Karachi carnage and after
By Anwar Syed

THE tragic and disgraceful event that happened in Karachi on April 11 was not the first of its kind. The number of persons killed and injured this time was greater than that reported in previous such incidents, but the deed in all of them was the same in nature, springing from the same frame of mind or design. The questions being asked, as in earlier cases, are: who did it, who instigated him, and why?

Security agencies claim to have discovered bits and pieces of the suicide bomber’s body and sent them to a laboratory for DNA tests to compare his blood with that of his relatives for purposes of identification. But since nobody knows who the bomber was, or who his relatives are, the lab will have nothing to compare his remains with, unless the relatives themselves choose to come forward, which is not likely. We may never know who the perpetrator and his instigators were.

Guesses are being offered: one that they are enemies of the Muslim ummah, and their goal is to divide and disrupt it; second, that they are enemies of Pakistan whose domestic cohesion, peace, and order they wish to destroy; and third that they are unfriendly foreigners.

That the bomber and his instigators were enemies of Pakistan is true. It is, however, possible also that they believed Pakistan would be better off without the likes of those whom they intended to kill. The proposition that they wanted to disrupt the Ummah is not plausible, because the Ummah has been divided for several hundred years, and it poses no credible threat to external powers.

Arguing from the premise that a Muslim could not possibly hurt worshippers in a mosque or persons celebrating the Prophet’s (PBUH) birthday, some of the Islamic parties have concluded that the perpetrator of the Karachi carnage and his sponsors had to have been non-Muslim aliens. This is a palpably false premise. Starting with the assassination of the third pious caliph (Usman bin Affan) in 656, history has been replete with instances in which Muslim groups and their rulers fought and killed, one another. In our own time, Iraqi and Iranian Muslims slaughtered thousands on each side during more than eight years of war in the 1980s. Right now it is Muslims who are bombing and killing fellow-Muslims in Afghanistan and in the mosques of Baghdad and other places in Iraq.

The fact that some Muslims are capable of mounting terrorist acts against other Muslims does not, however, preclude the possibility of foreign involvement. Which foreign power might that be? Considering that each incident in which a mosque or a religious gathering is bombed brings embarrassment to General Musharraf’s government, and that the Bush administration regards this government as a vital ally in the war on terror, the United States is not likely to be the foreign power that is fomenting terrorist acts in Pakistan. Could it be India?

Indian officials continue to say that some “jihadi” training camps, that send infiltrators into their part of Kashmir, continue to operate on the Pakistani side, and that the government of Pakistan has chosen not to shut them down. Pakistani agencies, on their part, have alleged from time to time that Indian diplomatic establishments in Afghanistan are funding terrorists in Balochistan. It is hard to say whether official or private agencies in India are sponsoring attacks on religious leaders and mosques in Pakistan.

Even if Pakistani intelligence agencies cannot identify the culprit in each bombing incident, are we to understand that they are also unable to identify the foreign power, if any, that sponsors terrorism in Pakistan? If yes, one must ask what the reason for their existence might then be. On the other hand, if they do know that India is the foreign power involved, have they taken up this matter with their Indian counterparts and, if yes, what has the latter’s response been. Needless to say, in the first instance, each party would deny involvement in the other’s domestic affairs, but on deeper probing some ground for negotiation and give-and-take might emerge. The same goes for Afghanistan if it happens to be the interfering foreign power.

If the theory that Muslims are inherently incapable of killing fellow-Muslims in a place of worship is untenable, as I believe it is, a simple explanation of the event under discussion is at hand, to wit, that it was a case of sectarian violence, resulting from an extremist state of mind that has reached new heights of militancy during the last 25 years. The incidence of violence of all kinds, especially ethnic and sectarian, has increased precipitously in this period of time. It corresponds with the great rise in the number of professedly Islam-related organisations, which are in fact devoted mainly to incidental, peripheral, or ritualistic concerns.

