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The prime minister has condemned the incident; the Punjab chief minister has promised to make an example of negligent or conniving officials; and the chief justice of the Lahore High Court has established an inquiry tribunal. Thus has the state done its duty by the tormented Christians of Gojra. 

 

The government, in its compassion, is also giving some compensation for the seven people, including women and children, burnt alive as also for the scores of homes gutted.


Alongside, a foundation has also been laid by the visiting ministers to cast doubt on the identity and motive of the perpetrators of the crime. The homes of the Christians, they contend, were attacked by masked terrorists who came they don’t know from where to destabilise the newfound democratic order. An alibi thus is already in the making to get local fanatics and officials, who looked the other way or colluded, off the hook.

 

For some days before the arson there were processions and clashes, bazaars were closed and a showdown appeared imminent. All this while, the administration arrested neither the alleged blasphemers nor the rumour mongers nor made any conciliatory efforts. The district nazim of Toba Tek Singh whose responsibility it was to maintain law and order did not do even the minimum — ban the unlawful assemblies.

 

It was mob frenzy built over a week that culminated in the arson and murders. The sudden appearance of masked terrorists from nowhere was clearly an afterthought to cover up official inaction. The conflict was local and preventable. Seven deaths, very likely, was its unintended consequence. It was not an act of terrorism.

 

By raising the Taliban bogey, politicians and officials will succeed in diverting the course of judicial enquiry from the real issue. And that is religious hatred rooted in the laws of the country waiting to explode at the slightest pretext. The Gojra tragedy is in no way linked to the Taliban terror. The author of the laws of hate and the father of terror in the borderlands, however, are one and the same man. 

 

Gen Ziaul Haq waged jihad in Afghanistan professedly to save Islam from the onslaught of the godless creed of communism. He also enacted a series of pious but insidious laws to save Islam from internal subversion. As it became apparent in the course of time, and is now known to all, Zia’s jihad was in fact intended to enlist American support for his illegal regime. And the hate laws that he enacted were designed to win over orthodox forces at home and in the Middle East to counter the rising tide of sympathy for a heretical Bhutto whom he had deposed, imprisoned and later hanged.

 

Hiding behind Islamic slogans, he achieved both his selfish ends at the cost of Pakistan’s tolerant culture. He ruled Pakistan ruthlessly with the help of religious elements whom he financed. In the course of 11 years armed fighters operated freely on the fringes of the country and fanatics occupied the centre stage of its politics.

 

To wash away the insult and infamy of Ziaul Haq’s policies accumulated over a generation, a determined effort is now underway to expel or exterminate the terrorists. But, sadly, the fanatics still cling to their gains under a succession of dithering governments by exploiting the credulity of the masses.

 

The Muslims of the subcontinent have always been very sensitive, much more than Muslims elsewhere, about the honour of the Holy Prophet (PBUH) and the sanctity of the Holy Quran. Conscious of this sensitivity, the British enacted laws to punish insult to religion, hurting religious feelings, defiling scriptures, places of worship or burial, disturbing religious ceremonies, etc. which remained in force after independence as well and served their purpose. When Ziaul Haq came on the scene he enlarged the range of religious offences and enhanced punishments to fit his plans.

 

Relevant to the Gojra episode would be the two sections he added to the penal code (295-B & C) which made the offences of defiling the Quran or the name of the Prophet punishable with life imprisonment or death. Ziaul Haq’s aim in enacting these laws was to exploit the religious sentiments of the people for his own power and glory. The fanatics have used them to persecute the minorities and dissidents, the politicians to promote their political ends.

Dying at the hands of fanatical mobs for (allegedly) defiling the Holy Quran or Holy Prophet have been a hafiz-i-Quran at one extreme and an old Hindu woman at the other. The toll runs into hundreds. Then there is the instance of four brothers who languished in jail for five years until a judge found they were maliciously accused of blasphemy or desecration by a villager who coveted their land and the headship of the village. Though acquitted, fearing mob violence they sought asylum abroad. The false accusers got what they had desired.

 

Sad stories of innocent victims and vile motives of their tormentors abound. A fact hard to deny, however, is that no one has ever been imprisoned for life or hanged under Zia’s laws but a large number have fallen victim to mob fury. The Gojra victims are among the latest to join the swelling ranks of the unwary, innocent dead among whom can be counted devotees of the Prophet and scholars of the Quran. Maybe it transpires one day that the homes of Christians were set on fire because the culprits, or their backers, had an eye on their lands or some other score to settle.

 

The Gojra incident has caused enormous grief but surely it is neither the last nor the worst of its kind. Punishing an official or two would make no difference. Already after Gojra, alleged desecrations have resulted in murders at Muridke and strikes in Sanghar. The real task is to reform laws relating to religious offences. That should be undertaken with the help and advice of progressive Muslim nations and centres of Islamic learning without waiting for the fanatics to kill more.
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