COMMENT: Sacrifice plum tree, save peach tree —Tanvir Ahmad Khan
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The footprint of the insurgency is expanding beyond the areas mentioned in the CSIS report and the Taliban are portraying it as a war of national liberation. And that is what makes it necessary that President Bush and his main regional ally, President Musharraf, begin to distinguish between the plum and peach trees and decide which ones they want to save, if save at all

Centuries before Carl Von Clausewitz was born, the Chinese were already writing essays on strategies of war and peace. The classics they produced on the subject are still being read with care and profit. Comprehensive as it is, the Chinese military culture paid equally significant attention to tactics and has handed down to us all neatly organised sets of stratagems. 

One such stratagem that keeps coming back to my mind while reflecting on a possible solution of the conflict in Afghanistan, which keeps flowing into our tribal areas and gradually beyond, is “Sacrifice a plum tree to save a peach tree”. About our own writ-of-the-government offensives, I often wonder if the miscreants in our interminable tribal belt had learnt another Chinese stratagem: “Lure them to the roof, and then take the ladder away”.

A few days after I sent my last op-ed piece to this newspaper which has followed the Afghan situation closely, I was alerted to the publication of an 118-page study ‘Breaking point, measuring progress in Afghanistan’ by the Centre for Strategic International Studies (CSIS), Washington. In this winter of our discontent when we all wait for either the Taliban or the Coalition to launch a great spring offensive, analysis of the Afghan crisis pours down like a Monsoon cloud burst. The CSIS report is particularly valuable, as it never loses its focus on the human victims of the latest round of the Great Game. In measuring progress this study shows an unusual sensitivity to the people of Afghanistan.

The media have understandably latched on to the note of warning running through it. Three of its main findings are that Afghans are losing trust in their government because of an escalation in violence, that public expectations are neither being met nor managed and that conditions in Afghanistan have deteriorated in all key areas targeted for development, except for the economy and women’s rights. On economic growth, too, it cautions readers that benefits have not yet translated into sufficient employment and income generating activities for the ordinary citizen.

The report confirms what we have been saying all along during the low-intensity winter months. There were tactical gains by NATO but the Taliban are able to undermine stability and thus impact on Afghan perceptions of their government. In 2005, the report notes, the northern, central, western regions, and the city of Kabul were in the “Viable Zone” but conditions have declined more rapidly there than in other places. Insurgency has moved from its traditional strongholds to Ghazni, Paktia, Nangarhar and Laghman and is able to recruit larger numbers of fighters. What we also know is that the footprint of the insurgency is expanding beyond the areas mentioned in the report and that the Taliban are portraying it as a war of national liberation.

And that is what makes it necessary that President Bush and his main regional ally, President Musharraf, begin to distinguish between the plum and peach trees and decide which ones they want to save, if save at all. What is fast disintegrating in Afghanistan is the philosophical and conceptual framework of the invasion of 2001. Except a tiny minority which benefited from American military intervention, nobody in Pakistan has any doubt why President Musharraf signed on. There is now a near consensus that this conflict is leading to consequences which his government is increasingly unable to cope with.

In a remarkable essay published in The American Conservative of 26 February, Michael Vlahos maps out how the “Great Muslim War” replaced the story of globalisation and how the American insistence on “You are either with us or against us” is promoting counter-movements. Consider what he has to say: “Our Islamofascist branding makes every movement of Muslim resistance an attack on us. Yet most resistance speaks to local yearnings. By seeing an enemy of civilisation in every Muslim non-state actor, we unthinkingly widen the struggle.” He sees the future clearly: “The Great Muslim War will keep us locked in, so the more we thrash within our story, the more we will undo ourselves”.

President Karzai was not the first choice of the victors of 2001. Many of us have heard first-hand accounts of reservations about him in the Afghan camp during the Bonn conference. But to be to fair to him, he was never given a chance to be a true spokesman of his own nation. All that he can do now is to be a supplicant of an enduring occupation with more NATO troops to contain his opponents. Confronted with failure, some of his ‘Northern Alliance’ stalwarts can export or re-export violence to Pakistan, hobbling its competence to assist them in any significant manner. This may well be happening already. On his part, Musharraf faces an equally daunting dilemma. The war on terror is now fully internalised and his version of modernisation is fizzling out in flashy but hollow images that the madmen of Pakistan’s badlands exactly need to persuade more men to wear suicide belts. 

The last week of February has witnessed increasing disarray in the narrative of the war on terror. Vice President Dick Cheney’s unpublicised visit was preceded and succeeded by leaked reports that he was here to deliver a tough message. The discomfiture in Islamabad was so visible that at least temporarily, the government did not rely on the traditional explanation that only some media people in the United States were maligning Pakistan. It is time that Pakistan makes its “aggressive engagement” with the Afghan situation contingent upon mutually agreed objectives. Saving peach trees today means a radical redefining of war aims. Reinforcing failures by getting sucked deeper into the “Great Muslim War” of Michael Vlahos’s essay is a recipe for disaster.
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