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On the 31st of October, 2018, the Supreme Court of Pakistan acquitted Asia Bibi, a Christian woman 

who had been sentenced to death under section 295-C of the Pakistan Penal Code in 2009. She was acquitted 
on the grounds that the prosecution failed to meet evidentiary requirements. As a direct consequence, the 
leadership of the extremist Islamist party Tehreek-e-Labbaik Pakistan (TLP) announced a nationwide protest. 
As of this release, the protest is ongoing, halting the lives of ordinary citizens, and becoming increasingly 
violent with reports of damage to property and harm to persons. This judgement and the controversy 
surrounding it has made it very clear that Pakistan needs to engage with the history and substance of its 
blasphemy laws, specifically section 295-C, in order to bring about a more equitable and, vitally, a more just 
state of affairs. This is essential not only for minorities living in Pakistan who are made disproportionate targets 
of these laws. It is also vital for the wide spectrum of academics, policy makers, lawyers and activists who 
operate on the ground and are victimized as a result of the constructed narrative and weaponization of the 
concept of blasphemy. 
 

This comprehensive report on Pakistan's blasphemy laws traces their history, including their colonial 
heritage, engages in an immanent critique of those laws drawing on the Islamic legal tradition and offers policy 
recommendations on how to move forward. The report also includes canonical texts of Islamic jurisprudence 
and their translations in order to challenge the notion that there is an absolute consensus among the schools of 
Islamic jurisprudence on the issue of blasphemy and what the punishment for blasphemy should be. 
 

This report has been three years in the making. The research for this report was done by scholars 
proficient in Arabic, Islamic jurisprudence, as well as historians, legal experts, and Madrassah students. The 
research for this report included consulting the primary Arabic texts referenced, their Urdu translations that are 
available in Madrassahs in Pakistan, the notes of actual parliamentary proceedings, judgements from Pakistani 
courts as well as the laws and opinions of scholars from various Muslim majority countries. Throughout this 
process, many established Islamic scholars, madrassah students and graduates, imams, and muftis--most of 
whom did not wish to be named for fear of repercussion-- were consulted. We are wholly confident that our 
research and the story it tells is accurate.  
 
 At its core, this report is about truths which have been repressed and deliberately erased to pass and 
support a law that has been responsible for the deaths of many, many innocent Pakistani citizens whilst 
empowering and emboldening violent, extremist elements in the country. It is time that our legislators and 
religious authorities account for the findings of this report. The only way to move forward is to reconcile with the 
realities of the past. 

 

 
 

Arafat Mazhar 
Director, Engage 
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In the 25 cases reviewed by the ICJ where high courts have heard 
appeals challenging conviction by trials courts for section 295-C, in 
15 cases (60 per cent) they have acquitted the appellants on the 
grounds that the complaints against them had been either fabricated 
or made maliciously for personal or political reasons2• 

Among these were 25 Muslims, 15 Christians, five Ahmadis, 
one Buddhist and a Hindu. The known blasphemy cases in 
Pakistan show that from 1953 to July 2012, there were 434 
offenders of blasphemy laws in Pakistan and among them were 
258 Muslims (Sunni/Shia), 114 Christians, 57 Ahmadis, and 4 
Hindus1• 

From 1851to1947, when the British ruled this region, there were 
only seven blasphemy-related incidents but during Zia's rule 
along (1977-1988) alone, as many as 80 blasphemy cases were 
reported to the courts. 

As a whole, between 1987 and Aug. 2012 we have seen almost 
247 blasphemy cases registered or raised, directly affecting 
lives of 435 persons approximately. 

Moreover, figures suggest that since 1990, 52 people have been 
extra-judicially murdered, for being implicated in blasphemy 
charges. 
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The law, declared by the courts as a divine decree, prescribes a fixed and unpardonable death 
penalty against the crime of blasphemy. The option of life imprisonment was made defunct after 
a 1991 Federal Shariat Court judgment. 

It is alleged that its status as 'God's law' makes the blasphemy law a highly potent weapon in 
pursuing enmities and persecuting minorities, and the evidence certainly bears out this view. The 
following table summarizes the extent to which the law has impacted Pakistani society. 

Whoever by words, either spoken or written, or by visible representation or by any imputation, 
innuendo, or insinuation, directly or indirectly, defiles the sacred name of the Holy Prophet 
Muhammad (peace be upon him) shall be punished with death, or imprisonment for life, and 
shall also be liable to fine. 

THE EXACT CLAUSE READS AS: 

Section 295-C of the Pakistan Penal Code is arguably one of the most contentious pieces of 
legislation in Pakistan today. It falls within the section on "offences relating to religion" and deals 
specifically with the crime of "blasphemy" against the figurehead of the Prophet Muhammad. 

•Introduction 



- 

While there is no accurate data on the number of blasphemy- 
related cases registered in Pakistan since 1986, data provided by 
human rights groups the National Commission for Justice and 
Peace (NCJP) and the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan 
(HRCP) shows a large increase of cases since the 1980s. Accord- 
ing to NCJP, for example, a total of 633 Muslims, 494 Ahmadis, 
187 Christians and 21 Hindus have been accused under various 
provisions on offences related to religion since 1987. 

As is evident from the figures, religious minority communities are 
International disproportionately affected by the various offences against 

Commission of religion given that non-Muslims constitute only three per cent of 
Jurists Pakistan's population. 

However, these laws do not just target non-Muslims, as nearly half 
of the victims of the blasphemy law are Muslims. 

In addition to individuals prosecuted for blasphemy, as many as 
53 others have been unlawfully killed merely on allegations of 
blasphemy since 1986; countless families have been threatened, 
attacked and forced to leave their homes; and lawyers and judges 
have been persecuted for performing their duties 
independently and impartially3. 

In more than 80 per cent of reported cases, those accused of 
blasphemy are eventually acquitted on appeal, with judges express- 
ly stating in a large majority of such cases that the 
complaint was fabricated and spurred on by personal vendettas4• 

- 

According to data compiled by nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) and cited by the U.S. State Department, a total of 695 
people were accused of blasphemy in Pakistan between 1986 and 
April 2006. Of those, 362 were Muslims, 239 were Ahmadis, 86 
were Christians, and 10 were Hindus. 

The Pakistani daily newspaper Dawn has reported that some 5,000 
cases were registered between 1984 to 2004, and 964 people 

Freedom House were charged with blasphemy. 

The population of Pakistan is estimated at 173 million people, and 
according to the policing belief: The Impact of Blasphemy Laws on 
Human Rights 1998 census, 97 percent of the population is Muslim; 
most are Sunni Muslims, with Shiite Muslims accounting for about 
20 percent. The remaining 3 percent of the population is made up of 
Hindus, Christians, Ahmadis, Parsis, and Baha'is. 

DATA SOURCE 
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