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"We are in big trouble". This was the immediate response of a respected security analyst when I probed his reaction to that lethal air strike on the Bajaur madressah. We were talking just a day after the incident, on the sidelines of a seminar in Islamabad. That was last week. This week, on Wednesday, a suicide bomber blew himself up at a military training centre in Dargai and 42 soldiers were killed. 

On Wednesday, of course, the world was watching the results of America"s mid-term elections with great excitement. Shaken by the carnage in Dargai, when the shock of Bajaur had not yet receded from our minds, we have to try and make some sense of what the political earthquake in a distant land would mean for us. Is there any symbolism in this juxtaposition? 

After all, Pakistan"s importance as a frontline state in the war against terror is likely to increase with the compulsion for President Bush to find a new direction in Iraq. The war on terror would remain the dominant concern of the "bipartisan" strategy of the United States. With the Democrats in control of the Congress, issues relating to democracy and military rule in Pakistan could become more central to our bilateral relationship. 

How will the Pakistan government now play the game in the arena of war against terror? The immediate impression is that the mid-term elections in the US would make no difference to our relations. In addition, it has been suggested that the Democrats are also as good friends of President General Pervez Musharraf as the Republicans have been. But the entire scenario is bound to change with the approaching adjustments that Bush will necessarily have to make. We saw the departure of Donald Rumsfeld even before the Senate fell in the Democrats" lap. 

And, as I have said at the outset, the mid-term elections in the US have coincided with some very fundamental developments in Pakistan"s domestic confrontation with the militants. Bajaur underlines the tendency of this government to become irrational in its explanation and interpretation of what is manifestly a terrible mistake. This is how the potential for militancy is inadvertently sponsored. It is interesting, though sad, to listen to the elucidation of the Bajaur bombing of a madressah by some federal ministers. Where is the evidence that all those --more than 80 -- who were killed were militants being trained for acts of terrorism and, it has now been suggested, suicide bombings? I do not know one person who is willing to accept the official version. 

In a sense, the Bajaur bombing, irrespective of who did it, was as counter-productive as the US attack on Iraq. If the intention was to contain extremism and acts of terrorism, the result has been quite contrary. Like Bajaur, the Dargai suicide attack was unprecedented in its intensity and symbolism. It is difficult to contend that 42 soldiers, their lives as precious as those of any innocent citizens, could be killed on our own soil in just one assault by a suicide bomber. Bajaur and Dargai will both remain as landmarks in the government"s encounter with "militants" in the tribal areas. 

These events have taken place at a critical moment in our pursuit of peace and a democratic dispensation. Our political crisis is sure to become more intricate, demanding a new assessment of the situation on the part of both the government and the opposition. There is that mystifying issue of the Women Protection Bill and it can effectively disrupt the existing political equilibrium. 

It has now been stated on behalf of the government that the bill will be passed by the National Assembly on coming Friday. The religious alliance has again said that its members would resign from the Assembly if the draft that was approved by the Select Committee of the House was put to vote. Without going into any details about how this matter has also exposed the limitations of the government"s resolve to enforce "enlightened moderation", it can still become a catalyst for a political upheaval. 

Though Bush will constitutionally remain president for two more years and will preside over his country"s foreign policy, the mid-term elections have compelled him to rethink and redesign his policies. What should happen in Pakistan to make Musharraf rethink his policies? Will the two tragedies of Bajaur and Dargai prompt any serious contemplation of the state of affairs by our rulers? And who actually are our rulers? Would you include the likes of Sher Afgan in that category?

On Tuesday, before Dargai and after Bajaur, there was a corps commanders" conference at the GHQ. According to reports, General Musharraf told the conference that the government would not only tackle militancy with force but would also pursue peace through political means. This would be the correct approach if political means take precedence over the use of force. However, he said on Friday in Lahore that extremism and terrorism will be crushed with force and a "handful" of extremists would not be allowed to hold society hostage. We were told one more time that nobody would be allowed to challenge the government"s writ. 

Meanwhile, the world is finding it difficult to comprehend Pakistan"s role in the war on terror. According to one report, US Assistant Secretary of State Richard Boucher said in New Delhi on Friday that many of the groups blamed for terrorist attacks in India have "origins" and "links" in Pakistan. At the same time, he also saw Pakistan as an equal victim of terrorism that afflicts much of South Asia --and now you can include Afghanistan in this category. 

As we talk about terrorism that, in effect, is a celebration of violence, we should not ignore the power of public opinion in a democratic setting. An election, to be sure, is the only convincing measure of the wishes and the will of the people. The American people have spoken in their mid-term elections and what they have achieved is something that force could never accomplish. After the trauma of living with the Bush administration during the past three years or so, the world now must also recognise the value of American democracy. 

One lesson is that democracy can induct even revolutionary shifts in a country"s sense of direction without any violence or social unrest. But democracy is not just elections, though free and fair elections have a foundational importance in its working. This is a very disturbing thought when we look at our potential for democracy in the present conditions. Making Pakistan safe for democracy is in itself a great task. There was some hope in that pursuit of "enlightened moderation". But the way forward is being blocked by Bajaur and by Dargai.
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