~ PAKISTAN'S SARGODH

- BLASPHEMY INCIDENT




INTRODUCTION

MISUSE OF BLASPHEMY LAWS AGAINST MINORITIES

Blasphemy laws in Pakistan are frequently misused, particularly targeting religious
minorities such as Christians, Hindus, Ahmadis, and Shia Muslims. False accusations
often arise from personal vendettas, sectarian hatred, professional rivalries, personal
grudges, and disputes over land. These false accusations can lead to severe
repercussions, including social ostracism, economic hardships, and even violent
outcomes. For instance, in 2014, Shama and Shahzad Masih, a Christian couple, were
lynched by a mob following false blasphemy allegations.

The misuse of these laws has led to extrajudicial killings and mob violence. The
judicial system in Pakistan is heavily influenced by fear and intimidation, which
hinders fair trials and due process. Judges, lawyers, and police officers often avoid
involvement in blasphemy cases due to threats and potential violence, resulting in
many accused individuals being left without adequate legal defense. The Supreme
Court of Pakistan has acknowledged that numerous blasphemy cases stem from false
accusations motivated by personal or political gains.

Particularly vulnerable groups, including children and individuals with mental
disabilities, face significant risks under these laws. A notable example is Rimsha
Masih, a Christian girl with a learning disability, who was falsely accused of
blasphemy.

Reforming these laws is essential to prevent their abuse and to protect human rights
in Pakistan. Such reforms would ensure equitable treatment for all citizens and
prevent the exploitation of these laws for personal or political motives.
Internationally, Pakistan has faced significant criticism for failing to address the
brutal atrocities committed against minority communities. This highlights the urgent
need for accountability and the protection of the rights of these vulnerable groups.

WHAT IS BLASPHEMY LAWS??

Blasphemy laws in Pakistan are enshrined in Sections 295-298 of the Pakistan Penal
Code. These statutes criminalize actions deemed insulting to religion. For instance,
Section 295-B prescribes life imprisonment for defiling the Quran, while Section 295-
C mandates the death penalty or life imprisonment for any derogatory remarks about
Prophet Muhammad. Additionally, these laws severely restrict the religious practices
of the Ahmadiyya community, effectively criminalizing their expression of faith.




Accusations under these blasphemy laws often lead to severe consequences,
including lengthy imprisonment, mob violence, and targeting of religious minorities
to settle personal scores. False accusations are not uncommon and are frequently used
to resolve personal disputes, professional rivalries, and land conflicts. These
accusations can prompt immediate and violent reactions from mobs, leading to
extrajudicial killings and widespread fear among the accused.

The implementation of these laws has led to significant human rights abuses. Those
accused often face long jail terms without fair trials, as the judicial process is heavily
influenced by societal pressures and threats. Many judges, lawyers, and police
officers are reluctant to engage in these cases due to fears for their safety, resulting in
inadequate legal defense for the accused.

Despite substantial international criticism, Pakistan's blasphemy laws remain
rigorously enforced. Global human rights organizations and numerous countries have
called for the repeal or reform of these laws, highlighting their misuse and the severe
human rights violations they engender. Nevertheless, these laws continue to be a
significant tool of oppression against religious minorities and a means for individuals
to exploit legal mechanisms for personal gain.

Here is the detailed view of recently happened incident that shows how Pakistan uses
blasphemy laws to settle personal scores, especially against minority groups-
“Sargodha Incident”

WHAT HAPPENED

On May 25, 2024, a violent mob attacked Nazir Masih, a Christian factory owner, and
his family in the Mujahid Colony area of Sargodha. The assault was triggered by false
rumours that Masih had burned pages of the Holy Quran. The incident began early in
the morning when misinformation spread that Masih had desecrated the Quran while
burning garbage. This baseless accusation quickly incited a mob, which brutally
assaulted Masih, dragged him into the street, and set his house and shoe factory on fire,
destroying all raw materials and packaging.

