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WORD FOR WORD: Remaining within ‘hudood’ — Khaled Ahmed
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The cause of ‘hudood’ is ‘nass’ which means to raise something or emboss something so that it becomes pronounced and clear. More appropriately, it means the forehead (naasiya) because it is raised and it is frontal, making it prominent

With General Zia, we learnt a new word: hudood. Now everyone knows it is the word used for unchangeable laws. Over the years, the police tend to play around with the ‘hudood option’ while registering the FIR.

The hudood laws can’t be reinterpreted because they are written as nass (clear edict) in the Quran. But hudood are being misused and women tend to suffer under them. There are some who wish to stop the abuse of hudood by putting them in the Penal Code.

Others oppose them tooth and nail. The next Armageddon in Pakistan will take place if and when the hudood laws are repealed. The MMA has said it will not allow the repeal. Another grand gathering of the ulema has equally sworn to defend them.

Hudood is the plural of the root hadd and it is a very fertile root because it has given us many useful Urdu words. The root means to stop and to block. We normally take the word to mean a line that defines an enclosure.

Yet the real meaning is prohibition. Hudood are laws that stop us from doing things that are wrong. But such laws define the limits of our conduct, and limits are boundaries. The most common word we know with the help of hybrid Persian is sarhad, meaning frontier.

One of our provinces is Sarhad, but some people don’t like the name. They think it should denote the tribal identity of the people who live in Sarhad and sound like Punjab, Balochistan and Sindh. But I personally like Sarhad because of its sound.

Punjab too refers to the physicality of the land but the people didn’t mind being Punjabi although I think it sounds less well than Sarhadi if the Pushtun had accepted that. The only people who get a better bargain sound-wise are the Baloch.

From the root hadd we get the Arabic word for iron: hadeed because it stops anything from moving more effectively than soft matter. Ironsmith is called haddad but it was a common Arab name some years ago.

The most common word from the root remains mehdood which we use for the sense of being limited. In sophisticated speech we refer to limits as mehdoodat. Delimitation is tehdeed too.

When we refer to the Quranic punishments we say Hudood Allah. Needless to say we humans can’t change them. They are eternal. What remains interesting is that interpretations of them have always varied.

The clear edict of the Quran is nass. If something is not nass it can’t be a hadd. Once it is nass it is unchangeable. The root of nass means to raise something or emboss something so that it becomes pronounced and clear.

It means putting the bride on the raised cot and it means spurring the she-camel hard so that she runs faster. More appropriately it means the forehead (naasiya) because it is raised and it is frontal, making it prominent.

Hadd is a prohibiting law. It stops you from sinning. It also binds a community together. That is what the English word legislation means. It comes from Latin lex which makes all the words that start with leg.

In Hebrew law is khoqq, which points to the rights of the citizen. In Arabic haqq means right. Anglo-Saxon law is close to Hindu dharm because it means that which is laid down. *




