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ANGRY and distraught as details of the deadly ambush of Sri Lanka’s cricket team in Lahore reached Europe, I started thinking long and hard of the many ways in which Pakistan and Pakistanis — including many expatriates — delude themselves about the harsh and tragic reality of what is happening in the country. 

We blame others for terrorists that stalk our streets, the suicide bombs that kill innocent people and we pretend that if we close our eyes and pray hard enough, the terrorists will go away, poverty will be eliminated and two-faced politicians will morph into exemplary statesmen and stateswomen. 

If only. Psychologists will argue that such myth and fantasy are necessary to retain a certain degree of sanity in a complex world. But constant lying to oneself and to others is a recipe for madness — and disaster. Pakistani politicians and the public need to face some unpalatable truths about the fantasy world of fabrication they have created. Only then will they be able to take remedial action to tackle the many political, social and economic problems facing Pakistan. 

So, here’s a very preliminary — and by no means exhaustive — list of myths, new and old, which this correspondent believes need to be tackled urgently and with determination if Pakistan is to be brought back from the brink. 

— ‘The foreign hand’: For as long as I can remember, Pakistan and Pakistanis have blamed others for their problems. Conspiracy theories abound, plots, both real and imaginary, are the subject of news reports and public speculation. Pakistan’s problems, it appears, are always the result of nasty foreign manipulation. In other words, Pakistan is always the victim, never the villain. 

No surprise therefore that within hours of the tragic attack on the bus carrying the Sri Lankan cricket team, Pakistan’s interior adviser Rehman Malik was announcing that he could discern foreign involvement in the attack. Joining the bandwagon, Lt Gen (retd) Hamid Gul, a former head of the Inter-Services Intelligence, reportedly told one TV channel that the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, cornered by the army in Sri Lanka, had carried out the assault at the behest of India’s Research and Analysis Wing. 

True, these possibilities need to be investigated. But, let’s not fool ourselves: Pakistan’s support — both open and tacit — for the myriad extremist groups that have flourished on its soil is an open secret. The militias were bred and nurtured to wage war in Kashmir and Afghanistan. There is no doubt that they have now turned against their patrons and are targeting Pakistan and its state institutions. Perhaps it’s time to stop playing ostrich, say “sorry” and start taking responsibility for our actions. 

— ‘It wasn’t Pakistan’: For at least two embarrassing months after the devastating Mumbai attacks, Pakistan’s government was denying that any Pakistani citizen was involved in the bombings. Some weeks ago, 

however, Pakistan finally officially acknowledged that the Mumbai terrorism attacks were planned, at least in part, on Pakistani soil and initiated trial proceedings against some suspects. By then, of course, the Pakistani leadership had lost any credibility it still had on the global stage. 

— ‘Fighting terrorism means fighting America’s war’: No it does not. Whether we like it or not, the hard truth is that Pakistan’s very existence and future are being threatened by homegrown extremist groups with murder on their mind. True, the militancy cannot be fought through military solutions alone — including attacks by US drones — but half-baked peace deals are not going to work either. A nation of 163 million people is being bullied by religious zealots, who invariably fail at the ballot box, but are now driving the country towards failed-state status. The government needs a new comprehensive strategy, mixing military action with development aid and job creation to curb the spread of extremist groups. 

— ‘The West is not willing to help us’: Yes, it is. True, senior officials in the Foreign Office and the Obama administration have privately expressed concern that Pakistan could prove to be more of a danger to global peace and security in the long run than Afghanistan, because of its nuclear weapons and its highly politicised and Islamicised secret service. However, the US has already provided massive amounts of aid to the country as have the International Monetary Fund and the European Union. 

The review of relations with Afghanistan and Pakistan being undertaken by the new US administration, in consultation with the EU and other governments, is serious and wide-ranging. More funds will almost certainly be earmarked for Pakistan, especially for development projects in Fata and other parts of northern Pakistan. 

The EU is also seeking to upgrade its relationship with Pakistan by holding a ministerial meeting on March 13 and a first-ever summit in the coming months. Meanwhile, Nato is seeking a closer political relationship with Pakistan. However, the development of stronger ties with Pakistan depends on security in the country. 

— ‘Pakistani politicians are no different from those elsewhere in the world’: Yes, they are. Pakistani politicians are more irresponsible, less visionary, less far-sighted and less interested in the welfare of the country than the political class in many other countries, including in many neighbouring Asian states. The present civilian government is a mess, a survey shows that President Asif Zardari has a 19 per cent approval rating and the recent Supreme Court ruling against the Sharif brothers has reinforced concerns that Pakistan’s politicians are a group of squabbling men and women who use power for personal interest and gain. 

— ‘When all else fails, the army will save us’: No, it will not and it never has. Given the continuing political instability, adding to Pakistan’s economic woes and the fight against terrorism, rumours abound both in Pakistan and abroad that it may be time for the army to intervene. Much to my alarm, the discredited former President Pervez Musharraf is back in the news, with comments on Pakistan’s many challenges and his ongoing ‘contacts’ with Gen Ashfaq Kayani. Yes, the army could be tempted to engineer another coup. But it should be discouraged to take any such action. 

A return to army rule is not a solution. It would in fact, ensure Pakistan’s complete isolation and confirm the country’s reputation as a ‘failed state’. Gen Kayani should therefore focus on training and equipping the demoralised Pakistan Army to fight the rapidly-spreading insurgency. And no one should pay attention to the ramblings of has-beens like former President Musharraf.n
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