[An analysis of Pakistan’s political history written by Iqbal Ahmed Khan, who has been LALIT’s guest speaker on issues around Afghanistan and Pakistan on two occasions. 

As this particular part of the world continues to be vital to geo-politics, it is important to get the background clear.]

Koran and the Kalashnikov: Ideology and the State in Pakistan

Iqbal Ahmed Khan

It is common, when speaking of the rise of Islamism in Pakistan to look at the Soviet intervention as a key nodal point. This serves two main schools of thought; Bourgeois-liberalism, which seeks to explain Islamic fundamentalism primarily as the fallout of the foreign policy misadventures of Pakistani state, and the Islamist which seeks to apologetically present fundamentalism as a popular reaction to the venal corruption of the Pakistani elite. Both are wrong. For a more realistic view, we must look at the evolution of political Islam in Pakistani history; more specifically, which interests did it serve, to understand what attitude to take when confronted with Islamic Fundamentalism in Pakistan today.  

The movement to establish Pakistan was spearheaded in British India by the All India Muslim League (ML). Founded in 1906, its main base of support was in the Indian provinces of Uttar Pradesh (U.P) and Bihar amongst the Muslim members of the urban petty-bourgeoisie, or in other words, a new class of English-speaking professionals, civil servants and job seekers that was nurtured under the bureaucratic apparatus of British India. By the turn of the century, this class turned towards the ML, as a political bargaining chip, out of fear from competition from the relatively better educated and more numerous Hindus in those provinces. Paradoxically, in provinces where Muslims were in a majority (present day Pakistan and Bangladesh) the ML was weakest. For instance, in Western Punjab (the most populous and developed province of Pakistan), the Unionist Party, a right-wing secular alliance of Muslim, Hindu and Sikh landowners dominated, led by Sir Fazli Hussein and his deputy Sir Chhotu Ram. In Muslim-majority East Bengal (Bangladesh), the Krishak Proja (K.P) Party, a populist peasant party led by A.K Fazlul Haq, mobilized the predominantly Muslim agricultural tenants against the predominantly Hindu-dominated Zamindars (Landed gentry) was the foremost political entity. By the 23rd of March 1940, when the Lahore Resolution demanding a separate state for Muslims was put forth by the ML, the situation had changed. The Unionist party in the West, fearful of the leftward drift of the Indian National Congress (INC), in particular, its commitment to land reform and the abolition of landlordism, threw in their weight behind the ML as a political counterweight to the INC.  In addition, the fact that in the west, most of those in the money lending trade, to whom the Muslim landlords were perennially in debt, were Hindus, served as an added attraction. In the East, the ML had undercut K.P support by presenting the class antagonisms between Muslim tenant and Hindu landlord in communal terms. 

Ideology in the Muslim League

This heterodox class support; of Landlords in the West, anti-landlord peasants in the east, and educated Muslims in the minority provinces, who although relishing the prospect of economically dominating a separate Muslim state, but hostile to the idea of a theocratic state, meant that the ML assumed non-committal, and at times contradictory positions, on what this state would look like, in economic, as well as religious terms. The only part of the ideology not contested, was the Two-Nation Theory which postulated that a Muslim state was a necessity since the Hindus and Muslims of India consisted of two separate nations; a state for Muslims, but not an Islamic state. 

One of the earliest expressions of this conflict was the attempt by Shibli Numani to Islamize the curriculum of the Aligarh Muslim University (then the academic bedrock of the Muslim middle class) by taking it away from English and the modern sciences and replacing it with Arabic and Islamic learning. The response of the Muslim middle class was exemplified by Sir Raza Ali, who ran the establishment, who rejected the idea of Islamic theocracy. Nauman had to give up his place at the University. 

At the 1943 session of the ML in Delhi, an ML stalwart Abdul Hameed Kazi proposed a resolution committing the party to the creation of an Islamic state, his motion was overwhelmingly rejected, and he was forced to withdraw it. However, Mohammad Ali Jinnah, the leader of the ML and founding father of Pakistan, in a letter to Pir Manki Sharif who promised to support the ML in the 1946 elections on condition that Sharia (Islamic Law) would be declared in a putative Pakistan, reassured him that it would be so. (1) 

