The Holy Grail of national security —Shahab Usto

Our national security paradigm continues to be fixated on territorial considerations and abstract ideological imperatives. And absurdly, the concept of ‘security’ remains like ever before rooted in hard power, the expensive defence establishment 

Years ago when Sindh had not yet 
been completely given over to the rule of dacoits and political dons, a celebrated Sindhi short-story writer, Naseem Kharal, was gunned down by a band of tribal murderers deep in a Bella (forest) of Khairpur; on Friday night his younger brother, a professor of microbiology and a man of many noble virtues, was mowed down by a car snatcher right in the heart of Karachi, Clifton, supposedly a posh and better-guarded area of the metropolis.

He was not just another doctor who had been killed in Karachi, a city where doctors are the most common targets of sectarian and ethnic target killers. He came from a very powerful rural family, possessing considerable social standing in his own right and because of his family connections. His elder brother, Naeem Kharal, is a Sindh legislator. Both the Sindh Chief Minister and the Home Minister are considered close to his family. Yet, the good doctor, like his writer elder brother, died a violent death, unfulfilled and utterly uncalled for.

How it is that both the weak and powerful are equally vulnerable to criminals? This was the question that, I must confess, inescapably poked my mind as I sat commiserating with the deceased’s devastated family and trying to overcome my own grief over the death of a dear friend. And strangely, at the same moment, all the TV channels were also blaring the ‘breaking news’ that the Supreme Court (SC) had admitted the Memogate petitions on the ground of, inter alia, national security and had constituted a high-powered judicial commission to ‘investigate’ the matter. 

It would be futile to dilate upon whether the SC should have ordered the investigation, which is normally not the court’s job, especially when the issue under investigation was a political rather than legal one. And also whether the court would now be able to keep its credibility, let along efficacy, alive even in the bars, its bulwark of socio-political power, which are echoing with a rising clamour against the court’s Memogate decision. Already, the respondent’s counsel, Asma Jahangir, whose supposedly pro-government panel has won the recent Supreme Court Bar Association (SCBA) elections, defeating the supposedly pro-judiciary panel, has quit the case showing her ‘disappointment’ in what she called an ‘establishment’s court’.

However, I must share with readers my confession that during all these years, despite using all my intellectual capacity and power of cogitation, I have utterly failed to understand, nay decipher, this two word phrase: national security. Therefore, in my own little selfish way I am happily expecting that the court will be gracious enough to articulate through its judgement on the Memogate the meaning and contours of national security, just as the UN Commission on the Benazir Bhutto murder case had, if not helped uncover the face of the murderer(s), at least amply and rather convincingly defined the meaning of the term ‘establishment’ in the context of our political system. Beyond this legitimate expectation, I have no further hope from this whole exercise of the Memogate petitions.

But is my expectation reasonable? Can the court define national security? With due respect to my lords, I have serious doubts that the court could ever achieve a jurisprudential consensus on the definition of national security. It is not that our lordships are not capable enough. It is because national security is relative to the composition of the state’s power structure and the interplay of forces that influence its policy and execution. 

For instance, the concept of national security in democratic welfare states such as Scandinavia does not subsist in catering to territorial or ideological threats. It is because for a long time, this region has freed itself of all the political or ideological conflicts within and without. Their only obsession during the post-war and the post-Soviet eras has been to provide their citizens with the state’s ever widening social security and welfare nets and to protect their natural and civil rights at all cost. True, some of these states allow certain freedoms that may go beyond our political or religious sensibilities. But what is important in these societies is the utmost sanctity and significance that is given to citizens, the basic building block of their welfare states. 

Therefore, in welfare states, it is the citizens who judge the performance of government from the perspectives of their own security and welfare, not the other way round. Indeed, historically the more a state turns to welfare, rather than security, the less it embroils itself in internal, regional or geopolitical conflicts. Its whole thrust is to resolve conflicts in order to shift the freed-up resources to development and welfare. Much of today’s European Union (EU) is composed of yesterday’s warring states. Europe and the world saw millions of casualties and unbounded destructions because of European wars. But despite US goading, the EU has now turned pacifist, at least in Europe. 

Indeed, the debates that are taking place to help save the EU from disintegration caused by the financial crisis are dominated by the question how to save the prevailing social welfare system from drastic cuts in public expenditure. Surprisingly, the EU-wide welfare policies and common market have abated centrifugalism in Europe. After the resolution of the centuries old Irish conflict, the Basque separatists have also ended their armed struggle in financially-strapped Spain; instead they are opting for a political solution.

On the contrary, our national security paradigm continues to be fixated on territorial considerations and abstract ideological imperatives. And absurdly, the concept of ‘security’ remains like ever before rooted in hard power, the expensive defence establishment, rather than in soft power, which is the sum total of the creative, productive, developmental and cultural assets that the citizens of a welfare state develop, encouraged by a supportive public sector, or by their private initiative but of course benefitting from the correspondingly conducive socio-politico environment. 

No wonder, for the last six decades while we sought ‘national security’ in the piles of nukes and gigantic defence establishment, the assets of the state, citizenry, were neither harnessed nor cared for. As a result, a host of conflicts — among the citizens, against the state, and between states — were germinated, and they are now hounding us. 

It is time we understood that none of the states in the world, not even the US, wants to forgo social progress and economic development to nurture a military model of security. It is the people’s power expressed through ideas and innovations that have come to symbolise and dominate national power and security. Even small states like Finland, Singapore and Taiwan are global competitors, beating the powerful military powers in the arenas of trade, finance and technology. Even India and Bangladesh have learnt this lesson. But we refused to turn a new page. Our search for the Holy Grail of national security goes on. And it will never be over.
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