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IT seems that the Red Mosque is not going out of the news just yet. There was more bloodshed on July 6 as supporters of the mosque’s former clerics congregated to commemorate the first anniversary of the military operation in which approximately 150 people died.

This time round the death toll was about 20. By the look of things, it doesn’t seem that the original Red Mosque incident will be erased from the minds of the people any time soon.

The suicide attack, which killed mostly policemen on duty near the mosque, says something about the problems that the Pakistani state and society are confronted with. Reports on the July 6 incident point to two interesting developments: (a) the composure of the young suicide bomber, and (b) the security lapse. Unlike the suicide attacks of the past, in this case the perpetrator of violence did not rush into the crowd but calmly had a cup of tea before walking towards the police contingent posted on duty that day. Moreover, he had walked around with his explosive-laden jacket on a hot summer day without anyone stopping him or noticing that he was wearing inappropriately heavy clothing.

This background information raises certain questions about the mental health of the law and order and security establishment in the country. Is this an indicator of some change that people have not noticed? How is the Red Mosque incident perceived by those tasked with the protection of the state and how do they connect it with the future of the state?

The underlying assumption is that the security lapse mentioned earlier is not an ordinary or random occurrence but an indicator of how a portion of the law and order and security establishment, especially the junior and middle ranks, might have begun to view last year’s events at the Red Mosque. Is it possible that the suicide attacker was not stopped because those on duty were not sufficiently vigilant as they did not consider the crowd which had congregated that day to be threatening?

People, particularly police officials, are dying every day. So then why not suspect those with a Taliban-like agenda? The issue, however, is that the majority of people are suspicious of the manner in which the entire Red Mosque operation was handled. Although opinion is divided on how many people actually died during the operation, the scepticism is dangerous. If the perception amongst the law and order establishment is that Maulana Abdul Aziz was purposely humiliated and that there wasn’t a huge stash of weapons inside the mosque, which the army claimed to have recovered, then we are looking at a real problem. The lack of trust amongst the various agencies of the state is bound to create problems of coordination, cooperation and efficiency.

Reportedly, the operation was handled mainly by the army’s Military Intelligence (MI) while the other agencies were kept in the background. So what happened in Islamabad around the Red Mosque after July 3 was really within the purview of the army more than anyone else. Hence the perception is that the MI or the army might have acted on orders from outside the country or fulfilled an external agenda. This makes the Red Mosque gang and the Taliban-type appear innocent in comparison with segments of the establishment.

The other issue pertains to the perception of the Taliban-type in general. Lest we forget, the bulk of manpower in the country’s civil and military bureaucracies as well as the law and order institutions comes from the lower-middle or the lower classes. These are the people who have always been marginalised by the ruling elite and are yet to reap the benefits of good or even better governance. These are the people who have become increasingly sceptical of the ruling elite’s credentials vis-à-vis the delivery of justice and good governance.

The Taliban-type, hence, are seen as a way out of the morass. With the hopes pegged on the present government quashed within months, there are many who have begun to talk about the Taliban being the only hope for the country. There are those who believe that the Taliban will wipe out the myopic ruling elite of the country which cannot be punished and obliterated because the possibility of a full-blown revolution does not exist in Pakistan. (The general understanding here is that our country is not ready for an Iran-style revolution though it badly needs one.)

Unfortunately, Pakistan’s ruling elite is comparable to what we can find in Rwanda, Ethiopia, Uganda, Mozambique and Cambodia. In the last 60 years it has not learnt to share resources and power or understood that creating bottlenecks for too long does not help. It has not even learnt from others about the ruthless power of the masses mainly because the perception is that Pakistan will not have a revolution.

After the 2008 elections it was hoped that the political elite, which is a segment of the ruling elite, might have learnt from its past mistakes and would mend its ways. But such an expectation seems to be a mistake in itself. The infighting continues while threats to the people multiply. It is sad indeed if segments of the population have come to think that the Taliban might rescue the state and society. They will, in fact, increase the external dangers to the state, especially to one armed with nuclear weapons.

The global forces that include the US, China, Russia and others will not allow Pakistan to retain nuclear weapons if there is a threat of a Taliban takeover or an increase in their influence. If the recipe then is to conduct a direct attack, which seems more likely now than ever before, the risk of greater instability will increase manifold. It is not just a matter of American interests but that of other nations as well, including Pakistan’s ‘all weather’ friend China which is highly nervous about the activities of religious fundamentalist forces in its adjoining regions.

Returning to the recent Red Mosque incident, what is most obvious is the fact that the law and order and security apparatus seems to be crumbling because those who are part of it no longer believe in the innocence of the top-most decision-makers. Such lack of faith generates inefficiency which will put the state under further peril. One wonders what it will take to make the elite conscious of the rapid changes under way in the country. Today the people seek development, governance, progress and justice. Tomorrow might be another day.
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