Reflections on Swat ‘peace’ —Ijaz Hussain 
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Prime Minister Gilani thinks that the Obama Administration is unnecessarily worried. In his opinion, it does not understand the ground realities which he claims to do. He is patently wrong and the Americans dead right

The NWFP government has had to face bitter criticism for cutting a peace deal with the Taliban in Swat. Critics argue that the deal has surrendered the writ of the state to the terrorists and because it has been done from a position of weakness, it invites the terrorists to extend their sway to other areas of the country, including Islamabad. 

The NWFP government and its apologists defend the deal on the ground that it had no choice because the Pakistan Army had failed to vanquish the terrorists and there was no possibility of defeating them except at an unaffordable human cost; also, that the deal was necessitated by the interests of the people of Swat, many of whom had been uprooted and those who had stayed back were leading a miserable existence. 

Are the critics justified?

Ideally speaking, the NWFP government should not have concluded the peace deal but did so because the situation for the army and the people of Swat was very desperate and looked beyond redemption. The same holds true for the Nizam-e Adl Regulation (NAR) which has apparently been enforced in response to the demands of the people of Swat. 

Notwithstanding these rationalisations, the fact remains that it is a bad deal and will break down sooner than later. However, it has a silver lining: the introduction of the NAR has deprived warlord Fazlullah of the cause which he was exploiting to mobilise the people. It signifies that the army may have greater chances of success when it decides to mount a military operation the next time. 

However, this will only be possible if the government wins the propaganda war (which it has been losing so far) by convincing the populace that the terrorists rather than the government is responsible for the failure of the peace deal. To achieve this objective, it will be incumbent for the government to keep Sufi Muhammad on its side in addition to increasing its capacity and the will to fight the terrorists.

Some analysts have tried to justify the peace deal by comparing it with the slogan “better red than dead”, which the greatest intellectual of his time Bertrand Russell, in the 1950s and 60s, raised in the face of the growing nuclear menace that threatened to wipe out humanity. He raised this slogan because, in his opinion, human existence enjoyed absolute priority over everything else. 

In our judgement, the comparison is unjustified because the two situations are utterly different. In one case the issue related to nuclear war while in the other it concerns terrorism. The former threat could annihilate almost the entire human race while victory by the terrorists can push humanity into barbarism. 

Despite the severity of nuclear threat, it is noteworthy that Russell’s contemporaries strongly challenged him on the issue. In their opinion, preservation of the human race was less important than submission to communism. In the present situation also there is no question of reconciling with the barbaric Taliban. Hence Russell’s pacifist slogan is irrelevant.

Many observers, including those from the West, fear that sharia law could overwhelm Pakistan. Is this fear justified? 

It is unfounded if the means used are peaceful because given the long colonial rule under which the people of Pakistan have lived they cherish fundamental rights, rule of law and democracy. Their dream is different from that of the tribal societies of FATA and Swat whose customs and traditions are closer to sharia law. 

While Pakistanis are emotionally attached to Islam, they are not prepared to surrender the rights they enjoy under the Constitution as evidenced by their voting behaviour during general elections in which they have overwhelmingly rejected religious parties. 

Similarly, the Taliban cannot win militarily because the state in Punjab and Sindh is well-entrenched and strong. However, given the fact that the militants are spreading their tentacles in South Punjab, Karachi and elsewhere, they may succeed in forcing the government to enforce sharia law.

Here the question arises whether we should be scared of sharia law in the first place. There are people like Imran Khan who think that we should not. They accuse liberals of having succumbed to Western propaganda about sharia law. This criticism is totally unwarranted. 

The fact of the matter is that sharia law which is man-made (though based on Quran and Sunnah) was formulated during the medieval period and has not kept pace with changing times. It is archaic in many respects and hence anachronistic. The issue gets compounded when we realise that there is no unified sharia law on which all the sects of Islam are agreed.

Furthermore, the unfortunate reality is that they are incapable of achieving it. This aspect was underlined by the Munir Inquiry Report which pointed out that ulema of different sects cannot see eye to eye with each other on anything except that whosoever disagrees with them deserves to be killed. In this background, the introduction of sharia law in Pakistan as a whole would sound the state’s death-knell.

Here a word about the American concern that the Swat peace deal is likely to turn the area into a “safe haven” for the Taliban. 

Prime Minister Gilani thinks that the Obama Administration is unnecessarily worried. In his opinion, it does not understand the ground realities which he claims to do. He is patently wrong and the Americans dead right. 

Incidentally, it is not just the Americans who are worried about the peace deal but lots of Pakistanis also because the Taliban, in violation of the peace deal, have refused to surrender their weapons and are reportedly inducting new recruits by forcing each family to spare one son for their terrorist militias. Their designs are undoubtedly dangerous. This represents a very scary scenario because not only would Swat become a base for their operations in Afghanistan but it would also be used as a launching pad for extending the Taliban’s writ to other areas of the country.

Through the peace deal the Taliban have won the present round in the battle for the soul of Pakistan that this war against terrorists has come to symbolise. Having tasted success they will be relentless in their quest for new territories. Let us not forget that they have already moved into Buner. 

As opposed to their energy, the government seems to suffer from some kind of paralysis. It seems to have lost the will to fight which it must immediately muster to confront them. 

Given that Nawaz Sharif has emerged as the most popular leader in the country, he has a special role to play in this historic fight. He needs to mobilise people against the terrorist menace with the same energy, ruthlessness and courage which he demonstrated during the Long March. 

The Quaid’s vision of a liberal, modern and progressive Pakistan cries for help.
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