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THE Lal Masjid saga is another endorsement of the fact that Pakistan is fighting the war on terror without having a solid strategy in place. Terrorism is being fought half-heartedly and in a stopgap manner.

A few military operations here and there in the tribal belt adjoining Afghanistan and the capture of a handful of mid-level Al Qaeda members for subsequently handing over to American authorities around the time of visits of important US officials to Islamabad has been our strategy.

This has not only failed to impress the international community, it has strengthened suspicions about the seriousness of Pakistan’s resolve in fighting terrorism.

A week after the end of the Lal Masjid episode, the US stated it could launch direct attacks in the tribal region to destroy extremist hideouts. “We never take options off the table, and if we find actionable targets, we’re going to hit them,” said White House press secretary Tony Snow, who felt that there was no doubt “that more aggressive steps” were needed against Al Qaeda sanctuaries in Pakistan.

A couple of days later, George Bush termed the regime’s peace agreement with the tribal elders of North Waziristan a failure, endorsing an intelligence report that Al Qaeda had established a safe haven in the tribal areas of Pakistan.

The Lal Masjid episode can be cited as a classic example of our absurdity in dealing with Islamic extremism. For more than five months, the government encouraged the students of two seminaries — Jamia Hafsa and Jamia Fareedia — associated with Lal Masjid to commit serious offences. These included the hijacking of a state-run children’s library, the abduction of alleged prostitutes and policemen on duty, vandalisation of music shops, setting up of a qazi court in Islamabad, the issuance of a fatwa by the same court against a woman minister after she was pictured hugging a parachuting instructor and the kidnapping of Chinese women from a health clinic on the grounds that it was a ‘brothel’.

The law would have swiftly come into force had the same crimes been committed by the average person. But it was helpless before the students and the Lal Masjid administration. The state was reluctant to use even a modicum of force for fear of a backlash. So, it let the clerics loose on the citizens.

Discontinuation of electricity, gas, telephone and water services to the mosque and seminaries could have been an effective counter move. Similarly, ration supplies could have been cut off by blocking the area. This strategy could have protected the people from the atrocities that the Lal Masjid brigade unleashed in the name of Islam. But the state was with Lal Masjid, not with the people of Pakistan. It did not seem to matter that militants and heavy weapons in bulk reached the mosque, but it was of importance that no information about the judicial crisis should reach Indian diplomats. This was the mission that the intelligence agencies were assigned, not the mosque and militants’ surveillance.

The Lal Masjid clerics — Maulanas Abdul Aziz and Rashid Ghazi — were able to host their website, initially in Pakistan and later abroad. It was blocked by the authorities after some time. They set up an FM and Internet-based radio to spread their misleading version of Islam.

This convinced the world that the Lal Masjid quandary was a drama scripted by the state to protect its ulterior motives — to divert attention from the judicial crisis and the May 12 bloodbath in Karachi; to contain the rising popularity of Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry; to signal to the US that the war on terror should be continued and that Musharraf’s services should be renewed with a pay-raise; to justify the imposition of emergency, the postponement of polls and Musharraf’s re-election as president from the current parliament and extension as army chief.

During this period, the state employed only one strategy — talks with Aziz and Ghazi through Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain, Ejazul Haq and some clerics. All they would do is to beg Aziz and Rashid not to take the law into their own hands. The state became more and more submissive as Lal Masjid fundamentalists intensified their Sharia drive. The world did not doubt that Ghazi and Aziz were the sons of the establishment. After all, they had been used in the 1980s’ Afghan war.

The Aziz-Ghazi duo acted flawlessly according to the script until last month. They had enthralled everyone with their performance including the media. The state ensured the media’s obsession with Lal Masjid by banning the live coverage of the Chief Justice’s caravan and speeches.

This publicity and state submissiveness went to the head of the duo and their boys and burqa-clad girls, who thought that they could do anything in the name of religion because the state feared them. They went overboard. When they abducted some Chinese men and women, China sprang into action, like the US after 9/11, and the so-called Mujahideen were annihilated by the same submissive state.

The Lal Masjid saga has many lessons. One, the state can effectively fight terrorism if it wants to. The state’s overarching policy believes in supporting jihad to weaken democratic institutions — after all, save for a few spells of democratic rule, Pakistan has been a military state almost since its inception.

Two, the state’s jihad policy has boomeranged. Those who were nurtured to ‘conquer’ the Red Fort, occupied Islamabad’s Lal Masjid instead, and made the life of their own people miserable.

The jihad policy needs to be completely abandoned. It has maligned the movement of Kashmiris. It has failed to secure strategic depth in Afghanistan. The latter is closer to India even though the two countries don’t share a border. It has not caused a single dent in India whose economy is booming and which is respected internationally. The world refers to India as the biggest democracy and to Pakistan as an exporter of terrorism.

Three, it is time to discard the present education system which nurtures hatred and extremism, and work, instead, towards one that is completely secular. A sizeable proportion of the resources available should be spent on education and health so that there is no need for seminaries and so-called relief outfits like the Jamaat-ud-Dawah that have given this country nothing but international ignominy.

Four, if the US and its allies seriously want world peace, they should stop supporting military dictators and authoritarian regimes as peace and dictatorship negate each other.

