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It is hard to find any rational explanation for the mayhem unleashed on the streets of Lahore, and other cities, last week. Certainly, the violence directed against what seemed like largely random targets appeared to be senseless as crazed mobs rampaged through the streets, pursued by panic-stricken police. There have been dire warnings that the violence may yet increase as tensions continue to mount.

While a deep sense of anger over the tasteless cartoons spurred on the protests, there are also other factors which seem to have come together to contribute to the unexpected scale of the destruction caused. Of course, in a nation where conspiracy theories abound and where, indeed, various devious plots have been enacted in the past, it is often hard to find logical reasons for the chain of events that unfold. But steering clear of the precarious pathway of rumour, there are aspects to the chaos that deserve some attempt at further analysis.

In the first place, as the television cameras captured, many of those making up the mobs seemed to be young boys, some little more than children. Not all were seminary students. A number wore large grins across their faces as they rammed parked cars with wooden bars, set motorcycles alight or gleefully enjoyed the ransacked piles of ice cream and food stolen from outlets that they usually lack the means to venture into. Some stopped to wave towards cameras. The behaviour pattern did not quite fit in with that usually associated with people driven towards irrational actions by religious zeal and anger at what they perceive to be a lack of sufficient action by the Pakistan government over the cartoons published in the West.

Indeed, there is considerable evidence to suggest that during such rampages, the deep-lying social frustrations of people are vented through the acts of violence, even when these persons are not moved directly by the issue at hand. Eyewitness accounts in Lahore speak of young, evidently unemployed young men and boys joining in the processions as they strode down streets and embarked on their spree of arson and vandalism. Denied opportunity in life, often lacking access to education or jobs, their families crippled by rising prices, these young boys it seemed found a means to display their deep anger towards a society that has treated them unjustly --and especially towards the more wealthy within it who possess the cars, the motorbikes, the businesses that these youngsters will themselves never own.

While the dynamics that move mobs are always difficult to understand, and much analysis is continuing of the role played by extremist forces from various camps and for different purposes, what is beyond doubt is that the social frustrations simmering within society are reaching danger levels. The fact that people lack forums at which to air their grievances adds to this pressure-cooker effect. Political parties seem increasingly distant from the affairs of people; student unions are banned; trade unions harshly restricted; and debate generally discouraged in an environment where there is less and less space for dissent or even meaningful discussion. Over the past year, even small-scale attempts made by people to make their concerns public through gatherings or peaceful rallies have met with harsh action by a police force apparently given almost unlimited rein to unleash brutality on unarmed citizens.

There is reason to believe that the official policies pursued so far have contributed to the growing anger of people. These policies include the round-up of dozens of persons described as 'militants' at various points in time, their detention for long periods without charge and the complete failure to take citizens into confidence about operations taking place against alleged terrorists in the northern parts of the country. Such policies of stealth on the part of the government can only add to the mistrust that people feel, and fuel feelings of anger over strategies that people perceive as unjust.

For the present though, the immediate challenge for the authorities is how to regain control over a situation that remains extremely volatile. Even as the policing measures necessary at the present time are intensified and the administrative failure assessed, there is a need to contemplate longer-term planning that can help diminish the anger a growing number of people across the country harbour.

This sense of anger, coupled with feelings of helplessness, can be spotted everywhere in society. At market places, people talk of the relentless rise in prices most recently illustrated by the sugar crisis; around newspaper stands, young men gather to scrutinise the advertisements offering jobs; and within homes families struggle to provide children with education and health care. The perception that the government is indifferent to their plight, and that they themselves lack the power to alter the situation of their lives, is also widespread among citizens.

This is an alarming situation. To prevent people unleashing yet greater mayhem whenever an opportunity arises, there is a need to pay far greater attention to their voices and to make sure their demands can be heard. Ignoring the fact that many problems exist, and that most people lead lives of extreme hardship, can only exacerbate the current sense of frustration. There is an urgent need to drastically alter policies and ensure that the widening gulf that exists within classes in society, between the immensely wealthy and the perpetually deprived, between the haves and the have-nots, is bridged over the years ahead. Failure to achieve this brings with it the risk of anarchy.

There is a need also to involve people in the process of making decisions --something that can only happen under a truly democratic dispensation --and to encourage the development of platforms from where they can peacefully raise their concerns. Allowing political parties more space, in the hope that they will be able to shake off their current state of apathy, is a crucial step in this. So too is the recognition that people must be able to discuss their issues and put forward their demands, without being met by the full, repressive force of the state.

Manifestations of the feelings of people are visible across the country. Quite outside the recent riots, the angry protests in Sindh over the building of dams and canals, and the rocket attacks and bomb blasts in Balochistan, are rooted in similar sentiments of anger and frustration. The attitude of the government is evident too in the arrests made of protesters staging a rally in Gilgit in mid-February against the building of Bhasha Dam.

It is important to find solutions to the issue. An attempt to open up dialogue and develop a broad consensus across party lines on the best way to handle the current crisis is obviously essential at the moment. But there is also a need to look further ahead, and find ways of ensuring the underlying tensions, frustrations and undercurrents of violence that today exist within a troubled society do not bubble out of all control in the future.

 
