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The government cannot contain religious extremism and violence by simply issuing executive orders. It requires a comprehensive approach that entails monitoring supporters of the militant groups in the civil and military administration, curtailing societal sources of support, and strict action against the hard core militant elements that use violence. The government must adopt measures to address socio-economic inequities which have increased during the last six years

The bombing at a public rally in Karachi on April 11 killed several leaders and members of the Sunni Tehrik (ST), an Islamic party that subscribes to the South Asian Barelvi tradition. The incident is the latest reminder of continuing religious intolerance, extremism and violence. The subsequent violent reaction of the ST activists shows that moderation and restraint are not characteristic features of political and religious activism. 

This incident also exposed the fragmentation of religious and political forces and their failure to jointly evolve strategies for coping with religious extremism and violence. Pakistan cannot face this challenge without undertaking a dispassionate analysis of the situation and adopting a non-partisan collective effort. After the incident, some political and religious groups played the usual blame game while others attempted to score points against each other. The interpretation of the incident in a highly partisan manner leads one to conclude that religious extremism and violence will continue to afflict Pakistan in the future. 

The various explanations put forward can be summarised as: 

The government circles maintain that the explosion was caused by a suicide bomber rather than a remote-controlled bomb, as claimed by the MMA leaders. They did not describe the incident as sectarian but left little doubt that in their view it was linked to intra-Islamic group rivalries.

The MMA leaders, including ST activists, blame the MQM for the explosion because, in their view, the MQM is perturbed by the growing popularity of the ST in urban Sindh. They demanded the removal of the Sindh government and the provincial governor. 

The MMA and the ST also blame the federal government and talk of the possible involvement of Pakistan’s intelligence agencies in order to weaken the religious forces.

The MMA leader, Maulana Fazlur Rahman, describes the incident as part of the United States and western agenda to malign the Islamic parties. Other see it as a western conspiracy to weaken the resolve of the Islamic forces to raise their voice against the holy prophet’s (peace be upon him) caricatures published in a Danish newspaper. 

Some Islamic leaders hinted at the possible involvement of India’s intelligence agencies. However, this theme is not being pursued seriously. 

The MQM rejects the MMA’s allegation that the former was involved in the incident and blames Islamic extremists inside and outside the MMA for the attack as different Islamist groups have a tradition of using violence against each other. 

The PPPP criticise government policies that strengthen religious extremism and violence in Pakistan. However, the PPPP leaders do not endorse the MMA position on the incident. 

Some describe the incident as the fall out of the military operations in the Waziristan areas. It is seen as an attempt to destabilise Pakistan by Karachi-based Islamic extremists linked to Taliban type Islamic elements in the Tribal Areas. 

The MMA and the ST reject the idea that denominational differences and intra-Islamic groups conflict are responsible for the incident, although Karachi has a long track record of sectarian violence and inter-denominational rivalries. The MMA has adopted this posture because it rejects the allegation that the Islamic groups and parties are extremists and violent. This posture enables the MMA to take on the MQM, its main rival in Karachi. Further, if the Karachi incident is established as a sectarian incident, MMA’s unity is likely to be threatened because it is an alliance of parties with different Islamic orientations. 

The incident is a manifestation of religious and cultural intolerance and extremism which have become a conspicuous feature of Pakistan’s politics and society. This can be traced back to the 1980s, when the military government of General Zia Ul Haq along with the United States and conservative Arab states bolstered Islamic-Afghan opposition to the Soviet military presence in Afghanistan. The hardline and orthodox Islamic groups obtained funds and weapons to fight the Soviet troops in Afghanistan. Their position was also strengthened due to General Zia Ul Haq’s co-option of Islamic groups to neutralise political forces that questioned his military rule. He projected the Pakistani state as the enforcer of orthodox Islam and allowed these groups to penetrate state institutions.

Their relevance persisted after the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan because the government of Pakistan launched Islamist militant groups in Indian-administered Kashmir to bolster the on-going insurgency in the 1990s. The continued patronage of the Pakistani state to Islamic militancy led to a proliferation of militant groups. They began to use their newly acquired power to pursue their narrow religious agenda in Pakistan’s domestic context. It is noteworthy that the mainstay of Islamic militancy in Afghanistan and Kashmir came primarily from the Deoband, Wahabi, and Ahle Hadith traditions. The Barelvis and the Shias played a limited role. 

All the follower of these traditions did not take to violence. Only those who experienced violence in Afghanistan and Kashmir or those influenced by Afghan or Kashmir veterans used violence to pursue their respective agendas within Pakistan. Almost every Islamic hardline organisation created a trained core which used violence in support of organisational goals. 

This created a dichotomy: the ordinary people interacted smoothly with each other irrespective of denominational and sectarian differences. However, the well armed hard core of various Islamic-sectarian groups fought against rival Islamic groups. They often killed each other’s leaders or prominent persons or disrupted religious activities of rival Islamic groups. In this crossfire — that can be described as a gang war of sorts — innocent people lost their lives.

The increased violence was also caused by factionalism in the militant Islamic movements. Each major group produced breakaway factions that functioned independently and often resorted to violence to make their presence felt and settle scores. Such factionalism became quite common after the government of Pakistan put a check on their activities in Kashmir in 2003 and decided to take action against them in Pakistan, including the Tribal Areas. Now, many small militant groups target the government which they feel has betrayed them or use violence to subdue rival groups or win new recruits.

The Karachi incident is the outcome of the policies initiated by the government of Pakistan in 1979-80. A generation was socialised into religious extremism and militancy. Now, the government cannot contain religious extremism and violence by simply issuing executive orders. It requires a comprehensive approach that entails monitoring supporters of the militant groups in the civil and military administration, curtailing societal sources of support, and strict action against the hard core militant elements that use violence.

The government must adopt measures to address socio-economic inequities which have increased during the last six years. Unless poverty and underdevelopment are addressed effectively, ideological appeals and militancy will continue to attract the alienated youth. The government must also open up the political system to mainstream and liberal political forces so that they can help inculcate moderate and tolerant values among the people. Internal harmony and cultural and political tolerance cannot be promoted without establishing an equitable socio-economic system and a participatory political process. 
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