Demonising Pakistan
By Tanvir Ahmad Khan

THIS national day I look at the mounting pile of foreign articles and reports criticising Pakistan for its sins of omission and commission, perhaps driven to it by curiosity, concern and perversity. Outside opinion matters for assurance and validation. It is a mirror that assists introspection.

No less importantly, it also reveals the agenda of powerful forces which itself may range from an honest preoccupation with human rights and democracy to a far less benign desire to exert pressure in pursuit of objectives that are entirely indifferent to our national interest.

There are familiar patterns reflecting a corresponding familiarity in the cyclic changes in Pakistan’s polity. This is particularly seen in the analysis of constitutional crises, military takeovers, movements for the restoration of democracy and periods of meta-military politics. There are, however, some new and fundamentally more portentous critiques that need great reflection.

It is in the last category that one notices arguments not found in the past. The usual context is Pakistan’s voluntary or coerced participation in the strategic projects of big powers. In it, the fortunes of the people of Pakistan are secondary, if present at all. The criterion is the usefulness of the Pakistani state — more precisely, the Pakistan army — to the pursuit of these projects. Support for Pakistan waxes and wanes according to the need for using it.

Occasions that readily come to mind are the early military pacts in which Ayub Khan had played a decisive role, the anti-Soviet crusade of the Zia era, and the present alliance in the war on terror. Initially, Ayub Khan was, in the eyes of the western commentators, a nation — builder, a moderniser; his authoritarian rule was justified by citing De Gaulle and Solon.

But when technology — the long range missile and the aircraft carrier — curtailed the value of the Dulles era alliances, the commentary underwent a complete change. Zia and his holy warriors sparked off a whole industry supportive of jihad against the infidel communists. He did not live too long after the Geneva accords. His legacy, however, continues to be demonised.

The present phase is beginning to turn out to be even more complex. It is nowhere close to an end but already the pundits have an unprecedented frame of discussion. It is largely defined by two dominant approaches.

First, there is Stephen Cohen’s Idea of Pakistan. I told him once that it was his best and most honest book on Pakistan. He is critical but never without a basic empathy. Pakistan needs a transformation, a view shared by a large number of Pakistanis themselves, and he proceeds painstakingly to flag what in his opinion are the areas where his country, the United States, and Pakistan can pool their transformative energy. But he acknowledges Pakistan’s continued salience.

On the other hand, there is a spate of studies questioning the idea of Pakistan itself. In its outer fringe, this approach advocates the breaking up of Pakistan and the redrawing of maps. More to the point are the essays written to challenge Stephen Cohen’s optimistic view.

They recommend, in a pseudo-scholarly manner, a tough approach on the assumption that the problems allegedly created by Pakistan are genetic and irremediable. In a world driven by the media they have a greater impact on public opinion than the more serious scholarly treatises.

A good example is an essay entitled “Containing Pakistan; Engaging the Raja-Mandala in South Central Asia” by Vanna Cappelli. There are many reasons to take note of it. It appears in the winter 2007 issue of Orbis, and not one of the rightwing popular magazines. The author is well known in Pakistan for his writings on Afghanistan. Many of us also know that he saved the life of a cat there and named it Queen Sorayya to mark the liberation of women in post-Taliban Afghanistan.

The pillar of his policy recommendations is “raja-mandala”, the key concept in Kautilya’s Arthashastra that Muslim strategic thinkers have quoted from even in the pre-independence era. Cappelli uses it to urge the United States to exploit tensions in the rival spheres, the “mandalas”, as Kautilya taught his prince.

It is significant that its belated discovery by a western analyst marks the mainstreaming of Indian scholars who now have a strong presence on both sides of the Atlantic. Cappelli also repeatedly tries to fortify his argument by citing Hussain Haqqani’s Pakistan: Between mosque and military. How fair the selection from him is better left to Haqqani himself but it is certainly an added reason for reading Cappelli.

What is Cappelli’s argument? Pakistan, he thinks, is the epicentre of terrorism for reasons much deeper than most people including Cohen think. Most people dig only up to Pakistan’s chronic militarism but Cappelli pretends to unearth a much deeper stratum. He calls it Pakistan’s multiple “alienations’, which spring from the assertion of Muslim identity in creating it as a separate state.

