A state of failure...again? —Salman Tarik Kureshi
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There are three kinds of scenario that emerge during state failure and collapse. One such scenario is that of political break-up along ethnic or regional lines. Some examples are British India, Yugoslavia, the Soviet Union and, of course, Pakistan itself in 1971

In the wake of the Time magazine article on state failure in Pakistan, this correspondent watched a TV talk show featuring two parliamentarians. One, an especially articulate member of the PMLN, praised the commencement of action against the anti-state insurgents but was unrelenting in his criticism of the government for having failed to address the failures of governance that could presage descent into state failure. The other discussant, a PPP minister of state, seemed somewhat miffed that a magazine from the country his government was most concerned to impress by its decisive actions in the NWFP, should “accuse” us of state failure.

We shall not argue here as to whether or not the present military campaigns in the NWFP and FATA were undertaken on the initiative of our elected sovereign parliament. The point is that they constitute only the minimum First Actions against the most egregious agents of state failure anywhere — the rabidly savage and murderous Taliban insurgents.

Much more needs to be undertaken, on many more fronts. In an earlier article in these pages, I had argued that there are ‘fatal flaws’ within the elites this land has been obliged to suffer — blind spots, political illiteracy, dishonourable motives, absence of real morality. These are distinct from the societal ‘fault lines’ (of ethnicity, class, sect, tribe, whatever), so beloved of political commentators, which, if properly handled, can in fact yield powerful syntheses. But the kinds of fatal flaws that lie deep within the psyche of our ruling groups, have led only to violence, bloodshed and social breakdown. They prominently include a deep contempt for constitutional principles and the rule of law.

Pakistan stands today as, if not a ‘failed’ sate, at least a ‘failing’ one. How has the country in fact scored, according to the Failed States Index (FSI) of the Fund for Peace? Five countries — Somalia, Sudan, Zimbabwe, Chad and Iraq — have been judged as the most failing states, with an FSI of over 110. Next among the Top Ten, with an FSI of over 103, were the Democratic Republic of Congo, Afghanistan, the Ivory Coast, Pakistan and the Central African Republic. Pakistan had in fact ‘risen’ by three positions to attain this ranking as the ninth most failing state in the world.

What is it that happens when a state finally ‘fails’ (as Pakistan, along with these other nine, may be close to doing)?

There are three kinds of scenario that emerge during state failure and collapse. One such scenario is that of political break-up along ethnic or regional lines. Some examples are British India, Yugoslavia, the Soviet Union and, of course, Pakistan itself in 1971. Now, such processes are always painful and, all too often, extremely bloody. However, political break-up may not be an altogether negative development if it leads to a cessation of disorder and the emergence of more viable national entities (as for example, Bangladesh or the numerous Soviet successor states).

A second ‘failure’ scenario comprises the lawless ferment that precedes a successful revolution. A decrepit ancien regime must collapse before a new revolutionary administration can emerge from the rubble. The street fighting, upheavals, bloodshed and armed struggles during the transition may sometimes be quite short (Iran in 1979) or may be prolonged over many decades (China, prior to 1949).

Beyond the revolution itself, as the new regime consolidates itself and begins its societal transformation processes, further disorder, bloodshed and new kinds of tyranny are usual. All this time, such societies remain traumatised. Internal order and peace are a long time getting established. The USSR, China, Iran and Cuba are all informative examples. I am not arguing against the validity of any political revolution, or even of the very concept of change by means of revolution. In a number of historical circumstances, there is no other method for a people to assert itself against the malign Leviathan of a tyrannical or unjust socio-political order.

Coming now to the third kind of state failure, let me suggest that the worst, the most hopeless scenario is that of a sustained collapse of political authority. With political disintegration, society itself collapses into a febrile, continued anarchy. Afghanistan for much of the last thirty years, Somalia, Chad, and Congo are examples that come to mind.

In this third scenario, the Leviathan of state authority, malign or benevolent, has been destroyed and no valid authority or order has come together. This is the conceptual territory of Thomas Hobbes and his “war of all against all”. The lives of men are “poor, nasty, brutish and short”, for the atomised society is dominated by its most brutal and violent members: warlords, bandits, village ‘Jaggas’, urban turf warriors. The creative minority, intellectuals, scholars, artists, scientists, entrepreneurs, are either exterminated or they emigrate. They take with them the society’s hopes for any future...other than to be militarily conquered and rebuilt, as could be taking place today in Afghanistan.

To return to the FSI rankings, these are based on twelve indicators of state vulnerability: (a) demographic pressures vis-à-vis resources; (b) massive movement of refugees and internally displaced peoples; (c) atrocities committed against communal groups and/or specific groups singled out by dominant groups; (d) chronic and sustained human flight, ‘brain drain’, voluntary middle class emigration; (e) uneven economic development along group or regional lines; (f) economic decline and the growth of hidden economies, including drugs, smuggling and capital flight; (g) criminalisation of the state, endemic corruption of ruling elites; (h) deterioration of public services, including failure to protect citizens from crime, terrorism and violence; (i) disregard for human rights, emergence of authoritarian, dictatorial or military rule; (j) security apparatus as a ‘state within a state’ that operates with impunity; (k) use of nationalistic political rhetoric by ruling elites in terms of communal irredentism or of communal solidarity, e.g. “defending the faith”; and (l) intervention of other states or external actors, military or paramilitary, in the internal affairs of the state.

Interesting, yes, but before my readers start ticking off which of these indicators are visible in Pakistan, let me suggest that they all are. The point is to note the extent to which they are strictly relative and contingent. How many of these indicators would also be applicable in, say, Brazil and India today? But no one would suggest that either of these two countries is on the brink of state failure. On the other hand, a few of these indicators would have been considered as descriptive of the ‘Superpower’ Soviet Union, prior to its spectacular collapse as a state entity in 1991.

Why? Oh, that’s simple. Brazil, India and a number of other countries have achieved the benefits of democracy, rule of law, a vigorous civil society and, most of all, an elite that identifies itself with its homeland. The former USSR did not.
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