, and quite a number of their intellectuals and media persons, have been posing Islam as a threat to their civilisation and vital interests. They may be willing to tolerate the “enlightened” Muslim moderates who do not object to the projection of their power in the Third World, but they want to do away with Muslims who take their faith seriously, assert their distinct identity, and act according to their own lights, independently of western, especially American, wishes.

The western powers cannot roll back Islam or eradicate devout Muslims. They have parcelled out this task to the self-serving ruling elites in Muslim countries. The serious-minded Muslims view their governments as puppets of the western powers, assisting the latter with their anti-Islam and anti-Muslim drives. It is then fit and proper for true Muslims to destabilise and eventually overthrow these traitorous regimes.

In this train of reasoning, Zille Huma is seen as an agent of a regime that had chosen to serve the anti-Islamic western powers’ hegemonic designs. Her killing might then be seen as a gesture of disapproval of her government’s subservient role. Killing of innocent bystanders is likewise calculated to destabilise such governments by bringing out their inability to protect their citizens. Attacks on men and women who adopt western ways of life may be seen in the same light.

Western powers have been dominating and exploiting Muslim lands for more than 100 years and, given the presence of oil and other natural resources in these lands, they intend to further tighten their hold over them.

As one might expect, the generality of politically aware Muslims disapprove of western dominance and exploitation. They would like to expel western influence from their lands. But they are not men of action, and their denunciations of the West are confined to drawing room conversations with their guests. The Taliban and the Al Qaeda are doing the job for them.

It is not surprising then that several of my old friends with whom I was discussing these matters the other day said to me: “we are all Taliban, we are all Al Qaeda.”

In saying so they were thinking of the Taliban’s opposition to western dominance. They may have understood the state of mind of the cleric who killed Zille Huma, but I am sure they did not approve of his act.

Still another interpretation has it that the conflict between the extremists (Taliban and the likes of them), on the one hand, and foreign hegemonic governments and their puppets in Muslim countries, on the other, is all a struggle for power. The extremists, militants, or whatever else one may call them, do indeed want to expel western systems of control from their countries but, having done so, they do not intend to leave governance to such domestic forces as may covet and seize it. They fully intend to take power and remake the polity and society in their own image, based on their understanding of Islam. It is reasonable to assume that the regime of their choosing would be similar to the one they had established in Afghanistan.

Surprisingly enough, persons will be found who think of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan as a model that Pakistanis might adopt to their greater advantage. They have the impression that the citizen’s life, property, honour, and chastity were secure under their rule. But many of the rest of us have the impression that in their puritanical zeal the Taliban had set up a regime that was extremely harsh, retrogressive, and oppressive. Crime did indeed disappear except that which the regime itself committed. Life, property, and honour of its opponents were constantly at risk.

We would applaud all those who oppose foreign domination and those who wish to preserve the nation’s cultural identity, but the “Talibanisation” of our polity and society is not the way to achieve these ends. The right way is to have governments that are firmly grounded in popular support and, thus made secure, have the will and the capacity to decline support to the outsider when his goals go against their own national interest.

We need governments that value national honour highly enough to reject the role of errand boys for external powers even if the pay is substantial, governments that can persuade their own elites to live within the means they are capable of generating.
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