 Despite the hostility amongst the ML leadership to theocracy, this attitude did not filter down to the grassroots. For instance the then governor in the Punjab Sir Bertrand Glancy complained in his confidential fortnightly report to Viceroy Wavell in 22nd February 1946 that; “The ML (Muslim League) orators are becoming increasingly fanatical in their speeches. Maulvis (clerics) and Pirs (spiritual masters) and students travel all round the Province and preach that those who fail to vote for the League candidates will cease to be Muslims; their marriages will no longer be valid and they will be entirely excommunicated… It is not easy to foresee what the results of the elections will be. But there seems little doubt the Muslim League, thanks to the ruthless methods by which they have pursued their campaign of Islam in danger will considerably increase the number of their seats and unionist representatives will correspondingly decline.” Right up till the eve of independence, on January 1947, Jinnah and the ML did not spell out what the state of Pakistan was to be. An exasperated Punjab Governor Sir Evan Jenkins was to report of his meeting in 1947 with ML leader Khwaja Nazimuddin that; “In our first meeting Khawaja Nazim-ud-Din admitted candidly that he did not know what Pakistan means, and that nobody in the ML knew, so it was difficult for the League to carry on long term negotiations with the minorities.” 

An ambiguity that despite attracting electoral support for the ML did not endear them to mainstream Islamic Fundamentalists; The most influential of which, the Jamaat-e-Islami (JI) led by Maulana Maududi, was implacably hostile to Jinnah and the Pakistan movement because of its perceived secularism.  The Pakistan movement was declared un-islamic in JI literature, with Maududi going so far as stressing that ‘Muslim nationalism is as contradictory a term as “chaste prostitute” (2) Jamaat literature would sometimes use the derogatory word Na-Pakistan for the proposed state. There were frequent indictments of the westernized Jinnah as lacking ‘an Islamic mentality or Islamic habits of thoughts’ (3). 
Jinnah reserved his judgment on the role of Islam and the State, to the surprise of many in the ML grassroots, for his opening address at the first constituent assembly of Pakistan on the 11th of August 1947, when he declared that Pakistan would be a strictly secular state modeled on Kemalist Turkey where “"in course of time, Hindus will cease to be Hindus and Muslims will cease to be Muslims, not in the religious sense . . . but in the political sense, as citizens of the State."(4) The corollary to this idea was that if it were possible for Hindus and Muslims in Pakistan to cease to be distinct politically as citizens of Pakistan, then the Two-Nation theory, which saw them as nations in perennial antagonism; the very ideological basis of Pakistan, was being repudiated by its own foremost adherent. 

Islam in Post-Independent Pakistan

In contrast to independent India, which even at already had one of the most advanced national bourgeoisies of the third world and the INC that unreservedly stood for its interests, the capitalist class in Pakistan was marked by its economic (and hence ideological) weakness. As its patrimony, Pakistan received an overwhelmingly agricultural economy with little industry. It received only 9.6% of the total number of industrial units in British India (1,414 out of 14,677), 5.3% of its electricity capacity (72,700 kW out of 1,375,000 kW), 6.5% of the industrial workforce and only 10% of known mineral deposits. What little industry existed was concentrated in small-scale petty production, large scale production was scarce; out of 451 textile factories only 16 were based in Pakistan, and out of 160 sugar factories, only 5 were located in Pakistan. (5) 

The bitter nature of partition, the economic and ideological weakness of the bourgeoisie, and the as yet undefined ideology of the state meant that the bourgeoisie in Pakistan was unable to foster any significant development in the country, which by then assumed the character of a national security state after Jinnah’s death in 1948, a year after independence.  The nascent bourgeoisie was surrounded by feudal interests, dependent upon the state for contracts and loans through the national bank. The state was not just an instrument for class preservation, but was a locus of class formation in its own right. 

The greatest threat for the ruling class came not from India, but from the Pakistani working class and peasantry. Fissures within the ML, given the multiplicity of class trends, were not long in appearing. In 1949, the first Prime Minister of Pakistan Liaqat Ali Khan passed the Objectives Resolution, to keep a crumbling ML party together, which declared that the aim of Pakistan was a state in congruence with the principles of Islam. A move that Liaqat Ali thought was formulated in such a way as to preclude the possibility of a theocracy, but populist enough to quash any ideological challengers within the party. He declared; “As I have just said, the people are the real recipients of power. This naturally eliminates any danger of the establishment of a theocracy.” Soon after, however, Liaqat Ali played up the role of Islam as a bulwark against the emergence of regional nationalisms within the smaller provinces, who felt that the bureaucracy and economy were dominated by Punjabis at their expense, and the sudden emergence of Communism and radical currents. He began to speak of ‘Islam in Danger’. He also began to equate loyalty to the Muslim League with loyalty to the state. Those who opposed him or his party were denounced as traitors.

