One step forward, two back
By Dr Tariq Rahman

THE recent attack on a madressah in Bajaur, followed by the suicide bombing episode at an army recruitment centre in Dargai, has left the country badly shaken. The newspapers of November 14 carried the news that the NWFP assembly had passed the Hasba Bill.

The newspapers of November 16, however, carried the welcome news that the Protection of Women Bill had been passed (though with some amendments) by the National Assembly.

This last piece of news makes one feel that good things are still possible in this blighted land. However, does the passage of the bill amount to a change in the power of the clergy (not just the MMA but the religious lobby as a whole) that has so far been the most vociferous supporter of anti-women laws in the name of religion? Or is it merely a flash in the pan that has put General Musharraf in a good light, but without really changing much? To answer this question one has to go back in time to find out what has contributed to the power of the clergy in the first place.

The basic issue here is the way Islam is interpreted and used by powerful individuals and groups. During the sixties, Islamic seminaries were seen as the legacies of the past. Islamic-minded people were called conservatives and their madressahs were dismissed with a contemptuous smile.

The place of the clergy (the mullah, maulana or maulvi) was in the mosque, at marriages, deaths and other such occasions. The world, it was felt, could only be run by people whose sources of information, analytical skills and training derived from the West — whether these people were leftists, centrists or rightists.

The cities of Pakistan, Iran, Afghanistan, Turkey and even some Arab countries followed western fashions. Some girls even wore mini skirts though in Pakistan they did not venture beyond tight ‘teddy’ shirts. Life seemed to be peaceful but the ruling elite was neither liberal nor democratic.

In Pakistan, this elite was bureaucratic and feudal but the military became the most powerful component of it from 1954 onwards. The military spent most of the money on West Pakistan, and in Punjab rather than on any other province, imposing a version of nationalism that ignored diversity. Its major symbols of cohesion were Islam and Urdu.

Using the Islamic slogan meant co-opting some among the ulema and, even more importantly, Islamising the discourse. Thus books, the media and state institutions were Islamised and in the process the ideas and norms of liberal democracy were jettisoned.

Even in the events leading up to 1971, the Yahya regime, by no means Islamic, used the cadres of religious parties to defeat the nationalist Awami League.

Khomeini’s revolution and then the communist takeover of Afghanistan coincided with the rule of General Ziaul Haq in Pakistan. Zia legitimised his dictatorship in the name of Islam. While the Americans hated Khomeini because he challenged their might, they found that they could use Islam to fight Soviet power in Afghanistan. Thus, Zia and the Americans joined hands to create a new kind of political orientation in the name of Islam.

With the Islamic-oriented people already inspired by Khomeini’s victory, Islam turned away from its stagnant, old-fashioned, conservative image to adopt a new revivalist image. The new Islam was modernist, politically engaged, conscious of its identity and role and, of course, supremely confident that it could be as legitimate an ideology of power as any other.

Thus, when Zia created laws which seemed to cater to age-old male prejudices against women in Pakistan (such as aspects of the Hudood ordinances), people thought he was only strengthening the conservatives. However, even more importantly, he was strengthening the political discourse which came to focus on Islam. The difference is that it is easy to oppose individuals, conservative or otherwise, but it is very difficult to oppose that which is presented in the name of the sacred.

What Zia did was to strengthen the discourse which got its legitimacy from references to the sacred. He gave more street power and voice to the people who spoke in the name of Islam. This is an important political voice in Pakistan today. When the Americans strengthened the Pakistani madressahs, especially the Deobandi madressahs, they did not simply increase the number of mullahs. They created conditions which armed, trained and radicalised some of these mullahs.

While the Dars-i-Nizami, the traditional curriculum of the madressahs of Pakistan (and India), gives no special significance to jihad, the radicalised clerics, dropouts and others who fought against the Soviets came back with strong views about ‘infidels’ and a sense of the injustice done to Muslims. The Americans thought the tap could be opened and closed. Alas! It could not be closed.

Years of Zia’s promotion of seeing the world through the lens of religion had their effect as Pakistan turned into a hotbed of sectarianism. This was because the madressahs teach the ‘maslak’ (ideology of the sub-sect) which means that, in principle, one refutes the views of sub-sects and other sects. This is not something new. What is new is that the madressahs are exposed to the rhetoric of power, injustices and, of course, some are armed and trained to fight. Moreover, the militants who indulged in sectarianism were often the same who kept up a low intensity conflict going in Kashmir. As this was blessed by the Pakistan army the militants were given a free hand.

This is where our fortunes are connected with those of the US. We reaped the whirlwind sown by the US and our own ISI during the Afghan war. The United States, however, reaped a tornado. It faced anger against its policies perceived by many Muslims as being anti-Palestinian and anti-Muslim. Instead of examining these policies the US chose to lash out at Afghanistan and Iraq.

This has created a fresh crop of militants, all in the name of Islam and all over the Muslim world. Pakistan is caught between allowing some of them — the local Taliban — to run their own theocratic ‘state’ or fight them. They have shown themselves to be determined fighters and this is a highly unpopular war.

So, Pakistan is caught on the horns of a dilemma. We are damned if we do and damned if we don’t. The scene is dark and the news — what with attacks on seminaries and counterattacks on recruits etc — is depressing.

The women’s protection bill, however, is a small silver lining. The good part of it is that it will probably protect some of the worst injustices of the draconian laws framed by Ziaul Haq in the name of religion. However, it also means that only military rulers can reverse the damage done by other military rulers. In short, we do not have strong institutions and are, therefore, at the mercy of the next military ruler to reverse these short gains.

Moreover, what the clergy may have lost on the national stage it has gained in the NWFP where thousands of cadres patronised by the MMA will gain jobs, perks and power. They will strengthen the rule of the religious parties and make it that much more difficult for women to empower themselves because women will become less visible and less audible thanks to the Hasba Bill. In short, General Musharraf’s policy of sidelining the old political parties has actually increased the overall power of the religious parties and weakened liberal forces.

As long as General Musharraf depends upon the clergy for support he cannot expect their power to be diminished. Even more to the point, as long as the military thinks it is possible to revive the policy of using religious cadres to fight in Kashmir, it will not punish the militant wings of the religious lobby. In such a situation, there are no easy answers.

However, the government could begin by reversing the policies of previous regimes especially that of Ziaul Haq in so far as they used Islam to legitimise their rule. Our school textbooks, PTV programmes and radio have all been used to legitimise the hold of the ruling elite on power. That looked like a good way of playing up India as the “other” and maintaining a garrison state.

But our women, our poor people, our young students have all paid the price for the elite’s policies.

Now that the elite itself is in danger of being besieged by the forces it created, it is time to look for change.

