Of heroes and ‘heroship’ — I — A R Siddiqi

Was the making of Pakistan Jinnah’s seventh heaven of triumph? Or was it his nadir for his failure to achieve the undivided Pakistan of his dreams?

I have before me a news photograph of the president in council with his MQM coalition partners, cabinet ministers and office bearers. Dr Farooq Sattar, the deputy chief of the MQM Rabita Committee is seated next to him. The president, his ministers and coalition partners look refreshingly relaxed in contrast to the business in hand, from targeted killings of MQM workers in Karachi — their largest stronghold in the country — and a number of other crises facing the nation. Dressed in his exclusive custom-tailored, black buttoned-down, full-sleeved shirt and trousers to match, the president is all smiles.

What strikes one, even at a cursory glance, is the full size portrait of the late prime minister Benazir Bhutto in an ornate golden frame on the front wall, between two delicately-carved wall lamp holders. Well below Benazir’s, on a corner table to the left of the president, close by, is placed an eight by twelve inch (approx) wood-framed photograph of the sole leader of the Pakistan movement and its builder, Quaid-e-Azam Mohammad Ali Jinnah.

In his own bedroom or private lounge, the president could have done justifiably well even without a picture of the Quaid, in a refreshing departure from the omnipresent, sacrosanct image of the ‘Big Brother’, hardly befitting today’s ‘democratic’ Pakistan.

The Quaid sidelined? Arguably yes, as the maker of a “truncated, maimed, mutilated and divided Pakistan”. His words.

Is that the end of the legend?

I have never been a hero-worshipper in my life. And, I daresay, never shall be one, certainly not now at the sunset of my life at 80-plus. No regrets. Mr Mohammad Ali Jinnah through the heady days of the early 1940s, at the height of the Pakistan movement, had been mine, and most of those in my age group, hero and messiah. We would swear by his name, with a kind word thrown in every now and then also for his devoted lieutenant, Khan Liaquat Ali Khan.

I have found few with as perennial and angelic a smile as Liaquat Ali Khan’s. He would paint for us such alluring pictures of Pakistan as the land of opportunity. The Ganga-Jamni, Urdu speaking, educated young men would be the ones to gain most in Pakistan. “Today you’re the sons and wards of Indian Muslims among the builders of Pakistan, tomorrow you’d be its leaders.” Words to that effect.

Mohammad Ali Jinnah was exalted to the mystical heights of the Quaid-e-Azam to make him above criticism, even if honestly delivered. Regardless of one’s own opinion of the Quaid, however, one cannot deny him his historical place as the maker of Pakistan. In Ayesha Jalal’s memorable words in The Sole Spokesman for pre-partition Muslim India, his place in the Hall of Fame remains without a rival.

Was the making of Pakistan Jinnah’s seventh heaven of triumph? Or was it his nadir for his failure to achieve the undivided Pakistan of his dreams? One might put in a word for Sir Syed Ahmed Khan, yet another one for his pioneering role in Muslim India’s renaissance. But he was only a reformer, an academician, with little or no political vision. Chary of the vast Hindu majority, Sir Syed had a nightmarish vision of the future of Muslims under an overwhelming Hindu majority once the British were gone. Other things being equal, he would compare a united India to the eyes of a beautiful bride. With one eye gouged, it would disfigure, for good, the face of the bride.

The brothers, Shaukat and Maulana Mohammad Ali’s anti-British Khilafat Movement under the overall leadership of Mahatma Gandhi was overstretched between religion and politics. Gandhi, a Hindu first and last, even if untainted by communal bias. His ‘free India’ would be more of the re-birth of Ram Raj than revival of pristine Muslim (Islamist?) rule as under the four caliphs — Abu Bakr, Umar, Usman and Ali (Peace be upon them).

Seeing through the anomalies of the Khilafat Movement, Jinnah, a confirmed secularist, would have nothing to do with it — Muslim India’s first revolt since the great uprising of 1857. The Indian National Congress’s imprudent handling of Mr Jinnah led to the latter’s parting of the ways. Named ‘Ambassador of Hindu-Muslim unity’ by Sarojani Naidu — an eminent Congress leader — Jinnah left India for England as a deeply embittered émigré. He would return to India in 1934 to assume the leadership of the moribund All-India Muslim League, and would not rest until achieving his dream of Pakistan.

Firmly wedded to his cherished dream of a strong Muslim homeland, Jinnah would find it difficult to decide whether the emergence of a ‘mutilated Pakistan’ would be more of a fond dream coming true or something closer to a nightmare. Paradoxically, the making of Pakistan — an overwhelmingly Muslim and potentially Islamic state — faced Jinnah with the daunting task of defining the constitutional character of his Pakistan as a state and a government.

Would he really know what an Islamic state was all about? He had severely reprimanded one of his youngest enthusiastic followers, the Raja Sahib of Mehmoodabad, never to think of Pakistan as a theocracy. Never to imagine or say anything like that again? ‘Remember Pakistan is going to be a modern democratic Islamic state...’ or words to that effect.

My historian professor, Dr Ishtiaq Hussain Qureshi would insist on using ‘theo-centric’ in place of ‘theocracy’ to define the constitutional character of Pakistan. Was that pure semantics or something truly substantial? Did the Quaid really see one being different from the other — theocracy and theo-centric?

Tweeedle dee or tweedle dum? 

(To be continued)
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