This too shall pass —Syed Mansoor Hussain
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What should worry us however is if the Taliban morph into a populist political movement. One story about the Taliban in Swat that was not covered by the Pakistani media was about how they co-opted landless peasants in Swat and used them to get rid of the major land holders

The Taliban are coming, the Taliban are coming! Sounds a bit like Chicken Little running around shouting, “the sky is falling”. However, if it is religious extremism that we are talking of then the Taliban types have been around for as long as Pakistan has been around.

As a secular liberal, the fight against Taliban-style Islam is not really my fight. People like me are a rapidly vanishing minority and in the next decade or so, the traditional liberalism that I grew up with will have effectively disappeared from the Land of the Pure. Therefore, even if Taliban-style Islam does take over Pakistan, few like me will be left to suffer the consequences.

Fifty-six years ago, the Punjab, especially Lahore, came pretty close to total anarchy. This was as a result of what the Justice Munir Report of 1954 called the “Punjab Disturbances of 1953”, giving us our first martial law — “Azam Khan’s Martial Law” — and the dismissal of the elected government of Mian Mumtaz Daultana in the Punjab.

The Munir Report essentially tells us is that a small group of ‘Islamists’ led by the Majlis-e Ahrar where able to bring the machinery of the state to its knees. Bureaucratic bungling and political chicanery, combined with religion-driven insecurity among the political leadership and a virulent press, allowed the mobilisation of extremist religious sentiment among the people to the point where law and order completely broke down.

Much has changed since then. The biggest change is, of course, that modern day ‘Islamists’ are better organised and armed and know how to use modern communications, including the media, to their advantage. The politicians and the bureaucracy are still about the same, utterly ineffectual when it comes to matters of religious dogmatism. As far as the people of Pakistan are concerned, they are generally as prone to religious manipulation as they were in 1953.

The ideological and religious centre of the Pakistan Army has however changed completely. Fifty-six years ago, the Pakistan Army, especially its officer class, was still very much the extension of the British Army with about the same attitudes towards religion as the British. Today, the army is populated entirely with devout Muslims.

Fortunately, the fight against religious extremism in Pakistan is and always was a fight between competing visions of piety.

Justices Munir and Kayani asked all the religious leaders after the disturbances of 1953 to define a Muslim. Not surprisingly, none could come up with a generally accepted definition. Ultimately what will defeat Talibanisation in Pakistan is the fact that Muslims in Pakistan belong to many different schools of thought within Islam and will not subscribe to any one interpretation that is forced upon them.

What should worry us however is if the Taliban morph into a populist political movement. One story about the Taliban in Swat that was not covered by the Pakistani media was about how they co-opted landless peasants in Swat and used them to get rid of the major landholders. (“Taliban exploit class rifts in Pakistan”, The New York Times, April 16)

It is an alliance of the poor and the underprivileged with the well-armed, well-trained and now politicised Taliban that could make things really difficult. It could be said with some justification that the modern breed of the Taliban is much more sophisticated than the ragtag warriors that took over in Afghanistan all those years ago.

But things are not quite as bad as they seem. Finally, the Muslim League and its leadership have come out openly against the Talibanisation of Pakistan. Historically, the Muslim League has represented the Pakistani middle class and as such has always had a soft corner for the extremist religious impulse.

As a national consensus develops against the creeping threat of religious extremism, the army as well as other security forces will be in a much better position to oppose the Taliban. What effect US and NATO activity in Afghanistan will have on this developing national consensus remains to be seen. But one thing is for sure: the recent Taliban activity in Swat and adjoining ‘settled’ areas’ has brought this fight squarely and without any doubt to Pakistan.

But things are not very good either. Terrorism is still a persistent threat and the problem with fighting religious extremism is that if the extremists are forced to run for cover, they will resort to terrorism as retaliation. This is perhaps the major conundrum facing the policy makers at this time and is the primary reason why the government acquiesced to the implementation of the Nizam-e Adl Regulation in Swat.

The choice, it would seem, comes down between the rule of law and the need for public order and safety of the people. Here, it might be worthwhile to quote from the Munir Report:

“But law and order are two different terms, and a person may make a speech or write a pamphlet which offends the law but which does not lead to disorder. A government would, therefore, be failing in half of its duty if it ignores such a speech on the ground for instance that although a month has passed since the speech was made or the pamphlet written, nothing untoward has happened. It is overlooked that this attitude offends the majesty of the law and gradually comes to breed contempt in the minds of the speakers, writers and a multitude of readers. It is partly by this cultivated frame of mind that humiliating challenges were delivered to authority. Since this recoils on the ‘order’ situation, it is well for the administrator to bear in mind that people should be disciplined to keep within the bounds of law.” (p.288)
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