Ferment in Muslim world
By Najmuddin A. Shaikh

THE examples of Muslims killing Muslims that were contained in the partial survey of the Muslim world in my last article are dwarfed by the current carnage in Iraq and Afghanistan. The bloodletting there flows from and gives added impetus to extremism and sectarianism. Moreover, the ethnic differences that had been suppressed or accommodated in the past have now become a particularly violent part of the political mix.

In Iraq, the Americans have now come close to completing the “troop surge” that President George Bush feels will enable the coalition forces to bring peace to Iraq. The results, however, are dismal and disheartening. According to a chart that appeared in the New York Times, there were 150,000 American troops in Iraq and this was the same number that they had in Iraq in May 2003 (by mid-June another 8,000 troops will be deployed in Baghdad bringing the total American strength to 158,000).The Iraqi security forces, which were non-existent in May 2003, numbered 349,000 in May 2007. Despite this massive security presence, the number of attacks on coalition forces had risen from 50 in May 2003 to 4,200 in May 2007. The number of Iraqi civilian deaths in May 2003 was 500, while in May 2007 it had risen to 2,750.

The Americans have had some success in parts of the Sunni triangle. Many tribes disgusted with the excesses of the Iraqi Al Qaeda have decided to join hands with the Americans in eliminating Al Qaeda elements. Many who have joined the Americans are those who fought them in the past. The American commanders on the ground have no illusions about the durability of the alliance with tribals who say that they hate the Americans but at this time hate Al Qaeda even more.The Shia-dominated Iraqi government is not happy at the thought of Sunnis being armed and assisted by the Americans because they believe, quite rightly, that eventually these arms will be turned against the Shias who are being accused by the Sunnis of continuing to be engaged in sectarian cleansing in Baghdad where large swathes of hitherto mixed neighbourhoods now have no Sunni presence.

The Americans maintain that 80 per cent of the insurgents are “reconcilable” and can be persuaded to lay down their arms. American commanders have been authorised to negotiate agreements with such groups. It is the American hope that such reconciliation at the local level will eventually translate into reconciliation at the national level.

There appears, however, to be little progress at the national level on reaching agreements on a new oil law that would give the Sunnis a fair share of the oil revenues of the country or on the law that would modify the “debaathification” programme currently in force and allow the Sunnis to return to their jobs in the public sector.

There is even less progress on making the necessary changes in the constitution. Under these circumstances, a durable reconciliation even at the local level appears to be a forlorn hope

By the end of 2007, the constitution requires that there be a referendum to make oil-rich Kirkuk a Kurdish city and for parts of the Nineveh province to join Iraqi Kurdistan after the Kurds dislocated from this area are brought back. The Sunnis are bound to resist and currently this resistance is taking the form of massive attacks on the Kurds in Mosul, traditionally a mixed Sunni-Kurd-Christian city, and the evacuation from there of more than 70,000 Kurds. This current wave of sectarian strife is exacerbating divisions and will obviously influence the prospects for reconciliation in the rest of the country.

As was expected, President Bush has been successful in getting funding for his troops in Iraq and for the surge without setting a timetable for the American withdrawal. Instead, there is the idea that there will be benchmarks for the Iraqi government that if not met could lead to a reduction in the level of American support. The Democrats in having to accept this compromise have suffered politically.

The latest polls show that the approval rating for the Democrat-led Congress has fallen precipitously. In the meanwhile, the latest count shows that 3,494 American servicemen had died in Iraq by early June and some 25,830 had been wounded. For both reasons, the clamour for withdrawal from Iraq is going to grow. There are some in Washington who, despite this, believe that not only will Bush succeed in maintaining a strong military presence in Iraq till the end of his term but that thereafter he will be able to secure support for its maintenance albeit at a reduced level along the lines of the American troop presence in South Korea.

This appears unlikely. What is much more likely is that the Shia-dominated government in Baghdad will meet none of the benchmarks on reconciliation, the insurgency aided by Iraq’s Sunni neighbours will intensify and the Democrats will, under these circumstances, be able to press for and secure a quick American withdrawal.

The best that can then be expected is the continuation of a civil war in which extremists on both sides will be the lead players. They will appeal for and secure assistance from their co-religionists in their neighbourhood and in the wider Muslim world even though these neighbours may not share their extremist views.

