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THE tribal areas, later divided into Federally Administered Tribal Areas (Fata) and Provincially Administered Tribal Areas (Pata), represent an appropriate example of failure of national policy, starting with the formative years and continuing to the present times.

On the eve of the departure of the British, new agreements were signed with the respective tribes, and the Tribal Areas, as officially known, were declared to be part of Pakistan but with a difference: the administration was made the responsibility of the governor-general (with the chain of command for delegation of authority).

The 1956 Constitution included the matters related to what the various drafts of The Basic Principles Committee reports had referred to as excluded or special areas. There was no specific reference for examining the issue at a later date from the point of view of achieving political unity in the county.

And there was in fact a clear statement indicating that no acts of parliament or assemblies would apply to this region. In due course and by the sheer political developments, however, princely states such Kalat and Bahawalpur lost their separate identities.

Unlike in India, where concerted effort was made to immediately begin the process of incorporation of all the remnants of the Raj into a new country, and adjust provincial boundaries, in Pakistan the leadership that took over after the founding fathers seemed inclined, on the whole, to accept the existence of small Bantustans within the country as a reality.

In the literature on economic development, however, emphasis was being put on integration of the new country in order to embark on its economic growth, and to focus on spreading the fruits of this growth to all areas of Pakistan. The cliché used by politicians that the tribal people had been fiercely independent for centuries was in fact a code word for justifying the status quo. The fact is that the poor will always welcome any efforts to provide them and their children with an opportunity for a better life.

The First Five-Years Plan 1955-60, for example, took note of economic problems facing the special areas, and suggested that to have tribal belt in the backward state was incompatible with the ideal of a democratic republic.

The Plan also suggested that “….in the past, the optimum possibility was for an unaggressive tribal territory between the settled areas and the Afghan frontier, the need now…is for a stable, dependable and a loyal frontier belt.”

In other words, time had come to dispense with the old colonial pattern of “masterly inactivity”, by keeping peace through the loose-reigned agency administration, and plentiful bribes.

The targets of the Plan remained largely unfulfilled, including its recommendations about the tribal area in the north-west. The resources, mainly coming from the Colombo Plan, were limited. And, above all, there was no political will or the degree of effectiveness in governance required to focus on building the economy, neither in East Pakistan nor West Pakistan.

The issue on which the leadership in West Pakistan was devoting its attention was the “imbalance” in the structure of Pakistan’s parliamentary system: the concentration of political power was in West Pakistan, but the demographic factor was in favour of East Pakistan. After the death of prime minister Liaquat Ali Khan, attention was mainly devoted to this question, led by what was called the Punjabi mafia.

It was a nexus among Punjab’s feudalistic politicians (Daultana, et al. and those who followed later) and the Punjab-dominated bureaucracy (Ghulam Muhammad, et al.) and migrant elite from northern India. There was also an over-domination of Punjabi-Urdu officers in the federal bureaucracy which created a sense of alienation among East Pakistanis. (See Hamid Yusuf’s Pakistan: A study of Political Development 1947-1997, for a vivid description).

Among several devices produced by this nexus was the configuration of one-unit in West Pakistan. In the formation of the new province, however, the status of the tribal areas remained unchanged. If a region presents no challenge, why bother paying attention to it. This was the second opportunity to promote national integration and it was lost.

On the economic front, substantial progress was made in the industrial structure of the country during the rule of General Ayub Khan, with the help of foreign assistance and participation of the Harvard group of social scientists. It is a well-known era in economic history. The point for my purpose is to note the fact that inequality in the country grew parallel to its economic growth during this period, and that the fruits of the growth were shared very unequally by the two wings of the country.

Then came the resignation of Ayub Khan, followed by the rule of General Yahya Khan, and the war, creation of Bangladesh, and dismantling of one-unit in West Pakistan in 1971. The four provinces were restored to their boundaries with some changes: Balochistan became unified and Bahawalpur got merged with Punjab.

Also, the tribal areas were divided, with tribal agencies adjacent to Balochistan and North-West Frontier Province, to become part of these provinces, respectively. The remaining agencies were formed into the Federally Administered Tribal Areas. This was only an organisational change and no more. This was the third opportunity to closely examine the question about the status of the tribal region and it was ignored.

During the seventies, this organisational change was incorporated in the 1973 constitution, but there was no indication from the government of Mr Z.A. Bhutto about intended or conceived changes in the political status or economic development of this vast region. The constitution formally affirmed that no federal or provincial laws would apply to these areas, nor would the jurisdiction of the Supreme Court or high courts extend to them.

There was an opportunity again to investigate how the region could be made a real part of Pakistan. If the declaration originally made in 1947 was to be honoured, then constitutionally reinforced isolation from the rights and duties of citizenship would create a dangerous vacuum, for the region and for the country as a whole. The old colonial pattern of “masterly inactivity” was no longer a viable option.

The Afghan official position about Durand Line has historically not been categorical but Pakistan has firm control over the region from the Pamir Plateau to Mekran Coast. To repeat the position of the First Five-Year Plan about this region, keeping the belt in the backward state was incompatible with ideals of a democratic state.

The necessity to proceed on this course was never felt, and was never seriously anticipated. This “no-man’s land” was, however, to become useful for an entirely different and somewhat invidious purpose: Pakistani military’s strategy of security state. It had its rudimentary beginning during the period of Ayub Khan following the conflict with India. It was streamlined by General Ziaul Haq, for a dual purpose, the fanciful proposal to merge Afghanistan with Pakistan into a commonwealth based on Islamic ideology as defined by his advisors, including Jamaat-i-Islami, and a “strategic depth” in defence against hostile India.

After the Soviet-Afghan war and the rise of the Taliban, the policy has been refined by the Musharraf regime and the goal is still alive in relation to the India-centric military thinking. It is this policy which has created serious contradictions. The rise of militancy is one of them. (These issues have been examined several times by the writer in these pages).

The government has no choice but to establish law and order, but for a sustainable solution focus should be on Islamabad, not on the tribal areas. The policy of running with the hare and hunting with the hounds is now coming full circle for General Musharraf who remains the favourite of the Bush administration for some mysterious reasons. (It is strange how a junior member of the US State Department can cause so much activity in Pakistan, as Mr Boucher did in his recent visit. A client state!).

Taking a long-term view, a comprehensive plan for reconstruction to build and improve the means of transportation, communications, public schools, light industry, exploration of natural resources is the only alternative for establishing peace in the region. For promoting economic activity, and for creating a bond with the rest of the country, and the world as a whole, it will be necessary to gradually extend the link with the legal framework as established in Pakistan.

The fate of the old colonial Frontier Crimes Regulations remains unclear but any move to impose a possible Wahabi-based nizam-i-adl on the people where the dominant faith is in the Sunni-Hanafi tradition would be a retrograde step.

All the measures to re-vitalise the region should be taken keeping in view the fact that at the next round of re-drawing of provincial boundaries, it should join confederation as a full member.
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