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Rise of the far-right in Pakistan’s political
mainstream?

Farooq Yousaf

Pakistan has been engulfed in a constant spiral of terror, conflict, and
violent extremism ever since it was thrown into the US” Global War on
Terror (GWOT) in Afghanistan. In spite of a number of initiatives
taken by successive governments, the country’s mainstream narrative is
gradually shifting towards the (political) right. With a major military

operation (Zarb e Azb) recently concluded, and another operation -

Radd ul Fassad - in process, Pakistan still seems to be lacking an

effective policy to counter violent extremism and terror.

The only document that points towards what can be called a policy

direction is the National Action Plan (NAP)., which was formulated

soon after the Peshawar School attack in December 2014 that killed

more than 150 students and teachers. Roughly comprising of twenty
generic points, the NAP clearly states that groups involved in hate
speech or previously banned but operating under different names are
not to be allowed to function in the country. Ironically, recent

developments have suggested otherwise.

First, the Milli Muslim League (MML), a political front of the banned
Jamaat ud Dawa (JuD) (previously Lashkar e Taiba) was established

recently by Hafiz Saeed - a US and UN designated terrorist - to contest
by-polls in disqualified Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif’s NA-120
constituency in Lahore. Even though the Election Commission of

Pakistan refused to register the MMI., Saeed was still able to field his

candidate - Sheikh Yakub - as an independent running an active
campaign under MML’s banner. Saeed is still under alleged state-
authorized house arrest, yet the fact that his organization successfully
ran an election campaign on his name invited strong critique both

locally and globally.
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Second, in the same by-elections, another ultra-right group, the Tehrik e Labaik Pakistan (TLP), also
successfully ran an election campaign. The TLP surprised many by securing the third place in a
constituency that is predominantly urban in nature. The TLP and its leader, Khadim Hussain Rizvi, are
avid supporters of Mumtaz Qadri — a security guard hanged for murdering governor Punjab Salman
Taseer, whom he accused of committing blasphemy by speaking against the blasphemy law. TLP’s
apparent success in its first ever election, again, raises question marks on the seriousness of NAP’s
implementation by the state and security agencies.

Third, a statement made by the Pakistan Army’s Inter Services Public Relations (ISPR) on October 5%,
2017, regarding mainstreaming of ultra-right groups, has raised many eyebrows. Through a media
briefing Major General Asif Ghafoor, spokesperson of the ISPR, revealed — while talking of banned
groups participating in elections — that every Pakistani had a right to contest elections, and that a
proposal for bringing such groups ‘into the political mainstream’ was under consideration. Where the
security agencies are expected to curb such elements in the society, bringing them into the mainstream
would further add to the growing strength of radical narratives.

Fourth, a new wave of hate speech against the Ahmadiya minorities in the country is also gaining pace.
Ex- Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif’s son in law, Captain (r) Safdar, who is also member of the

Parliament, today called for a ban preventing the Ahmadiya community from enlisting in the country’s

military. Many argue that such stance towards the persecuted Ahmadiya community was merely made
as a means to distract the public from the ongoing corruption cases against the ruling family as well as
gather mass support on the basis on religious manipulation at the cost of a minority group. He further
demanded a university department named after Pakistan’s first Nobel laureate, late Dr Adus Salam, to
be renamed due to Salam’s Ahmadiya beliefs. Such narratives, questioning patriotism of a group based
on their religious beliefs, are not new in Pakistan. Yet limited critique of Safdar’s stance by civil society
also lends credence to the growing extremist narratives within the country.

In a regional and geo-political context, Pakistan received a wakeup call at the conclusion of the recent

BRICS summit, where participants and observers alike were surprised to see a unanimous declaration —
also signed by Pakistan’s new ally Russia and an ‘all-weather friend” China — asking Pakistan to counter
terror and militant groups, including Saeed’s JuD. Saeed and JuD still remain a major hindrance in
Indo-Pak peace. India has time and again accused Saeced of terror activities in Indian-Kashmir along

with orchestrating the Mumbai attacks in 2008. Ironically, recently Pakistan’s foreign minister Khawaja

Asif, admitted that the likes of Saeed had become a liability for the country, and that it was time to get

rid of them. Such a statement might also be an admission of the fact that Saeed has, over the years,

received tacit state and military support for his activities.
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Political experts in Pakistan opine that this rise of the ultra-right is due to the ruling PML-N’s perceived

image of being soft on India and a significant number of its voters shifting to ultra-right groups such as

the MML. Such perceptions against Nawaz are not only propagated on the anti-PML N media, but
have also spread because of statements coming out of Sharif’s own party. Khawaja Asif, member of the
PML N and current foreign minister, also argued recently that Nawaz was ousted merely for wishing

‘better ties with India’. This statement provided enough fuel to the anti-Nawaz sections in the country

to fan a narrative that Nawaz was inherently pro India/Modi, and anti-Army. This narrative was then
effectively used by the MML and TLP, calling Nawaz a ‘friend of (Indian PM) Modi’. Irrespective of
such voter shifts and media branding, the small amount of resistance offered by the state and security
agencies against MML and TLP during their campaigning is indeed a sign of concern.

With such complications in the current political climate - leading to fragility, uncertainty and intolerance
- it is surely an uphill task for Pakistan to sell its counter-terror and counter-extremism narrative
abroad. If the country aims to present an effective case on its counter terror and counter extremism
efforts, it has to decide whether any action against the likes of Saeed, JuD and TLP is to be taken or
not. Additionally, the sudden rise of the TLP and its leader, Khadim Hussian Rizvi, both in Lahore and
within social media, presents a point of concern--especially when the Pakistani society is witnessing an
upward spike of the ultra-right groups. Both the MML and TLP have indicated that they will be
contesting 2018°s general elections by fielding their candidates nationwide. If that happens, Pakistan
would have none but itself to blame for the scepticism of its allies who question Islamabad’s

commitment towards countering terror and extremism.
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