Eyewitnesses described the mob as highly charged, with children actively
participating in the destruction and women filming the incident on their phones. The
attack was reportedly incited by Masih’s neighbor, Ayub Gondal, who harboured
jealousy towards Masih’s business success. A few days prior, an altercation between
the children of both families had further fuelled tensions. Gondal seized the
opportunity to incite violence by falsely accusing Masih of burning the Quran when
he saw the family burning old and useless papers.




According to Masih's nephew, Irfan Gill, an unknown individual threw a copy of the
Quran into the fire. A Muslim neighbor, Jahangir Jamal, a member of Tehreek-e-
Labbaik Pakistan, accused Gill of desecrating the Quran. These accusations were
amplified through announcements from a mosque loudspeaker, which incited local
residents to violence. Fuelled by the inflammatory rhetoric, a mob, including
members of Tehreek-e-Labbaik, gathered and attacked Gill, targeting his home and
shop in a wave of destruction and violence. The mob proceeded to burn down both
his home and shop.

As the mob gathered, it grew increasingly violent, attacking Masih’s property without
attempting to verify the facts. The attackers torched Masih’s house and factory,
reducing them to ashes. Following the violence, Christian leader and former Punjab
MPA Tahir Naveed Choudhry confirmed that no Quran pages were burned and that
the family was merely disposing of waste. Despite this, the incident highlights the
dangerous consequences of false accusations and the deep-seated sectarian tensions
that continue to plague Pakistan.t
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ROLE OF POLICE AND ADMINISTRATION

The police were alerted to the situation and responded promptly. Inspector Shahid Igbal
and his team from the Sargodha Urban Police Station were among the first to arrive at
the scene. Despite their efforts to disperse the mob and rescue Irfan Gill, the situation
quickly escalated. The police managed to save Gill from his burning home, but the mob
forcibly took him from police custody and continued to beat him. During the chaos, at
least 10 policemen were injured while trying to protect Gill and control the rioters.

Subsequently, the police arrested 26 individuals involved in the attack and registered
a case against 44 named suspects and an additional 300 to 400 unidentified rioters.
The charges included attempted murder, obstructing public officials, assaulting a
public official, and mischief by fire or explosive material with intent to destroy
property or cause harm. Inspector Igbal emphasized the police’s commitment to arrest
and prosecute those responsible, asserting that no one would be allowed to undermine
the law. Despite criticisms of the police's inability to prevent the violence, the injuries
sustained by the officers underscored their determination and efforts to manage the
situation.




Inspector Igbal highlighted the challenges faced by law enforcement in such volatile
circumstances. The police were significantly outnumbered and had to act swiftly to
prevent further loss of life and property damage. The incident has raised serious
concerns about the effectiveness of local authorities in dealing with mob violence and

protecting minority communities.

This incident serves as a stark reminder of the volatile and dangerous environment in
which law enforcement and minority communities operate in Pakistan. It underscores
the urgent need for comprehensive reforms to address the root causes of such
violence and to ensure the protection and safety of all citizens, regardless of their
religious or ethnic background.?
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An emergency meeting was held in the Deputy Commissioner's office to address the
tragedy of Mujahid Colony. Discussed the causes of incidents like the Mujahid Colony
tragedy and measures to prevent such occurrences. The discussion took place in the
presence of RPO, DPO.
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To restore order, the Sargodha district administration imposed Section 144 to prohibit
public gatherings and deployed additional police forces till May 31. Additionally, the
administration has deployed additional police personnel to maintain law and order.
Despite the police's promises of safety, only a few families have gone back home. Many
left because they feared for their lives, and even with assurances from the authorities,
the community still feels uneasy. 3

CURRENT STATUS OF THE VICTIM

Nazir Masih, a Christian man attacked by an Islamist mob in Sargodha over false
blasphemy allegations, was critically injured and immediately taken to the hospital. He
suffered severe internal injuries and breathing difficulties due to the brutal torture
inflicted by the mob. Despite medical efforts to save him, Nazir Masih succumbed to
his injuries in the early hours of June 3, 2024. His death highlights the tragic
consequences of mob violence and the urgent need for protection and justice for
minority communities in Pakistan.

