Time to ‘get real’ —Munir Ataullah
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We must accept that we are caught in a horrible bind from which there is no escape. And, that there is only one practical way forward and that is a resolute fight to the finish against religious extremism. This specious search for ‘root causes’ is sophistry and self-deception

The human psychology of dealing with personal disaster (such as a life threatening disease) has been well researched and extensively documented. Is there a parallel there with our thinking on the issue of terrorism?

Preventive prudence, like infrastructure maintenance, is a tedious, un-heroic business. As such — conditioned as our mind is to favour grandiose thinking (by our religion, history, and misguided official efforts to develop a ‘national identity’) — the concept is a little alien to our national psyche.

Our instinctive preference is for my personal variant of Newton’s First Law of Motion: ‘Never do today what you can leave until tomorrow’. We know we should quit smoking, lose weight, and eat healthily; and, starting now. But that requires too much effort. Anyway, it will not matter much will it, if we start tomorrow rather than today? Besides, heart attacks etc. happen only to others.

For a long time the terrorist acts carried out by militant Sunni and Shia groups targeting each other, were not really a serious problem for We, the general public. Did not Chicago and New York witness such internecine gang warfare between rival Mafiosi groups? Alternatively, we considered the acts as a proxy war on our soil, sponsored by Gulf-based rival hard-line Islamic ideologies. Either way, the problem was of limited importance and concern, much as any other ‘law and order problem’ that could be tackled by better policing.

And no need either to overly worry about what was going on in our madrassas. Of course, the teachings there might produce the odd zealot or two, but surely that problem is easily solved by exercising increased state control through registration, and curricula reform?

But the inevitable will not be denied. And the instinctive first reaction when that happens is one of incredulity and disbelief that is a state of denial: it cannot be happening to me; this happens only to others; why me? What have I done to deserve this?

A deep sense of anger and ‘betrayal’ is often followed by a period of depression, and a mental refusal to come to terms with the new realities. So, even as incidents of suicide bombings multiply, and proliferate to now take in our cities, many still refuse to accept the answer staring them in the face as to why this is happening, who is behind such callous and barbaric acts, and what our collective response should be. The public remains confused, harangued as it is incessantly by the politician, the religious leader, and the media pundit who despises America and Musharraf.

The earlier ‘conspiracy’ explanations had their roots in the fallacy of ‘...as no Muslim can kill another Muslim, it follows does it not...?’ type of logic. As reality sinks in and the charm of that worthless argument wears off, the new homeopathic diagnosis is to link the disease to the President and our current foreign policy. Get rid of them both and the problem will disappear, is the new mantra.

Those who persist in a state of denial deeply damage their prospects for recovery from their traumatic experience. But the prescription the doctor orders, for patients wanting to exit denial and enter rehab, does not admit of wishy-washiness.

What is the current fashionable wishy-washy nonsense? Here is a sample of what I read and hear everyday: ‘the answer is a stick and carrot policy’; ‘we must end this killing of our own citizens in a war that is not ours; once we cease to back America, terrorism in our cities will end’; ‘a democratic dispensation will be better placed to talk and negotiate with our militant brothers, and bring about an honourable peace’.

In rehab, may as well plead with the doctor: surely, reducing my consumption of cigarettes and booze by 70 percent should suffice?

So let me ask: did the carrot and stick policy work in the Lal Masjid affair? Did ‘patient negotiation’ and ‘talking’ achieve any results, in Islamabad, Swat, or Waziristan? Incidentally, did I hear someone say, ‘but they are our brothers and sisters!’ I ask him, ‘do they treat us as brothers and sisters?’

Then there is that wishful thinking that the new Parliament will somehow manage to formulate a radically altered and ‘independent’ new foreign policy that will do the trick. All I will say is, the politicians and media pundits who are peddling such simplistic and unrealistic solutions are little different from the Mr Shah of ‘double your money’ fame.

Yes, I grant if we really opt out of the ‘war on terror’, it is realistic to assume the bombing in our cities will stop (temporarily; for what will be our policy when the other demand — impose ‘Taliban Shariah’, or else — hits the table?). But can we really, realistically, do that U-turn, and once again defy the whole international community?

To answer that question, let us ask what the other parties to the conflict are going to do if we opt out. Is the Al Qaeda brigade holed up in the tribal areas, and committed to ‘International Jihad’, going to give up its struggle? Will the Pakistani/Afghan Taliban on our side of the border agree to live peacefully and give up their cross-border attacks on NATO forces in Afghanistan? Can we seal our border to the Afghan Taliban fighting NATO?

If the answer to these questions is ‘NO’, as should be obvious to any fool, then what do you think the international coalition will do? Quietly accept our plea that — regrettable though it may all be — they better go and lump it, because we alone decide what to do, or not do, within our borders, and no one will be allowed to violate our sovereignty?

It should not require much imagination for readers to work out the full, and natural, implications of such a foreign policy U-turn. Has a single pundit advocating a U-turn spelt out the horrendous and devastating military and economic consequences for us that will follow?

No. Regrettably but courageously, we must accept that we are caught in a horrible bind from which there is no escape. And, that there is only one practical way forward and that is a resolute fight to the finish against religious extremism. This specious search for ‘root causes’ is sophistry and self-deception.

So, what is really required of the politicians and the new civilian government? It is not so much as to ‘talk’ to the militants, and change our foreign policy; it is to talk to the nation, and convince them of the realities we face.

It is a tall order, I know, and will require enormous political skill (and all the help the media can provide). But there can be no shirking the responsibility of persuading the public to fully back our army that is fighting, on our behalf, a deadly and unpleasant war that has been foisted upon us.

Will the politicians measure up?
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