Repositioning Pakistan
By Shahid Javed Burki

WITH the insurgency in Iraq moving towards a civil war and with the Israelis and Hezbollah locked in a battle that shows no sign of ending, Pakistanis have begun to fear that they may once again begin to lose the attention of American policymakers. They need not be concerned. The recent events in Lebanon and the Gaza Strip, in southern Afghanistan and in Mumbai, have shifted the spotlight from terrorism towards Islamic radicalism in the West’s ongoing war. Once again, Pakistan is being cast in a role that it does not wish to play. Nor should it.

A number of groups — the Indians, the Afghans, and a section of policy analysts in the United States — have very deliberately decided not so much to make a scapegoat goat of Pakistan as to pressure it to reposition itself. While Iraq and Lebanon and the Gaza Strip were going up in flames, The Washington Post found enough space on its front page on July 24 to write a story under the title “Pakistan Expanding Nuclear Programme.” The arguments and assumptions behind all this pressure run as follows. The Muslim world has splintered into two distinct halves; one prefers mayhem in order to humble the West, the other would like to see it well integrated with the West and move towards modernisation and globalisation. There is a danger that a Muslim state equipped with a large nuclear arsenal would find it difficult to keep these highly destructive weapons from leaking into the hands of those who manage and command the Muslim street that favours mayhem. Pakistan should not be made to worry about the street but to unambiguously support the moderate Muslim states.

Why the sudden focus on Pakistan? The reason for this unwanted attention is simple. It is to force Islamabad to reposition itself on the side of what some policymakers now see as the moderate Sunni states in the Muslim world. Seemingly, these countries are threatened by the “stateless people”, mostly Shia, who have now begun to openly challenge the United States and its unflinching support for Israel.

The West, including India, the latest recruit in the “coalition of the willing”, finds Pakistan’s position in this latest divide ambiguous. On July 27, The Washington Post, drawing inspiration from the story about Islamabad’s expanding nuclear programme, published a cartoon that shows a mushroom cloud, produced by an atomic explosion, with the inscription, “Pakistan’s New Plutonium Reactor: An Axis of Ambiguity.”

Islamabad should see this pressure on Pakistan in a broad perspective. I will argue today that the initial purpose of the war against terrorism has morphed into a war between two ideologies and some of its protagonists are following a set of objectives Islamabad would find difficult to pursue.

This is particularly the case in the way the Indians are handling Muslim discontent in their country, the way the United States is dealing with the resurgence of the Taliban in Afghanistan, the growing discontent of the large segments of the population in a number of Muslim countries, and the presence of Israel in the midst of the Muslim world. Israel is being encouraged to use extreme force to reorder the Muslim world. There is a suggestion that force could also be used by a surrogate — perhaps India — to properly position Pakistan. According to this line of thinking, Pakistan needs to be repositioned to advance the West’s agenda in many parts of the Muslim world.

According to Robert D. Kaplan, the national correspondent for The Atlantic Monthly and the author of Soldiers of God: With Islamic Warriors in Afghanistan and Pakistan, Islamabad has left the coalition assembled by President George W. Bush to fight terrorism. “The United States and Nato will not prevail unless they can persuade Pakistan’s president, Pervez Musharraf, to help us more than he has. Unfortunately, based on what senior Afghans have explained in detail to American officials, Pakistan is now supporting the Taliban in a manner similar to the way it supported the Afghan Mujahideen against the Soviets two decades ago.”

This charge was levelled in an article contributed to the pages of The New York Times on July 20. But it is not only Kabul that is pointing an accusatory finger at Pakistan. New Delhi has joined the chorus of accusers. The way India is seeking to involve Pakistan in the recent terrorist attacks in Mumbai should be instructive for Islamabad’s policymakers. What is also interesting and troubling is the response of several influential analysts in the West — in particular the US — to the Mumbai incident. The impression is being created that India — compared, say to Israel — has shown remarkable tolerance against Pakistan’s atavistic behaviour. According to Sebastian Mallaby, a highly respected columnist who writes in The Washington Post on economic issues, “we’re going to need something dramatic to reward India whose response to terrorism last week was exemplary.”

Why was the Indian reaction exemplary? According to Mallaby: “Coordinated bombings in Bombay commuter trains kill 182 people and wound hundreds. On the same day a grenade attack at a bus station in Kashmir injures at least six tourists. The Indians announce that a new incarnation of a Kashmir independence group called Lashkar-e-Taiba is the main suspect in the Bombay attacks. Just as Hezbollah is a part of a Lebanon’s ruling coalition, the group operates openly in Pakistan and is said to be backed by the country’s intelligence services.”