Land reform in East Pakistan (Bangladesh) in 1951, which took place not so much because of ML militancy as by the fact that the predominantly Hindu landlords had emigrated to Indian West Bengal, sparked similar calls in the West. The strongly pro-landlord West Pakistani ML horrified by these calls turned to the Mullah. The government sponsored Sind Hari Committee (Sind Tenant Committee) came up with a report, echoing Gandhian notions of ‘Trusteeship’ describing Landlords as the benefactors of the peasantry. When a civil servant, Massud Khaddarposh wrote a dissenting note, describing in graphic detail the plight of the peasantry, the JI wrote a famous pamphlet Ishtrakiyat aur Zraati Masawaat (Socialism and Agrarian Justice) denouncing him as an atheist and stressing that absentee landlordism and the right to property were Islamic, whereas land reform was not. The Manifesto of the JI formulated in 1951; “Nobody should indulge in anything repugnant to the Ideology of Pakistan. Any effort directed towards turning this country into a secular state or implanting herein any foreign ideology (Communism and Socialism) amounts to an attack on the very existence of Pakistan.” The Pakistani Bourgeoisie, unlike their more confident Indian counterparts were just as threatened by Land reform, despite its potential contribution to capitalist development, feared that they too would be swept away by the rising tide of radicalism. Such a state of affairs is far from exceptional, as Paul Baran notes; “

“Its capitalist, bourgeois component, confronted at an early stage with the specter of social revolution, turns swiftly and resolutely against its fellow travelers of yesterday, its mortal enemy of tomorrow (i.e. the proletariat and the peasantry). In fact is does not hesitate to make common cause with the feudal elements representing the main obstacle to its own development, with the imperialist rulers just dislodged by the national liberation, and with the comprador groups threatened by the political retreat of their foreign principals” (6)
 The arguments of the JI were embraced wholeheartedly by the ruling classes as a battering ram against the myriad regional groupings and the Left. A perfect weapon, since given that the JI’s abuses against Jinnah and anti-national stance was still fresh in popular memory, their arguments could be used without the JI itself constituting a political threat. The Islamists received neither perks nor privilege for all their effort.  

The pernicious effects of political Islam were not restricted to economic debates alone. In the first five years Pakistan assumed a staunchly independent and non aligned foreign policy. The nationalization of oil in Iran in March 1951 by Mohammed Mossadeq, and Britain’s flaccid response highlighted the need to have pliant powers in the region to protect oil interests in the Middle East. Liaqat Ali Khan was mysteriously assassinated in October 1951 and replaced by Nazimuddin (an East Pakistani) as Prime Minister. Nazimuddin tried focusing attention of the development of East Pakistan and maintaining Pakistan’s non aligned foreign policy. The CIA’s operation Ajax that overthrew Mossadeq on the 19th of August 1953, which also saw the use of Iranian clerics, was replicated in Pakistan. 1953 in Lahore witnessed the JI and other fundamentalist parties being trotted out to carry out a pogrom against the Ahmedi sect in an effort to destabilize the Nazimuddin government and have it replaced by one headed by three pro-U.S figures; Iskander Mirza, Ghulam Muhammed and Ayub Khan. Ultimately it was a wheat shortage, and the withholding of food aid by the U.S that toppled the Nazimuddin government and the rise to power of the three U.S favorites. The new government was now showered with food aid by the U.S and in response Pakistan was firmly lodged in the U.S camp, joining the anti-communist SEATO (1954) and CENTO (1955) military pacts.  The use of Islamists to further imperial aims was not, however, an exception but conformed to a trend, similar tactics were used in Indonesia to overthrow the non-aligned Sukarno regime and liquidate the PKI (Indonesian communist party) and  to try to dislodge Gamal Nasser in Egypt by using the Ilkhwan Muslimeen (Muslim Brotherhood). 

