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THE issue of Lal Masjid has been in focus for several months now and has baffled everyone. How is it that the administration and students of a mosque-cum-madressah located in the middle of the federal capital and whose imam is a government employee, have taken upon themselves the task of improving the moral standards of Islamabad residents?

They seem to have arrogated to themselves the powers of the district administration/police for tackling ‘vice’. They have become the unsolicited anti-vice squad of the city.

According to one press report on the recent release of Chinese workers abducted by the seminary students, they were freed only after the DC and SSP Islamabad held talks with the Lal Masjid administration, beseeched it for five hours and even touched the knees of some leading clerics begging them to free the Chinese.

It is difficult to comprehend how a government which has not refrained from using force in Waziristan or Balochistan or for that matter Karachi (May 12), can touch the knees of the Lal Masjid management.

The importance of these incidents can be gauged from press reports that the kidnapping of the Chinese from Islamabad’s F-8/3 sector was being monitored closely by the president and prime minister.

The importance assumed by the Lal Masjid administration is such that they are inviting the ambassadors of countries they have issues with to their premises as if it were the government. And the envoys are obliging them. According to press reports, the Saudi ambassador visited the Lal Masjid, one assumes in lieu of the imam of Kaaba who criticised the conduct of the Lal Masjid brigade, in response to which the Lal Masjid management wanted to explain their position.

As for the number of high-ranking officials visiting the mosque to negotiate, one has lost count. Not to mention the president of the ruling political party. So we have a situation where the mosque management has developed clout which it could not even have dreamt of a few months ago. They are the hottest candidates for TV talk shows and all channels request them for priority time when such incidents take place, even though one of the maulanas does not want his face to be shown on the screen.

Won’t this win-win situation that this particular madressah has devised for itself provide an incentive to other madressah bosses, especially those in Islamabad?

In Islamabad alone, there are 127 madressahs with thousands of students of which the majority are boys. These madressahs are located mostly in residential areas while a few are located in green belts. Almost all the students come from outside the city. Most come from the Northern Areas and the NWFP and some are as young as four years.

Interestingly, these are the only residential education institutions allowed to operate in the city. For regular schools, CDA has strict rules and discourages the opening of new schools in residential areas even though they are only day schools.

As per the ultimate objective of CDA, it is planning to give space to these regular schools in special school sectors so that they can be removed from residential areas. There are no such plans for Islamabad’s madressahs located in residential areas.

Most regular residential schools, like cadet colleges, are in the hinterland or in the suburbs of the cities, so that children can have more space to themselves, cannot disturb the general population and are not adversely influenced by interacting with the general public which comprises all types of people.

The Lal Masjid saga is likely to present a role model to the more than 14,000 madressahs in the country, specially the ones in the capital. From all accounts it is a win-win situation for the Lal Masjid management.

The viewpoint repeatedly expressed by the administration is the fear of loss of life in a confrontation strategy. Now, in a law-enforcement action of any sort, loss of life cannot be ruled out but that does not deter governments from doing their duty. Similarly, a crime does not decrease in its seriousness because it is committed by women, however chivalrous the law-enforcement agencies may want to be.

The fear created by the implicit threat of suicide bombing is a factor which apparently weighs with the government. Unfortunately, this new weapon, though in a few cases real, is mostly being used as a threat.

In the case of the government’s confrontational stance against Al Qaeda and the Taliban, the danger of suicide bombings is enhanced. The president and prime minister have faced such attacks in the past for following tough policies. But that has not deterred the government in continuing with its hard stance against Al Qaeda and the Taliban. Why then is it being deterred in this case?

Let us assume a scenario in which the government continues to follow a policy of “knee-touching”. We should not be surprised to see raids on more “unIslamic” establishments and, in due course, when a certain momentum has been gained, raids on ordinary residences on the suspicion of unIslamic activities being carried out there.

Can the government afford to allow such arbitrary implementation of values held by such groups? Tomorrow another group of people, from a different school of thought or religious sect, will take their cue from the current situation, threaten suicide bombing, and start enforcing its own point of view by raiding homes and kidnapping people.

The government’s perplexing inaction has given rise to many theories. One is that it is behind the whole affair to distract the public from the general political crisis in the country. Another is that it does not want to open another front by annoying the maulvis, although in this case, the actions of the Lal Masjid has not received the support of mainstream religious parties.

Whatever the reason, this continuing saga, apart from encouraging other groups, is nerve wracking for the representatives of foreign countries based in Islamabad. This is all the more significant as these diplomats’ reports to their capitals and foreign journalists’ reports to their papers are the ones which develop international perceptions about Pakistan.

Unless we sort out this crisis sooner than later, we should not be surprised to see Pakistan slipping a few notches from its already rock-bottom position in independent international surveys under the category of the “most dangerous country”’ or “states on the threshold of failing” etc.

