State and religion —Sarah Humayun 
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The decisive point will be the attitude the Taliban take towards the use of violence. The attitude, in short, they take towards human life. The questions that have moved political debate in the world are very much alive here; they are sociological, political and philosophical, and the refusal to address them will kill

Lots of people have been writing recently on the problem of the Taliban vis-à-vis the state. This is very welcome. But in a way, the issue at stake is also, and no less importantly, the relationship of Muslim nationhood to the state.

Here are the assumptions, crudely summarised, that seems to have been at work in the coming into being of Pakistan: 

It will be a state that will fulfil the aspirations of the Muslim nation. Implicit assumption: the Muslim nation is the sub-continental Muslim nation. However, by a costly and specious fiat, it was seen as part of a pan-Islamic ummah. 

Territory, though essential, is only the symbol and the means to the aspirations of the Muslim nation. (Ayesha Jalal and Markus Daechsel have both written about the somewhat puzzling aims of Muslim politics in pre-partition India, the politics that led to the founding of Pakistan on the basis of a ‘compromise and not a settlement’.)

By definition, the state founded by the Muslim nation will not go against the Islamic order. As Islam enjoins justice in any case, a little tweaking of the legal structures inherited from the British would broadly align them with Muslim requirements. A polity seen to be just will be seen to be Islamic, except in certain marginal cases which can be dealt with. This was the liberal if-it’s-good-for-you-it’s-Islam view that is still at work today. 

These assumptions assumed that the state would be a successful endeavour and be able to brush all complications under the carpet. People will buy into the Muslim nation-state and accept its de facto status as an Islamic state.

Then what went wrong?

Something that was a political and conceptual oversight, a pragmatic conflation of the politics of the Muslim minority with the idea of an Islamic state, has come to haunt us. The distinction between Muslim nationhood and Islamic state, till recently a topic of largely academic interest, must be at the centre of the debate now.

This conceptual lacuna has been allowed to linger, indeed has been exploited by what is called the ‘liberal elite’, whose behaviour in the face of extremism has confounded so many. How formidable the obstacles to addressing it are has probably been felt by most Pakistanis at one time or another. Remember those arguments at school when you tried to say this or that — the Hudood ordinances, the persecution of the Ahmedis, to take the obvious examples — was wrong, but someone challenged you by asking whether you believed Pakistan is an Islamic state or not? 

And then there are two options, for schoolchildren and for others: you can try to justify something with reference to Islam, or you can leave Islam out. The latter course is not looked on tolerantly, especially among schoolchildren. (Someone should do a survey of what children believe about politics to get at a faithful if crude picture of the state of political views in a given section of the population).

It is important to note that this is not a relationship of cause and effect. The idea of Muslim nationhood did not cause, but has left us defenceless against the advance of obscurantist Muslim ideas. 

Can Muslim nationhood be defended in terms that can shore it up and render it serviceable once more? It is up to its proponents, who understand this dilemma, to debate this. But the debate must be honest and uninhibited. That is, it must take place in a discourse that I can best identify as the discourse of the enlightenment. 

But, on the other hand, there is the question of the ‘rising tide’ itself, and I think these should be treated as related but distinct questions. Anarchical and destructive elements within the territory of Pakistan have expressed themselves through the conceptual lacuna mentioned earlier. This is not accidental. We could have been dealing with, say, communist violence, but we are not. We have violence that justifies itself with reference to Islam; it may be an idiosyncratic or perverse interpretation of Islam, but as we cannot deny the connection of the state with the religion we feel compelled to engage with it on Islamic terms. 

The striking thing about the Taliban is that, by and large, they seem to have no real political aspirations. They want something, and they seem willing to do a lot to be able to get it, but it is not clear what. 

They want an Islamic system, but this system does not refer in any credible way to any discourse of politics that is not a dead end. The case of Swat is so interesting because there the state is trying to engage with the Taliban in political terms. The political is the good that is sought through humans living together, is the way of thinking that comes into being when we link the survival and well being of the individual to the survival and well being of communities and collectives. The gamble is that the Taliban can be engaged in this process. As many people have pointed out, it seems to be a loser’s gamble. 

The decisive point will be the attitude the Taliban take towards the use of violence. The attitude, in short, they take towards human life. The questions that have moved political debate in the world are very much alive here; they are sociological, political and philosophical, and the refusal to address them will kill.

We keep harping on wanting to restore the ability to direct and administer violence to the state. This rather misses the point. States do not have this ability gratuitously. If they do, the distinction between them and groups like the Taliban becomes blurred. 

So, the question of restoring authority, credibility, and power to the state — or really of bestowing it, for it seems never to have possessed it — is connected intrinsically with what sort of state it is. A state that cannot ensure a degree of justice and security of life to its citizens will be perceived as a blank. A state that acts gratuitously and justifies itself in unacceptable and contradictory ways invites gratuitous actions by others. 

Looked at this way, the Taliban are not anti-state: they are a distorted, monstrous version of what the state, which is not directed to the common good, can become.

Which is why the tendency that I see being advocated in Pakistan to concentrate solely on the Taliban and leave aside all other questions is a dangerous one. Fighting them will involve fighting not just them. It will require both hard thinking and hard doing.

This is where we are: the state cannot get away with simply flying the flag of Islam and leaving the rest conveniently vague. What can it do? Give it up? Unthinkable? Or continue to engage with the Taliban on ‘Islamic’ terms, which means the state takes on the burden of proving they are wrong, not the prerogative of defining right and wrong on its own terms. And what indeed are its own terms? Are they constitutional and democratic terms? Or will the state find itself in the position of the pot calling the kettle black?

It is one of the small and decisive successes in recent years that citizens have begun to get the state to engage with them in legal and constitutional terms, instead of the politics of cloudy Muslim nationalism and cynical power games that have been the staple of both the Pakistani state and media.
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