GROUND VISIT

Punjab Minister for Minorities Affairs, Ramesh Singh Arora, visited the Mujahid
Colony site to assess the situation of the Christian family first-hand. Accompanying
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him were Commissioner Mohammad Ajmal Bhatti, Regional Police Officer Shariq
Kamal Siddique, Deputy Commissioner Retd. Capt. Aurangzeb Haider Khan, MPAs-
ljaz Alam Augustine, Sonia Ashar, and Shakeela Ather, along with Christian leaders
and religious figures.

ORGANIZATIONS WHO RAISED THEIR VOICES

e The Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) expressed serious concern
about the unfolding situation in Sargodha, particularly in Gillwala village, where
the Christian community was reportedly at grave risk. “There are unconfirmed
reports of a man being lynched,” HRCP stated on X.

The Joint Action Committee for People’s Rights (JAC) condemned the mob
attack on the Christian community in Sargodha, demanding the immediate
arrest of those involved. At a Lahore Press Club conference, JAC
representatives called for the withdrawal of the FIR against the victim and the
establishment of an inquiry commission. They also urged the Punjab
government to take action against TLP and other religious groups involved in
such incidents.

| JAC | Joint Action Committee for People’s Rights
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® Provincial Peace Committee members visited Sargodha to extend solidarity with
Christian Community. Meeting with DC Sargodha and District Peace Committee
members.
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PROTEST DEMONSTRATIONS

1 Protest demonstrations at Karachi press club to express solidarity with the
victims of the Mujahid Colony Sargodha by PPP Minority Wing Karachi
Division Official (@PPP_m_wing_khi) and Pastors Network Pakistan. MPA
Sindh Advocate RoomaMushtag (@RoomaMatto) addressed a protest
demonstration at Karachi press club.*

A protest was held outside the Karachi Press Club where civil society members,
particularly from the religious minority community, voiced their condemnation
of the Sargodha incident. They demanded that the government provide them with
security and ensure the immediate arrest and punishment of the attackers.®

Minorites Alliance Pakistan (MAP) (@AllianceMap) organized a protest
demonstration to condemn the brutality inflicted upon Christian man Nazir

4 https://x.com/NehaAnglel7/status/1795926255864365155
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Masih and his family in Sargodha. The protest saw diverse participation,
including Mapian women who, in a symbolic gesture, burned their headscarves
to signify the escalating insecurity faced by minorities. The protest aimed to
demand justice for the persecuted minorities.®

https://x.com/AllianceMap/status/1795491076155015546
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Pic26-056
FAISALABAD: May26 — Minority Alliance Pakistan protesting against the Sargodha tragedy at the District Council Chowk in the city.
ONLINE PHOTO by Haji Ibrahim

INTERNATIONAL CRITICISM

1. Farrukh.H.Saif, @Farrukhhsaif a Christian rights activist and Co-Founder of
ECSPE, voiced his condemnation of the incident.

e Farrukh.H.Saif € @Farrukhhsaif - May 25
% URGENT UPDATE: Nazir Masih, the Christian man brutally attacked by an
Islamist mob in Sargodha over false blasphemy allegations, is now in
critical condition with internal injuries & breathing difficulties due to the
severe torture. A cardiac & asthma patient, his life hangs by a
Show more




2. Lord (David) Alton (@DavidAltonHL) advocate for human rights and religious
freedom.

)| Lord (David) Alton @DavidAltonHL - May 26

W Pakistan Minorities Fearful As Mob Torch Home & Factory.Condemnation
from Police Commissioner Muhammad Ajmal Bhatti-promises transparent
investigation-those responsible for spreading false accusations &inciting
violence to face consequences @tarigahmadbt
davidalton.net/2024/05/26/pak...
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A mob in Pakistan burns down a house
and beats a Christian over alleged
desecration of Quran

Police say hundreds of Muslims in eastern Pakistan went on a rampage over allegations that a Christian man had
desecrated the pages of Islam’s holy book, ransacking and burning his house and beating him before police officers
rescued the man and his father