Bangladesh breaks away

The unevenness inherent in capitalist development, leads to disparities not just amongst social classes, but entire regions as well due to structural differences between them.  This fact was not peculiar to Pakistan (nor indeed even post-colonial societies), but here it assumed an extreme form. The Pakistan Planning Commission in its ‘Reports of Advisory Panels for the Fourth Five Year Plan’ highlighted that from 1956-60 (the first five year plan) the per capita income in West Pakistan was 32 per cent higher than that in East Bengal. A decade and two Five Year Development Plans later, in the quinquennium 1965-70, the disparity had widened and the per capita income in West Pakistan was 61 per cent higher. The professors point out also that East Bengal "with 60 per cent of the population of the country" (note: the ratio of East Pakistan's population, according to the 1961 Census, was 54 per cent.) received as little as 20 per cent of development expenditure in the quinquennium 1950-55 and that East Bengal's share attained a peak of no more than 36 per cent in the Third Five Year Plan period, namely 1965-70. In the first two decades of independence, although East Bengal's share of export earnings was of the order of 50 to 70 per cent of the Pakistan total, its share of imports has been of the order of only 25 per cent to 30 per cent. Underrepresentation of East Pakistanis in the lucrative civil services, resentment of the imposition of Urdu as the national language at the expense of their native Bengali and government decision-making firmly based in West Pakistan were also other factors that drove the popularity of the nationalist Awami League (People’s League-AL) led by Shiekh Mujib ur Rehman that eventually in 1971 launched a successful secessionist struggle through its armed wing the Mukti Bahini. In the face of these grievances a Unitarian definition of Pakistani nationalism (especially one on which the Pakistani ruling elite was not itself all that clear) was not enough to prevent a sense of a separate national identity amongst an under privileged regional group. The AL’s demand for regional autonomy was a direct threat to the army itself. According to the AL’s six point program, the provinces would decide how much of their financial resources to turn over to the center, along with decentralization of financial control and economic policy, the program was also committed to a drastic cut in military expenditure for foster more development. 

The program proved so popular that in by 1970, the AL was in a position to form the national government of the whole of Pakistan, much to the chagrin of the then chief Martial law administrator Yahya Khan, who in response jailed Mujib Ur Rehman and launched a military operation to eradicate the AL. Once more Islamists were called upon to justify the oppression of East Pakistan. Islamist groupings, primarily the JI, organized into paramilitary groups operating with the regular Pakistani army, raided universities and urban areas in an attempt to snuff out Bengali intellectuals and students they deemed to have been corrupted by a nationalism that they claimed was inspired by India. Despite their efforts, in 1971, the Pakistani army was forced to surrender in Dhaka and the independent state of Bangladesh was born. 

A new ideological crisis broke out in now truncated Pakistan. Aside from a wave of disillusionment with the army and a concomitant rise of populism that was to sweep Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto’s left-leaning Pakistan People’s Party (PPP) to power, the question of the ideological moorings of the state resurfaced. If Pakistan was indeed a state for Muslims, why was it that predominantly Muslim East Pakistan broke away? Alternative nationalisms indeed were, contrary to what the ruling elite had always maintained, relevant. If Jinnah had unwittingly repudiated the two nation theory in words, the Mukti Bahini had done it consciously by force of arms.  

History Redux

The government of Bhutto (1971-77), despite its populist and left-leaning rhetoric, cultivated a revanchist discourse, centered on vengeance against India (whose military intervention in Bangladesh and support for the AL helped hasten Pakistan’s defeat) and the commencement of the Pakistani nuclear program in 1972. During the latter part of his government, Bhutto toyed with the idea of leading a bloc of non-aligned Muslim countries centered on the Organization of the Islamic conference (OIC). In pursuit of this idea and to suppress the more militant members within the PPP, Bhutto began giving concessions to Islamist parties, such as banning the sale of alcohol openly and declaring the Ahmedi sect to be non-Muslims. Steps which he thought would not only bolster his credibility amongst conservative Muslim states but also amongst right-wingers within Pakistan who he could play off against militant leftists. All it ended up achieving was strengthening conservative opposition to the PPP; Mullahs against the declared socialism of Bhutto, and the ruling class opposed to the largely symbolic nationalizations and haphazard land reforms. The conservative Pakistan National Alliance (PNA) clubbed together Punjabi landlords, industrialists and relied on its street power on organized (though not electorally strong) religious parties.  A movement that culminated in the 1977 coup that brought Zia Ul Haq (famous for leading King Hussein’s forces in massacring the PLO during Black September in Jordan) to power. 

