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The transnational nature of human rights organisations presents a unique opportunity to harness a global effort against a global enemy. To enable such a scenario we must let go of the myth that respect for human dignity is a priority only in times of peace and plenty

On May 28, Amnesty International released its annual report card on the state of the world’s human rights. The prognosis was expectedly dismal As Irene Khan, who leads the organisation, tacitly summed up in the report’s foreword, “it is a human rights crisis: the world is sitting on a social, economic and political time bomb.”

Admittedly, Pakistanis know all about time bombs. On the date that the report itself was released, Pakistan inhabited the brief breathing space between its 215th and 216th bomb blast just this year. According to statistics compiled by the Institute for Conflict Management’s South Asia Portal, this year alone has seen approximately 450 deaths through terrorist attacks around Pakistan.

In a time of terror, thus, one must ask what relevance does concern for human rights have for a population bereft of security and ravaged by war; what priority can Pakistanis, so utterly overwhelmed by the inadequacies of resources and the merciless weight of catastrophe, give to concerns about human dignity, justice and the rights of the individual to live a life free of repression? Can those hardest hit by the incipient cynicism of being onlookers to the most bloodthirsty series of deaths be expected to muster up the idealism to believe in the possibility of mutual respect based on common humanity?

There are many arguments that offer a vehement “no” in response to this query. So numerous are they that it is in fact impossible to enumerate them in any detail here.

The most notorious among these is the one that asserts that the barbarity of the enemy requires a similar barbarity in those that fight it. The requisites of war, the dictates of strategy and the demands of national security, it is asserted, require the use of torture to extract information, the indefinite detention of detractors, and in the Pakistani case, detention of family members to exert pressure on suspects are all presented as necessities in the interests of national security.

While popularised by former US Vice President Dick Cheney, the argument is in wide use around the world cited with equal commitment by those who politically or ideologically consider themselves archenemies of the United States. Its logic is premised on the fact that when your enemy, in this case the unarguably bloodthirsty terrorist, is un-interested in following any modicum of the rule of law, similar concerns on those fighting them, are a weakness brought on by a namby pamby concern for moral approbation over tactical victories.

If this is indeed the stance one adopts, there is precious little in the report released this year, despite its painstaking record of the many ways in which governments around the world flouted human dignity to persuade one otherwise. Indeed, despite being led by one of the most liberal presidents in recent decades, the United States itself is finding it difficult to extricate itself from the snare which purports that national security must necessarily trump concern for the rule of law.

The result is the consequent hesitation to halt military trials, the persistence nagging questions regarding the future use of torture and the recent US Senate decision to halt the closure of Guantanamo.

The Pakistani state finds itself in similar quandaries: continuing to be haunted by unexplained disappearances, maligned for causing the plight of internally displaced persons in addition to the other routine miscarriages of justice that lead to the persecution of minorities, women and children.

If this argument is granted, the dictates of national security be it Pakistani or American require giving a secondary priority to human rights, since a brutal and barbaric enemy can only be defeated with similar brutality.

Yet it is this very maxim, despite its packaging in bravado, that bears the roots of the failure of states to combat the new enemy before them. From the United States to Pakistan, the emphasis has been on becoming like the enemy in its most heinous and immoral aspects. Barbarity met with barbarity, it is assumed, will signify strength before an enemy that seems to have confounded the world’s superpowers as well as the world’s failing states.

Yet it is in focusing on the most repugnant aspects of “becoming like the enemy” that states around the world have lost the very moral currency that would mobilise populations against terrorist enemies. This sacrifice is not the only tragedy to afflict those fighting a new enemy organised along different lines. In remaining pre-occupied with “national” security and state-based interests, countries have failed to acknowledge that their biggest handicap is not a prudish adherence to the rule of law but rather their damning refusal to consider transnational solutions to a non-state conflict.

In remaining committed to interests punctuated by borders and relegated to “national” interests, states have failed to respond to the crucial defining fact of an enemy that does not bother with citizenship, ethnicity, identity or language, and functions instead on a purely transnational plane refusing thus to be thwarted by statist assaults designed to protect territories within discrete borders.

The agenda thus for supporting transnational human rights organisations in their attempts to hold governments accountable is thus not borne out of a naïve idealism but a pragmatic desire to use transnational means of organisation to combat a decidedly transnational enemy.

In other words, the transnational nature of human rights organisations presents a unique opportunity to harness a global effort against a global enemy. To enable such a scenario we must let go of the myth that respect for human dignity is a priority only in times of peace and plenty. 

The Amnesty report, while organised by country, takes care to record and report human rights violations committed by non-state groups such as the Tehreek-e Taliban Pakistan as well as by the Pakistani state. In doing so, it, unlike states, acknowledges that the new face of conflict sees borders as superfluous and identity as changeable. The discourse of human rights not only recognises this but harnesses the power of agreement in spite of difference for a global goal: it represents thus not simply idealism but some much needed practicality in the face of a coldly calculating enemy.
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