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The fact of the matter is that given their obscurantist outlook and fascist ideology, the Taliban are an infinitely greater threat to Pakistan than America. But that is not so for Imran Khan

Imran Khan, chairman of the Pakistan Tehreek-e Insaf, is a vocal and relentless opponent of the ongoing military operation in Malakand. He believes that, lured by dollars, the Pakistani government has undertaken the operation in pursuance of the American agenda. In his opinion, the solution to the ongoing strife lies in the termination of military operations, withdrawal of security forces from the troubled areas and seeking a political settlement with the Taliban.

Imran Khan’s stance is not new. It goes back to the period when President Musharraf decided to send the Pakistan Army into Waziristan. Khan opposed it at that time for the same reasons as he is doing now. Musharraf was so miffed by his opposition that in the course of a press conference he called him a “terrorist without a beard”. Many Pakistanis are today so disenchanted with Imran Khan’s politics on the issue that they tend to agree with this description. Does he deserve the title?

To address the question we need to understand Imran Khan’s views on the Taliban and the reasons for his opposition to military operation. As for the Taliban, he does not consider them a threat to Pakistan because in his opinion they are trying to get sharia law introduced in the country, which is commendable. Khan has often lambasted secular liberals for opposing this objective, which he ascribes to their intellectual slavery of the West. Describing their apprehensions about sharia law as utterly unfounded, he has advised them not to oppose it.

That does not mean that he supports Taliban excesses. such as burning of schools, slitting of soldiers’ throats, flogging of women, etc., for which he has denounced them. Nor has he supported Sufi Muhammad’s rejection of Pakistan’s Constitution and democracy, which he has condemned. Khan is, however, reluctant to call the Taliban terrorists because he thinks that by doing so he would condemn about two million madrassa students, which he thinks would be unjustified. He prefers to describe the present wave of violence as Taliban militancy rather than terrorism.

As to the military operation, Imran Khan opposes it because he is against all military operations, be they in Afghanistan, Iraq, former East Pakistan, Balochistan or elsewhere. He does so because in his opinion they offer no solution to conflicts. He cites in this regard a RAND Corporation report based on the study of the last forty years of terrorist and asymmetric conflicts (1968-2008), according to which only 7 percent of them were resolved through military means.

Khan contends that when Musharraf sent the army into Waziristan, there were no militant Taliban in Pakistan. In his opinion, it was the military operation that created them. He admires the recent Swat peace deal but criticises the government for abandoning the path of political process. He is of the view that the government should have called a national conference of all stakeholders before starting the operation. He believes that it failed to do so and instead mounted the operation to please the Americans.

As to Imran Khan’s views on the Taliban, we find that they are quite close to those of the religious parties, particularly the Jama’at-e Islami. Both consider America rather than the Taliban as a threat to Pakistan.

America is undoubtedly, in many ways (such as their designs against our nukes), a threat to Pakistan. However, to say that the Taliban are no threat to us is understandable from the perspective of religious parties (because they share the same worldview), but is indeed surprising when it comes from an enlightened individual like Imran Khan.

The fact of the matter is that given their obscurantist outlook and fascist ideology, the Taliban are an infinitely greater threat to Pakistan than America. But that is not so for Imran Khan, who decries them for their fascist ideology and their excesses but shares their passion for sharia law. (No wonder that the Taliban are joining PTI, as Khan has himself revealed.) Honestly speaking, he is an utterly confused man because he does not understand that the achievements of the Taliban government during 1996-2001 in Afghanistan (which he eulogises) resulted from its fascist ideology, which he decries.

As to military operations, it is true that the RAND report concludes that in only 7 percent of cases, they succeeded in ending terrorist groups and insurgencies, while in 93 percent of the cases local police, intelligence agencies or the political process took care of them.

However, in the case of Swat, Imran Khan needs to understand that the police and intelligence agencies were not in a position to play that role. The police, for example, became sitting ducks for terrorists who attacked and killed them, in addition to looting their weapons at will. Similarly, the intelligence agencies’ role too has been disappointing, as evidenced by the statement of ISPR spokesperson that poor intelligence was responsible for the failure of previous operations. Incidentally, the same phenomenon is again visible in the ongoing military operation as intelligence agencies are failing to pinpoint locations of the top Taliban leadership.

As far as the political process is concerned, the central and provincial governments did their best to use it to take care of the situation. Thus, the latter entered into a peace deal with the Taliban through Sufi Muhammad and subsequently introduced the Nizam-e Adl Regulation, despite vehement opposition from the United States.

While the people of Swat and Pakistan, who were hankering for peace, were naively elated with these steps, the wily Taliban had other ideas. Taking advantage of this opportunity, they not only consolidated their positions but also refused to lay down their arms. Further, in violation of the peace deal, they moved into Buner and Dir and threatened to extend their sway to other areas.

In this backdrop, the military operation had become inevitable. Imran Khan however favoured the political process to continue, whether or not it delivered. This shows the extent of his naiveté. Besides, he fails to mention the RAND finding that is most relevant here: military operations are most effective when used against terrorist groups “engaged in insurgency in which the groups were large, well armed and well organised”.

It is amazing that while our soldiers are laying down their lives to protect us from the evil Taliban, Imran Khan is fulminating day and night against the military operation. This is not all. During a recent television programme, while condemning the Taliban for targeting innocent civilians, he advised them instead to target our soldiers. This shows that the sympathy that he expressed, in an article titled “Where I stand” (The News, May 23), for dying soldiers was nothing more than lip service.

It is noteworthy that while in the West there is absolute freedom to oppose a military operation before it starts, it is considered unpatriotic to do so once it gets underway. Had Imran Khan been living in a Western country, his opposition to the ongoing military operation would have terribly hurt him politically. No wonder that when a TV host questioned the ethics of his criticism of the military operation by reminding of the foregoing norm in the West, Khan looked absolutely sheepish. It is also noteworthy that while he has a soft corner for the Taliban, whom he does not want to call terrorists, he has no sympathy for our valiant soldiers.

Imran Khan may not be a ‘terrorist without a beard’, but he is certainly an apologist for the Taliban.
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