Case for a South Asian union
By Kunwar Idris

PRESIDENT Musharraf’s message to India that stalling the peace process in reaction to the Mumbai train bombings would amount to playing into the hands of terrorists should be readily endorsed, even by those political and religious elements in both countries who ordinarily question the wisdom of his policies and the legitimacy of his government.

After half a century of tension and wars, the leaders of public opinion, the people at large, intellectuals, economists and clerics, etc., all stand convinced that the Kashmir dispute can be settled only through negotiations. More convinced than others is General Musharraf himself who, as army commander, made a last desperate attempt to settle it by military conquest some years ago.

Musharraf’s adventure turned out to be a double whammy for Pakistan. A triumphant India became more intransigent and Kargil a cactus hedge between the civil authority and armed forces of the country. Pakistan’s position in Kashmir is further weakened by a growing awareness that the UN’s 55-year-old resolutions on self-determination in Kashmir are non-binding. So much so that even our closest friends refuse to mediate or help and, instead, counsel a bilateral settlement through negotiations. There remain but a handful of ideologists and jihadis who still dream of annexing Kashmir through conquest or plebiscite.

It is difficult to blame India for postponing the scheduled talks in the wake of the Mumbai massacre. As The Economist noted Prime Minister Manmohan Singh’s first instinct was to call for calm and restraint rather than to point an accusatory finger at Pakistan. But since then almost every newspaper of the world has been instinctively naming, albeit without evidence, Pakistan’s jihadi outfits, chiefly Lashkar-i- Taiba, as prime suspects in the bombings. The world media can’t be blamed either. The suspicions that the suicide bombers involved in the London bombings a year ago had links with Pakistan were not unfounded.

That Pakistan had been training jihadists or terrorists (the world refuses to distinguish one from the other) to fight in Afghanistan and later in Kashmir is an undeniable fact. Their training camps may have been closed down and official patronage withdrawn but they are still breeding. The recent massacre in Karachi’s Nishtar Park despite security precautions could not have been perpetrated by an individual fanatic. It had all the ingredients of an attack planned and executed by a militant organisation. Otherwise, the investigators and the enquiry tribunal couldn’t have been groping in the dark several weeks after the incident.

The targeted murders of people belonging to all denominations — Sunni, Shia, Ahmadi — at regular intervals also appear more the work of terrorists than fanatics. Allama Hasan Turabi was not the kind of man to arouse feelings of hatred or revenge among his sectarian adversaries.

It would be futile for the government to deny the existence of terrorist groups when our own people die at their hands every other day. Nor can we justifiably ask others, as we have India, to provide “solid proof” of their involvement when our own victims and investigators cannot. The government and the opposition both have to recognise the existence of terror as an organised force before dealing with it. The lashkars, sipahs and hizbs will not cease to operate just because they have been banned.

Terrorism in Pakistan can be traced to Afghanistan when the Mujahideen and intelligence agencies worked together closely under American tutelage to expel the Soviets and to demolish their puppet regime. The links then forged are believed to endure with the fleeing Mujahideen regrouping as terrorists once their legitimate mission ended. Pakistan now has to make a deliberate effort to convince the world that it is not using its intelligence agencies for purposes contrary to their charter and that they do not run a parallel government.

It is also time for Pakistan to extricate itself from the Afghan quagmire. Historically, Afghanistan and Pakistan have never been sincere friends, they aren’t now nor possibly can be in the foreseeable future. India in the past has commanded influence both in Afghan society and government. It was natural for that influence to grow after the Taliban.

Pakistan should not be seeking strategic depth in Afghanistan any longer but keeping a watch on the unmarked frontier without being too sensitive about the loyalty of the tribes straddling or living close to it. Traditionally, some among them have been dealing with the government in Kabul without causing much worry to Pakistan.

Pakistan is a part of South Asia and that is where its future lies. It can be a connecting link with Central and Western Asia but cannot integrate with their economy or culture. Pakistan and Bangladesh have both established their separate identities on the subcontinent long enough not to fear domination by India as they did when the British were departing. Viewed even from the standpoint of religion, 500 million Muslims inhabiting the three countries in almost equal numbers, can and should be able to stand up to any challenge from Hinduism to their faith and culture.

Whenever Pakistan is suspected or directly accused of terrorism by India, it exposes the Muslims there to the risk of retaliation. For days they have lived under shadow of fear after the Mumbai bombing and in places like Gujarat they still do. The Mumbai investigators feel convinced that the seven train bombings were so perfectly coordinated that a local organisation, very likely the Students’ Islamic Movement of India (SIMI), collaborated with other militants, wherever they came from.

Time has passed by Pakistan while it remains bogged down in schism and terror. Shahid Javed Burki noted in this paper earlier in the week that in the sixties Pakistan was held out as a model of economic success. Today, 40 years later, it is fighting the image of being a failed state. There is no room for any more visions, experiments or personal ambitions. In an age of regional trading blocs and oil cartels we have to seek our fortune in South Asia and not in Central Asia or in the Middle East.

A South Asian detente which one day might culminate into a South Asian union on the lines of Asean would assuredly bring peace and security to Kashmir which have eluded its inhabitants for half a century because of India’s military occupation and Pakistan’s ill-conceived interventions. Musharraf’s natural allies in achieving this aim would be the secular elements of Sindh, Balochistan and the NWFP and the liberals of Punjab and Karachi. Paradoxically they are his sworn enemies. If he must cut a deal for the 2007 elections it should be with them.

