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IN the last few days, the United States has threatened Pakistan with military action in parts of the tribal areas. The US National Intelligence Estimate report says that the Al Qaeda is regrouping. This makes the US feel threatened and, and as usual, the giant is lashing out, vowing vengeance. This is not entirely unprecedented. In 2006, President Bush made a similar statement. However, the timing is a little odd in the present context.

In the immediate aftermath of the Lal Masjid episode, with bomb blasts taking place and civil war staring us in the face — is this the time to threaten one’s ally with war? And now that it has happened, what will be the fallout of such a threat? These are the questions which need to be discussed.

First, is the United States correct? Are the Taliban and the Al Qaeda really regrouping in Pakistan? There is some evidence that, whether they are Al Qaeda or not, militant religious groups are gaining strength in parts of Pakistan.

There are radio stations issuing threats of closing down girls’ schools, destroying video shops and putting barbers out of business in Swat (where Maulvi Fazlullah is a force to be reckoned with) and parts of the NWFP and Balochistan.

There are many people who point to the presence of camps of militants in Pakistan. In short, it does appear that Islamic militants are not on the run as the US apparently expected them to be. Indeed, some of them feel strong enough to impose their rule over parts of Pakistan’s territory.

Now the question is whether the state can control them but does not, or whether it simply cannot control them any longer. This is not an easy question to answer for the likes of me who have no secret information. Published sources are not very helpful either.

It is obvious that, for a long time, the military and intelligence establishment of Pakistan nurtured militants. They used them first in Afghanistan with the help of the Americans. Then they used them in Kashmir. In Afghanistan, they were enamoured of the idea of ‘strategic depth’, and this meant strengthening the hands of the most ruthless of the warlords to keep the Pashtuns dominant.

In Kashmir, of course, they aimed at getting the Indians to bleed so much that they would come to the negotiating table. Both objectives bled Pakistan and both failed. This is known.

What is not fully clear is whether the same policy, this time in favour of the Taliban, is still in place at some level? If it is, and some people who know the area swear it is, it is so disastrous that it makes one shudder. If it is not, is it possible that there are free or rogue elements that are sold on discredited and abandoned policies and operate on their own? If so, the state’s job is to ensure that such rogue elements are thrown out of business.

The Pakistan establishment, like Frankenstein, has created a monster that is threatening its creator. Even if some elements in it are still protected by the state, it is clear that others are at war with it.

Movements have a dynamism of their own and it is unrealistic to assume that everyone will follow the script written by someone else (even if it is the ISI) to the letter. That does not happen, which is why conspiracy theories are often misleading.

So, while it is possible that the militants were patronised by the establishment at some time, it is not possible that everything they do — which includes attacks on the army, the paramilitary forces and the police — is also controlled by the establishment. We are in a civil war-like situation and the problem is that our common people are sitting on the fence.

The government’s mistakes can make our people join the militants — at least in feelings — or moderate, pro-democracy citizens. The end of the Lal Masjid episode, with Maulana Ghazi turned into a martyr and a large number of young people missing, turned the tide against the moderate forces. Those who were cheering the government a day earlier now took to reviling it.

Similarly, on Friday, when the people found human organs and items belonging to the students in the debris of the Lal Masjid, they found emotional symbols. The very controversy over the colour of the mosque — it was given a yellowish tone but the Islamists wanted it red again — found resonance among anti-government groups.

However, there are few takers for the politics of explosions which are being attributed to the militants. So, in terms of the follies committed, the match between the Islamists and the moderates seems to be heading to a draw. But the series has only begun.

There are many dangers to liberal democracy in Pakistan. The lawyers movement and the restoration of the Chief Justice gives us hope that positive forces can be revived but they cannot become strong or thrive unless certain conditions are met. One of these conditions is that there should be democratic leaders who will get votes.

Benazir promised to be such a leader but she is jeopardising her potential by appearing to go soft on Musharraf’s right to rule Pakistan while remaining head of the army. If Benazir really joins Musharraf, the moderate forces will lose a leader whose name has leftover charisma even now. Then, in terms of political parties, there will be such a division of forces that the liberals will lose out.This scenario will not create new Islamists but it will create more space for the ones who already exist to empower themselves. And this time I doubt if this will create the kind of vacuum which helped General Musharraf stay in power in 2002. This time it will be a disaster for liberal democracy.

The major danger — and the one I began with — is the possibility of American intervention. If the Americans bomb the place and fly off to safety they will leave the country awash in anti-American sentiment. Even the liberal democrats will join the religious militants on the one-point agenda of anti-Americanism.

If, however, they actually send troops to wipe out Al Qaeda hideouts they will have a war on their hands. Moreover, no government of Pakistan will be able to stand the fury of the people if the army does not fight the Americans. And if it does, we will have the greatest disaster of the century the likes of which we have never seen.

Both scenarios will empower the Islamic militants because the language and the emotive symbols used will have a religious appeal. This kind of diction will supply the emotional needs of the people in this time of crisis, and moderate forces will have to keep quiet and leave the field to the hardliners.

Just as the Al Qaeda got a foothold in Iraq because of American intervention, the Islamic militants will become major powerbrokers in Pakistan if America is stupid enough to intervene.

No matter what is happening in Pakistan, no matter what the omission or commissions of the establishment forces in Pakistan might be, it will not help the Americans to intervene militarily in Pakistan or even threaten to do so. If anything can help the US — and Pakistan — it is to let Pakistan fight its own battle, strictly in the interest of its own people, in its own way.

American help is welcome in order to feed and clothe the people so that they do not join militant forces out of hunger or anger. American help is needed to educate our young people here and in America. But it is not needed to make the elite richer than it already is and, above all, it is not needed to crush our people through American soldiers and direct or indirect attacks. If the US really wants to help itself — and Pakistan too — it should stop threatening Pakistan with attacks.

