The time for peace is now
By Adil Zareef

THE coalition partners in Islamabad recently decided to oppose the use of force in Fata. Was this in response to the ultimatum issued by the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), or is the government now exercising its political mandate?

With Nato and US officials coming down hard on Pakistan on the issue of cross-border attacks by militants, the time has come to rethink the ‘strategic depth’ doctrine that our policymakers uphold so faithfully.

Images of mindless brutality and wanton savagery have numbed our collective consciousness. On the western border, the suicide attacks and bomb blasts in Afghanistan have ignited another exchange of acrimonious allegations between the Indians, Afghans and Pakistanis.

Although the ANP government rejected the TTP ultimatum to quit in five days or face the “consequences”, a tenuous peace holds in Swat, Hangu and Waziristan. According to the ANP, “outside forces” are bent on sabotaging any progress towards peace. Will the ANP be able to play its historical role of a peacemaker or will it be swept away by the forces of politics?

The three warring nations vented their ire through the media and the clouds of war gathered on the horizon. Qazi Hussain Ahmed of the JI, the JUI’s Maulana Fazlur Rehman and, later, PML-Q and PPP spokespersons converged on Peshawar to accuse the Karzai government of fomenting lies by “accusing the Pakistan Army and ISI of masterminding the Indian embassy attacks as a prelude to an invasion of Afghanistan”. The ANP, however, chose to remain silent at this point. A TTP statement defending the “sovereignty of Pakistan to the last man” was typical of the Pakistani establishment’s harangue.

The conflict zone may have shifted to the west but bigotry and intolerance is everywhere. The sweeping and ruthless Taliban violence in the borderlands has destroyed traditional tribal structures and the Salafi brand of the Wahabi doctrine is now threatening the very existence of Pakistan and Afghanistan.

The main question to be asked now is whether Pakistan is ready to embrace the extremist jahilia that the obscurantists call Islam. The moment we make this distinction clear we will be able to make an objective appraisal of events. It is imperative that the political parties, academics, policy experts and scholars for once see the way things are without their ideological blinkers. Nothing can emerge from the ashes of destruction.

A reading of history would help rediscover the causes of the Pakistan-Afghanistan animosity and throw light on what shapes the Indian perception. It was in the aftermath of the Second Afghan War (1878-88) that imperial Great Britain drew an arbitrary Durand Line in 1893 between the fellow Pakhtuns of Afghanistan (making Fata a buffer zone between Afghanistan and the Indian subcontinent). Ever since it has been a no-go area, ruled by the draconian FCR with an iron hand.

When confronted by the communist threat, the US and Pakistan incited the worst form of religious extremism to check the Soviet advance. They could have thwarted the advancing forces by mobilising and empowering the entire Pakhtun nation. The nationalists opposed the militants’ geopolitical strategic ambitions which were cloaked in the guise of jihad. Ghaffar Khan even predicted a bloodbath in Pakhtun areas as well as the entire subcontinent. Once again religion came to be used for political purposes, as had happened decades ago when the subcontinent was partitioned amidst blood and tears.

Three factors have shaped Pakistan’s distorted policy on Afghanistan. One, King Zahir Shah’s refusal to accept Pakistan until the Durand Line dispute had been resolved. This irked the emerging nation state. Second, India’s tacit support for Afghanistan ever since has added to Pakistan’s sense of insecurity, prompting it to counter the situation by exploiting religious lobbies as a bulwark against perceived ‘Indian hegemony’. Third, the nationalist forces demanding more provincial autonomy have been put on the back foot by those who have used the religious card to devastating effect.

In this crisis of confidence between Pakistan and Afghanistan, Afghan territory has provided a training ground for Pakistani surrogates preparing for their war in Kashmir. The Pakhtunistan issue has been neutralised by the Islamists’ explicitly anti-tribal appeal. The Government of Pakistan until 2001, and even afterwards, had conveniently ignored the presence of foreign jihadis in the tribal areas as well as the settled districts of the NWFP.

Ironically, in 1948, the Waziris formed the bulk of the Islamic warriors that enabled Pakistan to wrest Azad Kashmir from Indian hands. As was the case in the past in British military campaigns, Pakhtuns served as cannon fodder for the Pakistan military on the front lines. Now they are being mowed down on both sides of the dividing line, as security personnel and as combatants. The populace at large, meanwhile, is staring death in the face for no fault of its own.

Is it not an irony of fate that as India and Pakistan mend fences with cross-border cultural exchanges, Pakhtun youth are being indoctrinated into blind hatred for the Indians on the western front? Dr Minhajul Hasan, a professor of history at the University of Peshawar, recounted how a “trained jihadi” youth explained while appearing in his Master of Arts oral examination that he and his ilk were supposed to damn both Ghaffar Khan and Wali Khan as apostates and enemies of Pakistan. Later, to his surprise, he discovered they were visionary men of peace and not the demons he had been led to believe.

Thousands of impoverished and desperate Pakhtun boys — some as young as eight-year old — from distant places like Chitral, Dir and Swat are still being transported to Taliban-controlled madressahs for training as suicide bombers and mercenaries. Is it not time to revisit history and reorient our policies? An Afghan scholar once commented, “while the world is exporting technology, Pakistan is still bent on exporting the Taliban.” Instead of fighting imagined enemies around the world is it not time to reverse the trend of violence and turn to mutual coexistence as friendly neighbours?

Is it not time for the Karzai government to tame the warlords and drug barons that rule his ungovernable country? It is finally time for the US to allow a UN peace mission to pinpoint the underlying causes behind the rise of Al Qaeda, extremism and terrorism. It is also time to invest in human development and not in bombs that destroy lives and the future of this unfortunate land.
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