First and foremost, he regards Pakistan as an epicentre of global Islamic terror. Pakistan, in his diagnosis, “suffers from abiding structural pathologies” which he lists as follows: “its status as the first ideological Islamic state of modern times, its all dominating military, its influential extremist religious establishment, its powerful feudal oligarchy, its hatred of India, the perpetual resort to violence to answer political questions, the inadmissibility of dissent, and its long history of using Islamic radicals as instruments of state policy and of aggression in Afghanistan, Kashmir and beyond.”

After demolishing the thesis that Pakistan is an indispensable ally in the war on terror, Cappelli advises Washington to abandon its historic approach to Pakistan and base its future policy on “a clear assessment of its true nature and motivations”. Rawalpindi (read Pakistan army), he warns, “cannot be a US ally against terrorism because it is the root cause of the problem”. The answer, in his opinion, lies in a “tripartite American-Indian-Afghan alliance aimed at containing Pakistan”.

Amongst several measures proposed by him are cutting off all US military and economic aid to Pakistan, placing it on the list of state sponsors of terror and “providing covert economic and military support to any efforts that India and Afghanistan would make to counterbalance Pakistan’s support for insurgent groups within their countries

Arguably Vanni Cappelli , a frequent contributor to The Jewish News, could be dismissed as an instrument of the Zionist propaganda machine that can reach even The Orbis. But he is also the president of the Afghan Foreign Press Association.

More importantly, his highly tendentious reading of South Asian history is gaining currency because of the lack of a serious intellectual effort by us. The basic dogmas of this historiography that plays straight into the current global power politics are easily stated.

One, the territories comprising Pakistan were a strategic zone where the British did not care to inculcate values of democracy and economic polity encouraged in the rest of India. Two, Jinnah led an elitist movement which exploited Islamic sentiment and Jinnah “undercut any secular basis of his state”. Three, Pakistan has always been an emerging locus classicus of political Islam. Four, Kashmir should not be viewed as an unfinished agenda of partition and as a problem that was left unresolved in 1947; it is, for Pakistan, part of an aggressive Islamist regional and world mission.

Five, General Zia expanded the military infrastructure for this mission by cunningly manipulating the American opposition to the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. Six, in total disregard of the Indo-Pakistan conflictual context for Pakistan’s quest for a nuclear balance of power, Bhutto is accused of adding an Islamic bomb to the mix. Seven, President Musharraf is simply hoodwinking the United States just as Zia did during the earlier Afghan crisis.

Much of this narrative will not stand the test of scrutiny. But historical research, like social sciences in general, is a desert in Pakistan. Military-dominated regimes have over decades regarded independent research as a danger. As if civilian surrogates had not strangulated free inquiry enough, the military has now directly taken over many universities and think-tanks. They are free only to elucidate government propaganda for which there are no takers in the international world.

It is common amongst us to hear from academics that they curb their instinctive quest for truth and their acquired research methodology to protect their jobs and career advancement. Mediocrity is thus the best guarantee of survival. Open-minded researchers all over the world complain of an acute scarcity of Pakistani source material. I have lost count of the times when foreign scholars told me that not a single credible history of Pakistan’s foreign policy exists.

Most of the time, Pakistanis asked for help in researching Kashmir can do no better than recommend Alistair Lamb and Victoria Schofield to study the predicament of the people of Kashmir. No wonder our viewpoint goes by default; we cannot stop shooting ourselves in the foot.

Rightly or wrongly, the Musharraf era has produced results that are the polar opposite of what is claimed to be the objective. Talk to any distinguished teacher at any of our universities and he will tell you that all the emphasis is on quantity.

In the priorities of the decision-makers and the distributors of funds, it is form and not substance that matters. There are individual professors who speak their mind but they are unable to institutionalise their concept of higher education.

Meanwhile hardly a week goes by without a pretentious essay challenging the basis of our state somewhere in the world. It is time we add value to our intellectual and academic life.

The writer is a former foreign secretary.