The implication is clear: Indians could have acted the way the Israelis did who carried out weeks of punishing bombing and artillery barrage of more than a thousand targets, mostly civilian, in Lebanon. Instead, what was the “Indian’s response?” asks Mallaby. “No reprisals, no bombings. No threat to cut off diplomatic communications with Pakistan and no massing of troops on the India-Pakistan border. Instead, the Indians tell Pakistan that a forthcoming meeting of foreign ministers must be postponed. And they seek support from the Bush administration and the United Nations to get Pakistan to clamp down on the terrorists.”

Having determined that there was perhaps a link between the Mumbai bombings and the groups that have a presence in Pakistan, serious thinkers in the West — in particular in the United States — are prepared to support all kinds of belligerence against Pakistan. This line of argument reminds me of what has come to be called in Washington’s policy circles the “one per cent doctrine.” This doctrine is spelled out in chilling detail by Ron Suskind in his most recent book, The One Per Cent Doctrine: Deep Inside America’s Pursuit of its Enemies since 9/11.

The doctrine was laid down by Dick Cheney, the American vice-president, in a conversation with senior policymakers in Washington. Interestingly, Suskind writes that that conversation took place with reference to a report that some Pakistani scientists may have tried to help Osama bin Laden and his Al Qaeda organisation acquire weapons of mass destruction. “If there is one per cent chance that Pakistani scientists are helping Al Qaeda build a nuclear weapon, we have to treat it as a certainty in terms of our response,” Cheney is quoted as having told his senior colleagues. “It is not our analysis, or finding a preponderance of evidence. It is our response.”

According to this view “even if there was one per cent chance of the unimaginable ... act as if it is a certainty.” In other words, going back to the argument offered by Mallaby, a suspicion that a group based in Pakistan — or with origins in Pakistan — may have been involved in the incident in Mumbai is enough to justify action against Islamabad. Not military action initially but aggressive and no holds barred diplomacy. “So the challenge in the Middle East and beyond is to show that diplomacy can function. In the wake of the Mumbai attacks, Pakistan is a good place to start: China, a traditional Pakistani ally, should join the United States in telling Pakistan to close down its jihadi network. Until now, of course, China has regarded India-Pakistan tensions as a strategic plus. But it needs to update its worldview. Trade and investment between China and India are growing, and China depends on imported oil. War in India, or the emboldening of Pakistani jihadists with links to the Middle East, is not in its interest.” In other words, China should join the group — an anti-Pakistan coalition — to punish the country and bring Islamabad’s policymakers to their senses.

India has succeeded in cornering Pakistan in a position that is popular in the West. It has portrayed its Muslim neighbour as a country active in the terrorism axis — a part of the global Islamic plot to play havoc in the modern world. We should look at the Indian approach in the context of the way the West is viewing its conflict with the Muslim world.

There is an active debate in policy circles about the motives that have persuaded so many people in the Muslim world to take up arms against the West. Are they participants in a global war, a clash of civilisations between a Christian, modernising and caring West and a backward Muslim world that shows little respect for life, its own and that of other people? Pakistan, according to the way the Indians have portrayed a number of terrorist acts on its territory, is a supporter, perhaps an ambiguous one, of the Muslim war against economic modernisation and social advance. If there is a problem in India, Pakistan must be behind it.

The other way of looking at what is going on currently in the Middle East, in Kashmir, in Chechnya and in several other places is that disparate and desperate people are fighting against foreign oppressors and against their own governments that seek to advance the narrow interests of the small establishments. For Israel in the Middle East, the Russians in Chechnya and the Indians in Kashmir it is convenient to portray the struggle of the people they wish to control as part of a large conflict between backwardness and modernity. This is the conflict predicted in 1996 by political scientist Samuel P. Huntington. His book, The Clash of Civilisations, has become a bible for those who want the West’s leaders to aggressively and resolutely confront the Muslim world.

It is, of course, convenient for New Delhi to cast not only the resistance in Kashmir but also the alienation of its large Muslim population in this light. In this way, the Indian authorities can find an alibi for some of the actions they are taking in Kashmir and the way Muslim discontent is being handled in their country.

How should Islamabad act as a participant in what promises to be a long-enduring conflict? To begin with it should define its own strategic interests rather than follow those of other players in the game. But for national interests to be advanced they must have the support of all major segments of society. They should not reflect the interests of small elites. Policies for protecting national interests must be devised with the help of fully representative public institutions.