By Babar Dogar | AP
May 25, 2024 at 8:34 a.m. EDT




4. Herald Malaysia Online

‘: Wednesday May 29th 2024 Subscribe | Advertise | Feed|

HERALD ——

Malaysia Online

ﬁ Malaysian Church News In Malay Global Church Editorial Multimedia Dioce:

Christian seriously wounded in Sarghoda in the latest blasphemy incident
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Mob Brutally Attacks Elderly Christian Man after False
Blasphemy Claims Circulate
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Christian seriously wounded in Sarghoda in the latest blasphemy
incident

by Shafique Khokhar

The victim, 72-year-old Nazir Masih, was beaten by an angry mob. His business and home were set on fire, as
police failed to intervene. His family is on the run, while he lays in hospital in critical condition. Nine months
after violence in Jaranwala, the Christian community in Punjab province continues to be the victim of the same
hostility.
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\eA

- Alleged blasphemy triggers violent Muslim
mob attack on Pakistani Christians
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Christians in Pakistan protest yet
another attack over blasphemy

ANGELUS

Aid to the Church in Need (ACN) expresses solidarity to Christians protesting in g
Pakistan after the latest mob attack on a Christian family accused of blasphemy Y PAPAL AUDIENCES
against the Quran in Sargodha, Punjab.

By Lisa Zengarini DAILY READINGS
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A mob in Pakistan burns down a house
and beats a Christian over alleged
desecration of Quran
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BY BABAR DOGAR
Updated 5:33 PM GMT+5, May 25, 2024 Share

LAHORE, Pakistan (AP) — Hundreds of Muslims in eastern Pakistan went on a rampage
over allegations that a Christian man had desecrated the pages of Islam’s holy book,
ransacking and burning his house and beating him before police officers rescued the
man and his father, officials said.

The incident occurred Saturday in the Mujahid Colony residential area in Sargodha, a
city in Punjab province, said district police chief ljaz Malhi. He said police quickly
responded and saved the lives of the two men.

Malhi said the situation was under control and officers were investigating the
allegations.

The incident brought back memories of one of the worst attacks on Christians in
Pakistan in August 2023, when angry mobs burned churches and attacked dozens in
Jaranwala, a district in Punjab province. Muslim residents claimed they saw a Christian
and his friend tearing out pages from a Quran and throwing them on the ground. No
one was killed. In 2009, six Christians were killed and some 60 homes burned down in
the district of Gojra in Punjab following allegations of insults to Islam.




CONCLUSION -

Blasphemy persecution in Pakistan remains a critical human rights issue that reflects
the broader challenges of religious intolerance and legal misuse within the country.
The blasphemy laws, intended to protect religious sentiments, have often been
manipulated to target religious minorities, settle personal scores, and suppress
dissent. These laws disproportionately affect marginalized communities, including
Christians, Hindus, and Ahmadis, leading to severe social, economic, and legal
consequences for the accused.

The societal impact of blasphemy accusations is profound, often resulting in mob
violence, extrajudicial killings, and widespread fear. The legal framework provides
little protection to the accused, who face long periods of pre-trial detention, biased
judicial processes, and harsh sentences, including the death penalty. The pressure on
the judiciary and law enforcement agencies, stemming from societal and political
influences, further exacerbates the issue.

Efforts to reform these laws have been met with significant resistance from
conservative religious factions, who view any changes as an attack on Islamic
principles. This resistance underscores the deep-seated religious and cultural

sensitivities surrounding the topic. International human rights organizations and local
activists continue to call for legal reforms and greater protection for those accused of
blasphemy, highlighting the need for a more just and equitable legal system.

In conclusion, blasphemy persecution in Pakistan highlights the urgent need for legal
and societal reforms to address religious intolerance and protect human rights. It calls
for a balanced approach that respects religious sentiments while safeguarding
individuals' rights and freedoms. The path to reform is fraught with challenges, but it
is essential for fostering a more inclusive and just society in Pakistan,




