Challenge after Baitullah 

By Rustam Shah Mohmand 
Saturday, 15 Aug, 2009 | 07:18 AM PST 

BAITULLAH Mehsud has died in as dramatic a fashion as he chose to live. His death from a drone attack comes as no surprise. There is little doubt that his demise marks the end of a chapter in the long, bloody and turbulent campaign of resistance that he led against the government and its security forces. 

His passing away, however, would not mean that insurgency in Waziristan will end. But while the event would have profound implications for the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan in terms of the movement’s coming under pressure from all sides, it provides the government with an opportunity to intervene vigorously, yet cautiously, to wrest the initiative without unleashing a new and costly operation. 

This the government can do by engaging groups like Mullah Nazir’s and some moderate Baitullah aides in talks that would commit them not to attack government forces or installations within or outside the tribal areas. In order to make its credentials clear, the government must clarify that its overriding concern is to end violence and militancy within Pakistan — Afghanistan being the concern of the Afghan and coalition forces. 

Such a response from the government would be tantamount to making the needed adjustment in a policy that has been unimaginatively crafted and badly executed. The government would kill two birds with one stone: it would win the trust of the people of the tribal areas who would no longer be motivated to support militants or protect terrorists and it would begin the slow, painful process of gradually disengaging itself from the US-led war on terror. But this is a tall order for the current rulers. 

This is also an occasion for an exercise in some soul-searching to analyse how and why otherwise normal individuals become hardened, uncompromising militants committed to an ideology. This would inevitably lead us to reflect on that momentous but ill-advised gamble of Gen Musharraf when coming under pressure and being overwhelmed by the enormity of the events of 9/11, he yielded 

meekly and plunged Pakistan into someone else’s war — a catastrophic folly. 

That policy drove a wedge between the rulers and the ruled; created a gulf between aspirations and reality; and planted the seeds of a never-ending cycle of hatred and bitterness between the people and the government. 

Once fundamental trust gives way to suspicion, people start accusing the government of treachery and the floodgates of resistance bordering on violence are opened. Once an established order is disturbed drastically and a new, faulty order — driven by the lust for power and a yearning for legitimacy — is imposed on a population a vacuum ensues. That vacuum produces all sorts of non-state actors — some motivated by ideology, some opposed to an unjust order, some wanting political space etc. 

Such individuals and groups gain the instant sympathy of a disenchanted population that despises the new order and doubts its efficacy. The stage is set for a resistance that slowly but surely snowballs into an insurgency. Violence is inevitable. Who suffers? The poor people, the state. But the one who got the country into this mess goes scot-free. 

That is our dilemma, our tragedy. There was no insurgency or militancy or suicide attacks when a war was being waged in Afghanistan in the 1980s and all the Mujahideen with their hardware and wherewithal were transiting through the tribal areas on their way to and from Afghanistan for fighting the war. At that time there was no divergence between the aspirations of the people and the policy of the government, nor was the system in the tribal areas dismantled. The security of the tribal areas remained the responsibility of the civil administration, supported by the Frontier Corps, throughout the period of the ‘jihad’ being waged in Afghanistan from 1978 to 1992. 

That was when policy was in sync with the sentiments of the people. We have seen the disaster that results from governments pursuing an agenda that is diametrically opposite to the beliefs and wishes of the masses. 

All the destruction, loss of life and property, erosion of order, decimation of institutions, polarisation of society, the bewildering administrative vacuum, loss to the economy, the near collapse of state authority that we see in the country can be traced to the folly that we committed in becoming a proxy for fighting someone else’s war eight years ago. 

But those who believe that this is our war are also right, albeit marginally. Militancy and insurgency are our problem. We have to use all our resources to fight this menace. That is one part of the solution. 

To address the cause would require us to probe deeper in order to comprehensively deal with the problem. That would mean making strategic adjustments as well as institutional changes. The resolution adopted by parliament last October could provide a blueprint for a new approach. Will the government begin an honest reappraisal of its policies or continue with ad hocism? 

A policy of treating symptoms as the ailment continues to take its toll would spell disaster. It is time we dispassionately consider the pros and cons and chose, with prudence and caution, a down-to-earth policy that allows no space to militancy and extremism and, at the same time, does not compromise our sovereignty and barter away our rights as an independent nation. 

