
Tahira Abdullah, one of Pak-
istan’s most vocal human rights
activists who had mobilised the
lawyers’ movement for the rein-
statement of chief justice Iftikhar
Chaudhry in 2009, also did not
mince words. “Many of us are
being targeted in Pakistan,” she
said in a telephone interview from
Islamabad. “I told [1965 war hero
and human rights activist] Group
Captain Cecil Chaudhury, who
was here [at Bhatti’s house], that
the next funeral will be mine. He
said, ‘No, I will go before you’.”

With Bhatti’s killing, Abdullah
said, the threat perception of Pak-
istan’s minorities will only be
heightened. “Hindus and Christia-
ns are leaving Pakistan in droves.
These aren’t just cases of eco-
nomic migration. You have very
well-to-do people leaving because
of religious persecution,” she said.

In Karachi and Lahore, activists

organised spontaneous marches
to protest the assassination. “If
ministers aren’t safe, where do
people like us stand?” asked
Uzma Noorani, member of the
Human Rights Commission of
Pakistan, while on her way to the
march in Karachi that had been
mobilised through a flurry of text

messages on Wednesday evening.
Added lawyer and human rights

activist Hina Jilani, “It is a shame
that Pakistan’s state and society
have become hostages to reli-
gious zealots and bigoted mur-
derers.” The Human Rights Com-
mission, Noorani said, had been
investigating kidnappings and
conversion of Hindu girls, and its

SHAHBAZ BHATTI had
seen it coming. Four
months ago, Pakistan’s fed-
eral minister for minorities
affairs, a Roman Catholic,
recorded his farewell video
message, asking it to be
broadcast if he was killed.

On Wednesday, the message
came to light after two men
armed with Kalashnikovs
gunned down 42-year-old
Bhatti as he left his mother’s
home in a suburb of Islam-
abad. The minister — who was
not accompanied by his official
security detail and was being
driven by his private chauffeur
— died on the spot with 20 bul-
let wounds on his upper body.

Bhatti’s video message was
prophetic. He said he had been
threatened by the Taliban and the
al-Qaeda, but this would not deter
him from speaking for the “oppre-
ssed and marginalised persecuted
Christians and other minorities” in
Pakistan. In leaflets left at the
scene of the shooting, the al-Qae-

da and the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pu-
njab claimed responsibility for the
killing of the “infidel Christian”.

Like the slain governor of Pak-
istan’s Punjab province, Salman
Taseer, before him, Bhatti paid
with his life for being a critic of his
country’s retrogressive blasphemy
laws. The assassinated minister’s
88-year-old father, Jacob, had a
heart attack on January 4 when he
learnt about Taseer’s death. He
died seven days later, fearing his
son would be the next target.

Bhatti had last month asked the
government to enhance his secur-
ity in the face of the threats to his
life. Wajid Durrani, Islamabad’s po-
lice chief, said the minister’s secur-
ity was adequate “but he had asked
his guards to stay in the office” and
wait for him. On Twitter, Fatima
Bhutto, Pakistan President Asif Ali
Zardari’s estranged niece and
author, dismissed Durrani’s state-
ment as a “feeble initial response”.
She even alleged that Durrani was
himself “accused in murder cases”.

The minister’s killing drew
immediate condemnation from
Pakistan’s civil society, which
has been fighting a losing battle
against the growing influence of
pro-Taliban elements.

Human rights activists poured in-
to Bhatti’s home throughout
Wednesday, even as his family awa-
ited the arrival of his brothers from
Italy and Canada before proceeding
to their ancestral village, Khushpur
in Faisalabad, for his burial.

Voicing the sentiment of the
civil society, Mehdi Hasan, chair-
man of the independent Human
Rights Commission of Pakistan,
said Bhatti’s murder exposed
“the state of security of ordinary
Pakistanis who do not share the
religious faith of the majority”.