A grateful Zia Ul Haq claimed that he had experienced ilham (divine revelation) enjoining him to Islamize Pakistan. The establishment of parallel Shariat courts and Islamist personal law followed. More importantly, however, the ideological machinery of state, the ministry of information, the national broadcaster and the Ministry of education were put in the hands of Islamist parties in return for their political support. These institutions proceeded on a path of crude historical revisionism. In 1981, Pakistan studies were declared compulsory for all degree courses. The University Grants commission produced guidelines for all textbooks used in educational establishments, to “‘induce pride for the nation’s past, enthusiasm for the present, and unshakeable faith in the stability and longevity of Pakistan”, the following directives were issued; “To demonstrate that the basis of Pakistan is not to be founded in racial, linguistic, or geographical factors, but, rather, in the shared experience of a common religion. To get students to know and appreciate the Ideology of Pakistan, and to popularize it with slogans. To guide students towards the ultimate goal of Pakistan – the creation of a completely Islamised State. (emphasis added).”  The following themes were prominent; 

“1. The ‘Ideology of Pakistan’, both as a historical force which motivated the movement for Pakistan as well as its raison d’etre 2. The depiction of Jinnah as a man of orthodox religious views who sought the creation of a theocratic state. 3. A move to establish the ulama as genuine heroes of the Pakistan Movement4. An emphasis on ritualistic Islam, together with a rejection of liberal interpretations of the religion and generation of communal antagonism.” (7) 

History was being turned upon its head. Those opposed to Pakistan, were now presented as its greatest champions. After all, if Pakistan was to be an Islamic (as opposed to Muslim) State, what greater guardian could there be than the Islamic fundamentalist? Bangladesh broke away not because the two nation theory was inadequate; it broke away precisely because Pakistan was not Islamic enough! Most importantly, freed of the burden their anti-national political history, religious fundamentalism now had a legitimate claim to political power. Jinnah’s call for a secular state was ignored, with the director of the Quaid-e-Azam Academy going so far as suggesting that Jinnah was ignorant about what an Islamic state meant, if he did he would not have called for secularism! A re-conceptualization of history backed by force of arms as well. PPP grassroots workers, communists and secularists were purged from positions of authority and education. In University campuses, Marxist and government-sponsored Islamist student groups no longer debated one another, the was AK-47 now a substitute; many leftist students relocating to communist Kabul where aided by the PLO, Libya and Syria they launched running gun battles against the reactionary Islamist regime. 

Zia Ul Haq claiming creative license with Pakistan’s history elicited scarcely a whimper from a subservient ruling elite, too appreciative of his suppression of the left, trade unions and peasant collectives.  Such is the background behind the rise of Islamic fundamentalism in Pakistan. The rest of the history, the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan onwards is too well known to be repeated here. 

The logical question that may be raised now is that despite the history of collaboration between the ruling elite and political Islam, now we see Islamic fundamentalism targeting the very state apparatus that created it. Surely this must be a species of anti-Imperialism (parochial though it may be). Such a conclusion would be inaccurate, since; firstly, the ‘anti-imperialism’ of Islamic fundamentalism rests not upon questions of political economy or class, but upon millenarian notions of religious strife. The rejection of Imperialism is restricted only to a rejection of western symbols, not its economic basis. Secondly, contradictions emerging within pro-Imperialist forces are nothing new. The U.S supported the Panamanian dictator Noreiga only to unseat him a short while later, Saddam Hussein who was armed to the teeth against the Iraqi communists and Khomeinist Iran was finally hanged by the very power that nurtured his regime, Anwar Sadat supported the Muslim Brotherhood to neuter the left and Nasserist left in Egypt, only to be assassinated by them, Israel propped up Hamas to weaken the secular PLO, today it is at war with it. 

Only by deconstructing the shibboleths of contemporary Pakistani history, a country going through a classic revolutionary crisis as described by Lenin; where the ruling class can no longer rule in the old way, and the subalterns will no longer be ruled in the old way, are we able to formulate a genuinely progressive understanding of the nature of Islamic fundamentalism. Bourgeois liberal critics are quick to dismiss the parochialism of fundamentalism while ignoring their own contribution in strengthening it, while fundamentalists, quick to condemn the corrupt, westernized elite, whitewash the role that political Islam has played in fostering that preserving that very elite. To treat the two separately flies in the face of virtually the whole of Pakistani history. Any critique of Fundamentalism is defunct without a concomitant critique of the Pakistani ruling class and state, and vice versa. The Pakistani ruling class is marked by failure; failure to undertake economic development, failure to develop a sense of national identity, failure to guarantee security to its citizens, failure to transform the colonial origins of the Pakistani economy. The road to overthrowing such a pathetic class must begin with, and cannot do without, combating the fundamentalist. The two tasks, as the history of Pakistan shows, and contrary to what Liberals and Fundamentalists claim, are part of the same revolutionary process. 
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