If we had acted differently
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WE know how Pakistan’s foreign policy developed and what a mess we are in today. Parts of our country are ungovernable and we have more foes in the neighbourhood than friends.

Let us imagine what would have happened if our decision-makers had taken a different decision, all other things being equal.

I will narrate events in such a way as if these hypothetical decisions — ones which were never taken — are facts of history. This is the reality of hypothetics. Some people think it futile to enter into it at all. Please read and decide.As soon as the Pakistani flag went up in 1947, the decision-makers of the country spelled out the principles of the new country’s foreign policy. First, Pakistan would not initiate a war of aggression or use force unless enemy troops actually attacked its international borders. Secondly, the new country would be completely neutral and non-aligned and not a party to any international strife or quarrel. Thirdly, Pakistan would not help or abet any kind of insurgency or resistance in any other country by military, economic or covert means.

However, it would always side with the oppressed diplomatically and by vote in the United Nations. Soon after this announcement the new country was sorely tested as conditions in Kashmir started deteriorating.

The princely states were the first to test the new government. The Nawab of Junagadh wanted to opt for Pakistan but Pakistan said that, as most of the population of the state was Hindu, it was only fair for the ruler to opt for India. Later, when Maharaja Hari Singh of Kashmir finally acceded to India, the Pakistani decision-makers again reiterated the same principle. They were prepared to accept a partition of Kashmir along religious lines with the Muslim-majority areas acceding to Pakistan. They even went so far as to suggest that, since the wellbeing of the people of that state came first, they would accept it as an independent state.

However, they refused to allow tribesmen from Pakistan or irregulars to enter Kashmir and also condemned the Indian army for its entry into the former state. However, despite their principled stand that the will of the people be ascertained and followed in Kashmir and elsewhere, the rulers of Pakistan never followed an aggressive policy in Kashmir.

In 1965, some people thought that this was the time for wresting Kashmir away from India by sending trained fighters across the Line of Control to stir up a rebellion against Indian rule there. It seemed easy and some people still clamoured for winning Kashmir despite textbooks and media programmes promoting peace.

Thus, a section of the army high command and civilian decision-makers wanted covert action in Kashmir. However, the decision-makers had been made so used to policies of peace that better sense prevailed and this adventure was never undertaken. Instead, the grounds for possible friction in the Rann of Kutch were resolved.

The 1970 elections brought Sheikh Mujib to power in East Pakistan. The two wings of the country were so polarised that the ruling elite of Pakistan held a referendum to decide whether Pakistan could exist as one country or not. The decision in East Pakistan was for separation. This time again some people suggested that the military should be used in East Pakistan beginning with military action in Dhaka University. However, good sense prevailed again and a British-style partition was arranged. Trade, cultural and educational bonds flourished as they did between the British and Pakistan.

Although Pakistan had never been part of the western alliance or of any pact of the United States, in 1980 the US wanted to use Pakistan to help fight their proxy war against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. Enormous amounts of money were offered and Pakistan was told that the Soviets would invade in order to get to the Arabian Sea. The decision-makers of Pakistan politely refused the money and said they would repel any armed aggression if and when the Soviet forces actually entered the country.

The Soviet Union, however, was no enemy of Pakistan. After all, the Pakistanis had never opposed the Soviet Union except when it had attacked a country but then they had also been critical of America when it had gone to war against Third World countries especially Vietnam. This policy of neutrality and justice had won Pakistan many admirers and no bitter enemies.

The US could not use Pakistan against the Soviet Union though it did fight its proxy war through some Arab states. Pakistan emerged from this war without a drug problem, without Arab militants on its borders and the few refugees who did come to Pakistan were given peaceful occupations and repatriated as soon as circumstances allowed. There was no interference from Pakistan in Afghanistan.

In 1999, some military adventurers wanted to occupy the heights in the Kargil sector but the decision-makers, who had just ended the Siachen adventure started by India, prevented this rash venture. True to its reputation, Pakistan remained committed to peace. The trend to suggest rash actions in the military high command was condemned by the civilian decision-makers and the people were taken into confidence. The common people, once they were convinced that peace had brought them prosperity, supported the decision for peace. After this the military was wary about such adventurism.

After 9/11 the Americans again approached Pakistan to help them fight Afghanistan. The Pakistanis refused while sealing their borders as much as was possible under the circumstances. They had never allowed their land to be used for covert attacks against any country and now the same policy was followed with great vigour. Despite pressure the Pakistanis did not allow any foreign fighters to seek sanctuary in Pakistan.

At the same time they scrupulously refused to hand over any of their citizens to America. The Americans threatened Pakistan but such was the reputation of the country that they did not attack this haven of peace in the midst of turmoil.

The result of such policies was that on Aug 14, 2008 Pakistan was called the Switzerland of the East. Its defence was in the hands of not only a small though highly efficient army but also the scientists and scholars it had produced. Like Switzerland, its citizens were trained for defensive warfare but the country firmly rejected aggression.

The above piece can be called hypothetics, that branch of historical fiction which begins by supposing that if such and such decision had been taken then what might have happened.

