Thinking with our guts —Munir Attaullah
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We are not signing any agreements by accepting the aid, civil or military, and are not obliged to do anything that is other than purely voluntary. So what is the worst that can happen if we accept the package?

Self-confidence is a great attribute. And no on can say we as a people lack that in any measure. We take ourselves seriously.

But there is only a thin line separating self-confidence from over-confidence. And, could it be, perhaps, that we take ourselves far too seriously? 

Muslims are brought up on heart-warming tales of glorious victories against impossible odds, and exemplary — virtually supra-human — acts of high sacrifice and moral behaviour by our heroes. Are such stories not the core ingredients of our history books, and of every khutba ever given? Are we not, at every turn, exhorted to live our lives by emulating those we have put on a lofty pedestal? Jazba, josh, and valvala added to izzat, ghairat, and khudi etc. etc. are great concepts for inculcating a spirit of fighting self-confidence.

When conflict and war were ever present realities of life — as was the case from time immemorial until fairly recently — and close, hand-to-hand combat was the order of the day, such psychological props that helped suppress the natural fear instinct, stiffened resolve, and got the adrenaline going, were propitious and valuable supplements to primitive martial weaponry and skills. And, of course, there was our own unique second psychological string to the bow: the win-win logic of jihad whereby you won plaudits as a ghazi, if victorious, or were guaranteed jannat should you embrace shahadat. 

Certainly, conflict and war is still a potent reality in many parts of the globe, especially in the developing world. And yet, it is also undeniable that so much has so irrevocably changed in how modern human societies now organise and conduct their affairs that many of the old paradigms around which success was built have now become largely counter-productive, if not actually obsolete.

Inter-state war is now ‘total’ rather than limited to armies. As such, its destructive consequences are usually so horrendous that it is an option not worth contemplating by either protagonist, unless there is a severe mismatch between their capabilities. What price war to preserve ‘national honour’, in such circumstances? All the azm and jazba in the world is of no avail if you stand to be decimated from a distance. 

Not only is ‘war’ now ‘total’, but also immensely complex and requiring of vast resources. The fundamental pillar of ‘national security’ today is a powerful and modern economy that can fulfil and sustain the requisite demands made of it by the country’s armed forces (should that ever become necessary). 

There is another important difference between yesterday and today we need to recognise. In small and tightly knit, largely agrarian or tribal societies, with their bare lifestyle and needs, a simple morality (especially religious) sufficed for mediating social conduct and relations. But modern industrialised societies are densely urbanised, largely anonymous sprawls, with complex and sophisticated needs. The rule of law (and its effective enforcement) is the modern paradigm, with its roots embedded in practical and enlightened ethics and civics rather than high morality.

What is all this leading up to?

That should be obvious enough. In contrast to historic times, what matters in the world of today — and overwhelmingly so — are the qualities of mind, not of the heart. The foundations of a modern economy are based not on jazba and ghairat, but on trained and disciplined intelligence. The currency of emotions does not add to the GNP. 

Some might protest that there is no inherent contradiction between developing the requisite mental skills alongside those old values we cherish. Maybe, but I remain sceptical. For, rational thinking requires cold, hard, calculation that of necessity must be grounded in seriousness, sobriety, and a mindset trained to consider matters objectively rather than subjectively. Statecraft today — because the economy is of paramount consideration — is above all about skilful negotiation and the art of compromise. And that requires patience, restraint, and a realistic assessment of one’s relative practical strengths and weaknesses.

And how do we measure up to those requirements in our public affairs? Contrast Tallyrand’s famous words of advice to one of his ambassador-designates — sur tout pas de zele (‘above all, no zeal’) — with the fiery slogan mongering of our politicians, and the shouting matches that are characteristic of our political and media discourses. Nearly everyone (excluding a few sane exceptions) seems to have a complete and simple answer to every complex problem. What is more, everyone is also convinced he is right. 

And what happens if such analyses and recipes, because they are product of an emotional rather than rational response, turn out in due course to be so much piffle? Is that evidence for the future that we erred? No. We were not wrong. Only, badkismati se blah blah blah... 

The experts, opposition politicians, and the public ‘rejected’ the K-L bill immediately as ‘an infringement of our sovereignty’ and ‘a threat to our national security’. Only later did they discover that the civilian aid of $1.5 billion annually for the next 5+5 years was unconditional. Never mind. We can retreat a little and switch the focus to the ‘unacceptable’ conditions on the additional military aid. Then someone points out that those ‘conditions’ are very largely no more than a rehash of official Government of Pakistan policy, and the Charter of Democracy. So how can they be objectionable?

Never mind. Let us move the goal posts again. Let us now argue that, while it is okay for us to admit our murky past and put on record our resolve to do the right thing in future, how dare some outsider remind us of such matters? That is an insult to our ghairat we cannot tolerate. For, we can easily do without the money if only we would blah blah blah...

So here is a question for you. If and when Mr NS forms the next government, will he immediately refuse all further aid the present government will gratefully accept under the K-L bill? I think we all know the answer, don’t we?

Meanwhile, the bill has become American law and it makes little difference to the US whether we accept or reject it. The sort of periodic reports this law obliges the executive arm of the US government to produce for Congress, the US embassy here probably does already as a matter of routine. That too will not change whether we accept or reject the aid. We are not signing any agreements by accepting the aid, civil or military, and are not obliged to do anything that is other than purely voluntary.

So what is the worst that can happen if we accept the package?

Only that after a while the US finds our voluntary actions unpalatable and stops further aid. Surely we are no worse off in that case (and probably better off by at least hundreds of millions of dollars meanwhile) than if we had refused the aid in the first place. What is the logic of refusing it now?

Of course it is another matter altogether if what we are really saying to the US is that attempts to impose conditions on military aid that are unacceptable to our Army will jeopardise our co-operation in the Allied war efforts in Afghanistan. But are we really ready to carry out that threat?

Yes, we have devilishly serious long-term security and foreign policy concerns on our western border, and our and US interests in that region do not necessarily coincide. But, as the saying goes, let us not now act in haste to repent at leisure. We have been doing that long enough.

