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INTELLECTUAL input has long been the missing link in policymaking in Pakistan. The military and political establishments depend more on their own institutional insight, which obviously reflects a precept vision. 
This does not mean that the establishment does not have interaction with intellectuals and experts in their fields, but such contact is limited largely to ‘likeminded’ intellectuals. Even if the sphere of interaction expands, that does not influence or reflect in the policies where the status quo remains.

Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani recently held a meeting with intellectuals and experts from different fields in order to consult them and make use of their intellectual input for policy formulation. The initiative, called ‘Dialogue with the People’, was reported to be part of the government’s new vision regarding vital issues facing the country.

Referring to this event, a media report said that “for the first time in the history of the country, the prime minister has initiated dialogue with intellectuals”. Although the meeting was not a unique initiative as rulers, mainly dictators, have always sought support from intellectuals, though not necessarily intellect, and tried to engage them, the report did reflect a common perception regarding poor intellectual input in the decision-making process.

Most importantly, the prime minister sought the advice of intellectuals and experts on countering radicalisation and extremism and enhancing harmony and cohesion among various factions of society in the country. But the real question is whether or not the government is committed and able to incorporate their suggestions in official policy. Pakistani intellectuals’ take on radicalisation and extremism often contradicts common narratives promoted by the state and which deem extremism to be a political phenomenon and conceptualise external factors as triggers, such as the invasion of Afghanistan by the US. Intellectuals often lay more emphasis on the ideological and empirical aspects of radicalisation.

A recent study conducted by the Pak Institute for Peace Studies (PIPS) on different perspectives on extremism in Pakistan reflects that social scientists consider it a political phenomenon, triggered by inequality, socioeconomic injustices and state policies. Clerics and religious scholars see the phenomenon in a sociopolitical perspective but through a religious prism. They consider Talibanisation to be an outcome of state polices and the state’s failure to enforce the Sharia. These two perceptions dominate the policy discourse as reflected in the government’s three-pronged approach of dialogue, development and deterrence, although that is yet to be implemented.

The study found that littérateurs and intellectuals associated with the creative arts define extremism as a state of mind in which an individual regards himself as superior to others, and that state of mind reflects imbalanced ideological attitudes that lead to intolerance.

A section of intellectuals also believes that sociopolitical and economic inequalities cause unstable behaviour, which at times leads to violence. Such a pattern of behaviour may be called extremism. More precisely, they have pointed to a cause-and-effect relationship between the psychological and physical aspects of extremism. The psychological aspect includes beliefs and ideologies, while the physical dimensions encompass political, social and economic disparities, the interests of external powers and their pressure that influences individuals, states and collective behaviour at the societal level.

The challenge, of course, is how policymakers can translate this complex approach into policy. The ability to understand complicated ideas defines the intellect, and policymakers have mainly relied on the simplification of ideas and have largely followed public opinion. Public opinion in Pakistan is shaped by the media and religious and political leaders, and ultimately influences political trends in society.

Intellectual influence on public opinion-making is minimal. A number of public surveys suggest that most Pakistanis hold the US responsible for the rise in extremism in Pakistan. Public opinion also considers the provision of justice and the basic necessities as crucial for countering extremism.

These two perceptions cannot lead to a solution to counter extremism, as on the one hand demands are made to cut relations with the US and on the other there is the cry for an economically and politically stable Pakistan with improved governance.

Granted that an effective solution cannot occur overnight; but policymakers are content to go along with a simplistic narrative, irrespective of how counterproductive it can be in terms of aiming for achieving sustainable and effective solutions.

According to the findings of the PIPS study, intellectuals advocate a range of options to counter extremism. The largest section of intellectuals surveyed believed that extremism should be countered by promoting enlightened moderation, rationality and ijtihad. A significant number of intellectuals also favoured strengthening democracy, promoting education and a culture of reading, a balanced media role and declaring Pakistan a secular state in order to counter the spread of radical ideologies. Among the intellectuals, social and political scientists favoured proper policy formulation. Religious leaders, on the other hand, emphasised close ties with the Muslim world and disassociation from the West.

This kind of intellectual input can help the government steer the policy discourse in the appropriate direction. However, the voice of intellectuals has been absent from the process for a long time. This absence has had its effects, the most fundamental of them being that the intelligentsia has often failed to conceive solutions that could be translated into policy with ease and prove effective.

For example, intellectuals advocate the promotion of moderation and rationality but do not usually suggest how this can be achieved. It is not enough to shift the onus on the state. The political government is already tied down and at times dragged along by simplistic and popular narratives. The intelligentsia has more responsibility to make extra efforts to conceive imaginative and workable policy solutions, without compromising fundamental freedoms.
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