There never was, for instance, the need to set up organisations to defend the “honour” of our Prophet (PBUH) and that of his companions. History has preserved their honour for all times to come, and nothing that anybody may say can detract from it. Considering that most of the Pakistani Muslims are Sunni, and that there cannot therefore be any threat to their identity or rights, it is baffling why organisations such as the Sunni Tehreek and Jamaat-i-Ahl-i-Sunnat have come into being. They have to justify their existence by placing themselves in opposition to other Muslim groups, whose beliefs and practices they denounce. They arouse their own followers to condemn and fight these other groups. They become preachers of hate and spreaders of conflict within the Muslim community.

The Sunni Tehreek, MMA, and other like-minded organisations hold the government of Sindh, and ultimately the federal government, responsible for the massacre on April 11. The government, they say, failed to make adequate security arrangements to protect the gathering. This allegation does not appear to be valid. Governments, it is true, are responsible for maintaining law and order and protecting the persons and property of their citizens. To this end they make the necessary laws, and set up police establishments, courts, and prisons for dealing with violators. But their obligation in this regard cannot be construed to mean that no violation of the law will ever take place.

There is no way the government of Sindh could have ensured that someone carrying a bomb under his clothing, but otherwise indistinguishable from the throng, will not join tens of thousands entering a meeting place, and then detonate it, killing himself and others. Nowhere in the world, not even in Israel, can the police always prevent suicide bombings.

The government has appointed a committee to investigate the incident in question. Critics say the government is not to be trusted and, therefore, the findings of this committee will not be credible. They want a commission, composed of judges of the Supreme Court, to look into the matter. This is not a realistic approach. Judges have a specialised knowledge of the law and its application to specific situations. They may also be able to study the ideological and emotional environment that leads to sectarian violence, as the celebrated commission consisting of Justice Mohammad Munir and M.R. Kayani did while enquiring into the anti-Ahmadiya riots in Punjab (1952-53). But judges are not policemen, and they are not trained to apprehend the perpetrator of a specific crime, his patrons, or co-conspirators.

The governor of Sindh, Dr Ishratul Ibad, has announced a “compensation” of Rs 300,000 for the heirs of each one of the 50 or so persons killed at Nishtar Park and financial assistance for the best available medical care for the one hundred or so who were injured. Normally, compensation is paid to an aggrieved person by one who has caused him injury. As a result of offering compensation to the heirs of those killed, the governor may be seen as accepting his government’s responsibility for the event. This is a poor, indeed thoughtless, choice of words on his part, for as I have argued above, the government of Sindh cannot be held responsible.

I should now like to say a word about a related matter, even if it is related only tangentially. The “compensation” and the financial assistance the governor proposes to dispense would easily amount to more than twenty million rupees. How has he come to have this much money and the authority to disburse it? In a government of laws funds at the disposal of a government are provided by the concerned legislature, which also identifies the purposes for which they are to be expended, and all of this is contained in a document called the budget.

Has the Sindh government’s current budget allocated to the governor a sum of money that he may spend as the spirit moves him and, if so, how much and with what rationale? But if that is not the case, or if his discretionary funds do not run into millions, how has he found the money in this case? Could it be that he is directing the provincial finance department to come up with the money and dispense it to certain named individuals?

In that case two questions may be asked. One, does the Constitution allow him to issue such a directive? I don’t think so. Second, does the provincial finance department have a large amount of unencumbered, free-floating, funds in its custody that it may give away to its own, or the governor’s, designees? I should like very much to hear answers to these questions.

My heart goes out to the bereaved families and I have no doubt whatever that such of them as need help should get it. If the helping agency is to be the government, it should have the necessary lawful authorisation and a rationale that will apply to all situations in which the citizen’s life and limb have been jeopardised by someone’s criminal act. If that cannot be done, the Islamic parties, NGOs, philanthropists, and the community at large should find ways of helping out the families of the victims.
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