Pak minister
killed for his
liberal stand
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Bhatti had anticipated
a fatal attack on him

By Badar Alam & Neha Tara
Mehta in Karachi/New Delhi

DISSENT IN
DANGER

office in Lahore was looking into
cases where land belonging to
poor Christians was being
grabbed by militant elements in
the south of the Punjab province.

Bhatti’s sister, Jacqueline, speak-
ing from Islamabad, said the family
would keep urging him to leave the
country and join his brothers
abroad. “But he would say, ‘Every-
thing is in God’s hands. I will live
and die for the minorities’,” she
added, sobbing disconsolately.

Along with Taseer and former
information minister Sherry Reh-
man, Bhatti was at the forefront of
parliamentary efforts to reform the
country’s blasphemy laws. When
Rehman submitted a Bill to reform
the laws in the National Assembly
late last year, the government app-
ointed Bhatti to head a committee
to see if the House should pass it.
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Pakistan is more
and more
becoming a
country of the
silent majority

‘
’— FATIMA BHUTTO, AUTHOR AND

ESTRANGED NIECE OF PAKISTAN
PRESIDENT ASIF ALI ZARDARI

Hindus and
Christians are
leaving Pakistan 
in droves 
because of
religious
persecution

‘

— TAHIRA 
ABDULLAH,

HUMAN RIGHTS
ACTIVIST

Christian minister Shahbaz Bhatti (top right)
was shot dead in Islamabad on Wednesday.

‘A PLAN TO SILENCE
LIBERAL PAKISTAN’

The governor of Pak-
istan’s Punjab province,
Salman Taseer, was
gunned down on Janu-
ary 4 by his bodyguard
Mumtaz Qadri for sta-
nding up for Asia Bibi, a
Christian woman sen-
tenced to death for blas-
phemy. His writer son
Aatish Taseer (below)
reacts to Shahbaz
Bhatti’s assassination.
“I think there is obvi-
ously a systematic
plan to silence what
remains of liberal
Pakistan. But more
importantly, what
has happened with
Shahbaz Bhatti
today is a
shameful indic-

tment of Pakistan’s poli-
tical class and their res-
ponse to my father’s ass-
assination. Which was
craven and muted. They
sat back and watched
as his killer was deified;
they turned their back
on any effort to amend
the blasphemy laws;
they allowed the senate
to throw out a motion
even to condemn his kil-
ling. They thought that

if they did nothing it
would all just go aw-
ay; but it hasn’t gone
away; and it now
turns out that there
is a very heavy price

to pay for that
kind of criminal

weakness.”

Anyone who speaks ill of Islam
and the Prophet Mohammad
commits a crime and faces the
death penalty. The law stipulat-
es that derogatory remarks,
etc., in respect of the Holy Pro-
phet either spoken or written,
or by visible representation, or
by any imputation, innuendo or
insinuation, directly or indi-
rectly shall be punished with
death, or imprisonment for life,
and shall also be liable to a fine

WHAT THE
LAW SAYS

’

BLOODSPILL OVER
ANTI-BLASPHEMY
Shahbaz Bhatti, Pakistan’s first Christian federal minis-
ter, was gunned down in Islamabad in broad daylight on
Wednesday. He was at the forefront of some lawmak-
ers’ efforts to reform the country’s blasphemy laws

Around 11.15am local time, Bhatti left his
mother's place in Islamabad’s Sector I-8/3,
a residential area, for a cabinet meeting

Moments later his sedan was intercepted
by a white car with three men. The minister
was travelling without his assigned body-
guards. Only his driver accompanied him

Two of the men, wear-
ing salwar-kurtas and
wrapped in shawls,
climbed out of the car
and started firing from
their AK rifles. They
drove off after firing at
least 50 rounds 

The minister, who received at least 20
bullet wounds on his upper body, died
on the spot. His driver rushed him to
hospital where Bhatti was declared dead 
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BHATTI WAS ON
REAR SEAT OF

HIS CAR

ATTACKERS’
CAR
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