Terror in Lahore


JUST when Lahore thought that it existed outside the reach of suicide bombers who killed more than 3,000 people — including a former prime minister — in the country last year, a young militant blew himself up on Thursday at the busy GPO crossing outside the Lahore High Court to kill at least 23 policemen and civilians and wound more than 70 others. The blast was loud enough to shake the city’s confidence. The whole city felt insecure — even if, in formal terms, it was difficult to say who the bomber had targeted. Authorities claim that the target were the police — a symbol of the state, the foot-soldiers in a war whose origins lie outside Pakistan’s boundaries. Lawyers argue the attack was directed at them; it took place minutes before an anti-Musharraf rally of lawyers was to pass by the site of the explosion. Others hold that the terror attack on the eve of Muharram had sectarian connotations. Well, that is for the investigators to probe and it is for President Pervez Musharraf’s government to make the findings public. The hard fact is that the extremists were able to reassert themselves and send the message that they can strike any time, anywhere. They were also successful in causing panic and further eroding people’s trust in the ability of the state to protect them.

It is useless at the moment to debate the causes of the growing extremism and suicide bombings in the country. It would also be futile to discuss the government’s inability to fight the menace of terrorism, or where the origins of our current situation lie — unless these debates and discussions lead to an earnest search for a solution and, indeed, an enduring solution. We have to move fast lest the threat undermines the state itself. Most people believe that a popular political government, responsive to the nation’s aspirations, can tackle the problem more effectively and, hence, the establishment must not exploit the incidents such as the one that occurred at Lahore’s GPO Chowk as a pretext to put off the general election scheduled for Feb 18. We doubt that any future government would find it easy to put the genie of religious extremism back in the bottle. But a democratic government, elected in a fair and free election, would surely be the first step towards a lasting solution to the problem.