The worst case scenario — the disintegration of Iraq — will lead to even more horrible consequences in so far as the stability of the region and the growth of extremism and sectarian and ethnic differences is concerned.

In Afghanistan, the American and coalition forces can claim to be doing a little better if only in a negative sense. The expected Taliban offensive has not materialised and the Americans have had some success in targeting Taliban leaders, most notably Mullah Dadullah. Recent Taliban statements that a new massive offensive is to be launched can perhaps be dismissed as no more than empty talk.

In a positive sense, however, little has been achieved. The development effort is going nowhere. The reconstruction of the Kajaki dam, the objective of the large-scale coalition offensive in Helmand province, remains a distant prospect. The opium trade continues to flourish. The Karzai government grows weaker by the day while the erstwhile Northern Alliance, a motley collection of unsavoury warlords, is now moving in.

The formation of the National Front which is clearly an opposition group but includes leading members of Hamid Karzai’s government; the demonstrations arranged by Uzbek warlord Gen Dostum against the Pashtun governor in Uzbek-dominated Shibergan; former defence minister Fahim’s recent interview claiming that Karzai would not last for a week after the withdrawal of foreign troops and alleging that Karzai’s government was not representative of all tribes in Afghanistan; and, most recently, the attempted assassination of Karzai in a Pashtun-dominated area all point to a decisive deterioration in Afghanistan. It is a deterioration which will bring to the boil once again the ethnic and sectarian differences that were the bane of Afghanistan during the civil war and Taliban rule.

From Pakistan’s perspective there will be the perception that once again the traditional role of the Pashtuns in Afghanistan is being undermined to the detriment of their interests and the interests of their Pashtun brothers in Pakistan.

In Iran, the principal focus has been on the nuclear issue and the apprehension that the Americans may use military means to eliminate this perceived menace. Also, there is the role that the regime has allegedly been playing in fomenting strife in Iraq and in Afghanistan. What has been less carefully watched is the extent to which internal elements, helped by externally financed agent provocateurs, have fanned opposition to the regime and brought ethnic and sectarian differences in that country to the fore.The Sunnis in Iranian Balochistan are said to be in revolt, there is unrest in the largely Arab population in Ahwaz and Iranian Kurdistan remains in ferment, aided no doubt by developments in Iraqi Kurdistan.

As the Iranian government seeks to cope with these internal fissures and continues at the same time to play a role in the Iraqi political game, there will be an exacerbation in the wider Muslim world of the Shia-Sunni divide as an overlay to and perhaps a negation of the sympathy for Iran’s defiance of the western world. In Pakistan, this will be of particular significance because of the role Iran is deemed to have played in accentuating if not creating our sectarian divide

What impact will these developments have in Pakistan? We have been fed — particularly in the last three decades — on a diet of pan-Islamism having primacy over Pakistan’s national interests and purpose. We have seen the deliberate distortion of the rationale for the creation of Pakistan as a homeland for the Muslims of South Asia. We have had a deliberate effort to foster the adoption of an intolerant dogmatic version of Islam directly opposed to the true, tolerant and moderate Islam that was practised in South Asia and most parts of the Muslim world. Against this background, these developments are not helpful from our perspective.

The need of the hour is, to borrow a rather well-worn phrase, a two-pronged approach. The first or external prong is to insulate ourselves from the difficulties in Afghanistan and in the neighbouring province of Iranian Seistan and Balochistan. We must use such limited influence as we do have to persuade the Americans, the Iraqis and Iraq’s neighbours to find the compromises that are necessary to hold Iraq together and to quell the flames of civil war in that country. We must be clear in our opposition to any attempt to break up Iraq and should be prepared, if required, to provide material assistance to international efforts in that direction. We must do what we can to bring to an end the raging conflicts in Lebanon and Palestine where Muslims are killing Muslims.

The second and more important prong is internal. Wise, resolute and popular leadership must be provided to guide the frustration of our people into constructive channels and to prevent its exploitation by vested interests. How can we bring to the fore the leadership we need to quell the rising tide of extremism? How can we give it the necessary muscle that may be needed? There is no simple answer, but it is time for the intelligentsia to give it serious thought and recommend what can be done.

The writer is a former foreign secretary.
