COMMENT: Reflecting on Lal Masjid —Abbas Rashid
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Even if the majority seems persuaded that the maulana’s unremitting intransigence left the government with not very many options, they will continue to ask why the situation was allowed to develop in such a manner over a span of nearly six months right in the heart of the capital

The Lal Masjid seige in Islamabad has come to a tragic end. Apart from Maulana Abdul Rashid Ghazi, more than 70 militants are reported to have died in the mosque. At least nine security personnel lost their lives in the process. Thankfully, there were no women and children among the dead, at least according to government sources. 

Clearly there can be no individual and arbitrary initiatives for the enforcement of sharia. And few supported the idea of a state within the state; even the politico-religious parties kept their distance from the Lal Masjid enterprise. But it is valid to ask, as many have done, could it have been done differently? And how did it come to this? Here a proper enquiry would help; not one meant to shelve the issue in perpetuity but to actually investigate how the Lal Masjid turned into a centre of extremism and militancy right in the heart of the capital, leading to a confrontation that extracted a high cost in human lives. And the cost could have been higher still. Almost exactly two months ago, Karachi was subjected to another kind of terror, and the government is yet to hold anyone accountable. 

Speaking to the media, Maulana Ghazi dismissed reports of there being heavy weapons in the mosque and maintained that there were ‘only’ fourteen Klashnikovs on the premises. But why should there have been any? If this is the state of the capital, what about the rest of the country? This is not to say that all madrassas and mosques are similarly armed, but it does indicate that under current circumstances there may be very little to stop them if they chose to take that route. Obviously, a much more effective system of monitoring needs to be developed. But, eventually, the battle is one for hearts and minds. 

Among other things, then, this episode calls for some reflection on the official approach towards madrassas. It is not the teaching of computers and English that will ensure tolerance and moderation but a very different kind of discourse in our educational institutions and the media. Let us not forget that Abdul Rashid Ghazi was a graduate of Quaid-e-Azam University in Islamabad. It could be argued that in his case the family legacy became the dominant influence in the end. But the point to keep in mind is that most of our other schools, too, are doing little to inculcate a different, more tolerant, world view. 

It is another matter that madrassas are more vulnerable to linkages with militant groups that may favour them as convenient recruiting grounds. The snapping of this link is important. In this context, the law has to be applied strictly and without exception, finally putting an end to the legacy of General Zia ul Haq. It is illustrative that the Al Qaeda leader Ayman Al Zawahri has called for revenge against President Musharraf for the government’s raid on Lal Masjid. 

On the other hand, this call will further improve President Musharraf’s stock with the US, which has commended the president for a responsible decision to use force. But it is unlikely to have improved his position much at home. Even if the majority seems persuaded that the maulana’s unremitting intransigence left the government with not very many options, they will continue to ask why the situation was allowed to develop in such a manner over a span of nearly six months right in the heart of the capital. 

As expected, the reaction in the tribal areas and parts of the NWFP has been severe and a number of security personnel there have been targeted and killed. This is a backlash that the government appears to have been prepared for. There is some apprehension that if such retaliatory actions continue, they could be used as pretext for the imposition of emergency and the postponement of elections. Going that route would underline the weakness of Musharraf’s position. After all, the present dispensation has been in place for the last eight years, which is the equivalent of two full terms in office for the government in some countries like the United States. If extremism has flourished in Islamabad under Musharraf’s watch, then he can hardly make a case for continuing as before by, in effect, suspending the democratic process. 

President Musharraf may have been emboldened enough by the fissures within the political forces in evidence at the All Parties Conference in London to try and strike a hard bargain. At this stage, however, the essential minimum is the holding of free and fair elections and enabling the political forces their critical role in reigning in the sharp polarisations that seriously threaten society and the state. The president would also do well to see the vibrant lawyers’ movement for an independent judiciary as a part of the solution rather than the problem. Clearly, the army will remain a major player, but for the country’s sake as well as its own it must not continue to insist on being the dominant player. In the past we have suffered grievously as a result of such insistence. And we face the peril of doing so again. 

Meanwhile, according to reports, the cyclone that hit the coast of Balochistan and subsequent floods have affected more than a million people and rendered around 250,000 homeless. Despite the claims of succour made by the government, the media has been repeatedly interviewing people subjected to the devastation who have yet to receive relief from any quarter. Is it possible to step up this effort? 
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