Beyond Lal Masjid episode
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BETWEEN July 3 and 10, 2007, came an event that many people in the country have been calling a great tragedy and mourning. What happened? Two brothers, Abdul Aziz and Abdul Rashid, administrators of a mosque called Lal Masjid, and the teachers and students of an affiliated seminary (Jamia Hafsa) decided that they were entitled to enforce the Sharia on the folks outside.

They abducted and detained persons of whose morals they did not approve, kidnapped policemen and seized their vehicles, and threatened to burn down music shops. They took in scores of militants and stored modern heavy weapons and ammunition in their premises.

Some five months after all this lawlessness had begun, the government moved to stop it. Police and other security personnel were posted outside the mosque and the seminary in the hope of eventually apprehending some of the law-breakers.

The hardliners in the mosque responded by firing at the security force and killed and wounded some of them. At the same time, government representatives opened “negotiations” with the Lal Masjid administrators. These negotiations got nowhere and eventually the security force launched their “operation” to reach and subdue the militants.

In the encounters that followed, a number of security men, and a larger number of persons inside the mosque and the seminary, including not only Abdul Rashid and several militants but also some women and children, got killed and wounded. Politicians and organs of civil society opposed to General Musharraf have been condemning this operation on one or more of the following grounds:

(1) that the Lal Masjid and Hafsa people, professedly righteous Muslims, were within their rights to enforce the Sharia if the government wouldn’t;

(2) that the government had been much too tardy in taking action, and that it should have moved when the mosque had not yet become a heavily armed fortress;

(3) that negotiations with the militants should have been continued even if they were deadlocked, for eventually these men might have got tired and surrendered;

(4) that the operation when it did come was reckless and the force used was excessive, causing avoidable casualties.

Except for the government’s tardiness, adequate answers to these objections can be found. But I do not intend to go looking for them, because there is a larger issue that I want to address. With regard to tardiness, I shall limit myself to a brief comment. General Musharraf and his officials plead that they did not act sooner because the mosque and the seminary housed several hundred women and children and the government did not want them to get hurt. This is not a good excuse.

The Hafsa women occupying the children’s library in January should not have been hard to handle. A dozen or so good, hefty policewomen could have gone in and thrown them out or arrested them. Even in March or April a couple of hundred policewomen, called in from various stations in the province, could have dealt with the women and children in the seminary. The government’s tardiness is indeed blameworthy, and it must take responsibility for its consequences.

There is another aspect of this affair to which I should like to draw attention. Critics of the “operation” belong to groups of the present government’s detractors and opponents. They will routinely condemn its moves even when they are well-intentioned and not even goofy. But their denunciations are almost always one-sided.

In the case under review they speak, with all the emphasis and eloquence at their command, of the government’s errors of judgment and excesses. But they prefer to overlook the criminality of the Lal Masjid and Hafsa “brigades”. Even those who denounced their lawlessness before the “operation” now choose to ignore it.

Men and women are being killed in acts of violence all over the country, allegedly, as a reaction to the Lal Masjid operation. But this kind of violence has been rampant since long before July 10, 2007. Extremism and related terrorism began spreading in the mid-1980s and now they have assumed truly alarming proportions. Can anything be done to stem this tide?

In conversations on the subject it has become customary to say that one must go to the causes and remove them if the problem is to be resolved.

One set of causes relates to the West’s perceived antipathy to Islam and Muslims, American actions in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the Musharraf regime’s partnership in the war against terrorism. No government in Pakistan can control western attitudes or American policy.

The present government could, conceivably, withdraw from its cooperative relationship with the United States, but that would be hard to do, because it has neither the will nor the capacity to extricate itself from the wide-ranging and complex network of dependence on western powers, particularly the United States. This holds for other governments in Pakistan as well.

Let us suppose for a moment that Pakistan does walk away from its alliance with the United States, or that the latter begins to work for equity and justice in world affairs, and ask if acts of terrorism within this country will cease.

Surely, it cannot be said that the man who blew himself up and a number of others, who had assembled to greet the Chief Justice outside the district courts in Islamabad on July 17, was moved by his resentment against America’s doings. The same may be true of countless other acts of terrorism that we have been witnessing over the years.

Military rule in Pakistan is also mentioned as one of the causes of terrorism, meaning that some persons resort to terrorist acts out of their deep disappointment with the current system, and it is said that the restoration of genuine democracy will cure this malady. This prescription may have a calming effect on the Baloch insurgents and Sindhi nationalist groups, but that remains to be seen.

It may, however, be recalled that unspeakable atrocities were committed when ethnic conflict raged in Karachi and other urban centres of Sindh during the “democratic” regimes of Ms Benazir Bhutto and Mr Nawaz Sharif.

Still another interpretation has it that ignorance, unemployment, poverty, and other deprivations turn individuals to terrorism. They will undertake even suicide bombings because they have nothing to live for. I cannot say that this explanation is all wrong.

But nor can I disregard the fact that the larger proportion of the human race has been suffering all kinds of deprivation since the time of Noah, and yet while the miserable ones did occasionally revolt, they are not known to have turned to terrorism on a significant scale.

Our own times seem to be different from the old days. In any case, the alleviation of poverty and ignorance in Pakistan, even if it becomes a serious objective of public policy, may take 50 years to accomplish. What do we do in the meantime?

Each one of the above-mentioned “causes” may have had a role in building inducement to terrorism. But it cannot be said that the removal of any one of them will make the world quiet and peaceful. In our own area, as important as any of these causes, perhaps even more critical, is the rise of ideological (or religious) militancy.

There are the Taliban and their admirers, such as the Lal Masjid and Hafsa brigades, who believe that others must think and act as they do, and if they won’t, they deserve to be tormented. They have no interest in the integrity of Pakistan. In their reckoning it does not deserve to be kept afloat if it won’t enforce their version of Islam all the way.

This persuasion is spreading. Its proponents are operating parallel systems of administration in even some of the settled districts of the NWFP. It may be possible to counter their argument at a high level of intellectual sophistication, but it is virtually unassailable when it is made to a semi-literate Muslim. He cannot deny the efficacy of the Sharia or the desirability of enforcing it. No wonder then that there is sympathy for the Taliban and their work even in certain areas outside the NWFP.

Where then may we say we are headed? General Musharraf says he can and will eradicate extremism and terrorism if he remains in power, which he says he will. Ms Benazir Bhutto says she can do the same if she is allowed to come to power, but that he cannot. It is not known how he or she will accomplish this mission.

The only way with which either of them is well acquainted (he more than she) is resort to force. He has done it in Waziristan and Balochistan (not to mention Islamabad) without any notable success.

This whole issue came up for discussion among some of my friends at a dinner the other day. Having explored the “causes,” they concluded that nothing could be done to reverse these trends to extremism and terrorism in Pakistan.

It is possible that the Taliban may some day rule all of Pakistan. One of my friends thought that might not be a disaster, considering that Iran under the ayatollahs was not doing so badly. One has to concede that quite a few people in Pakistan might welcome the prospect of Talibanisation.

In any case, we cannot dismiss the possibility that while Pakistan continues to be treated as a single state in international forums, it will in effect be divided between the Taliban types and those who hold (as did the Quaid-i-Azam in his address of August 11, 1947) that the individual citizen’s pursuance of his religion is none of the state’s business. But if one side attempts to force its doctrine upon the other we may have a civil war on our hands.

Uncertainty and instability will continue to plague our public life until we either submit to the Taliban or one of our governments finds the honesty and nerve to say unequivocally that it has neither the capacity nor, therefore, the intention to remake the state, society, and individual conduct in accord with the Sharia.
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