Pakistan’s ingredients of extremism
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COMING ON top of the Arab Spring, Osama bin Laden’s death has sparked hope that we are approaching the end of the Islamist era. Islamism has been a competitive (and killing) political ideology in the Islamic heartlands of the Middle East and Iran, and has made inroads from Morocco to Mindanao. But now we find that most Arab Spring protesters are fighting for more freedom and democracy, rather than a 7th-century utopia of purity and unity, to be imposed by violence. The hope is that bin Laden’s death will register a shift of gears across the Islamic world.

But such a shift should not affect US policy toward Pakistan. Pakistan’s structures are radically different from those in the Arab and Iranian heartlands where Islamism was born. There it could be receding; in Pakistan it is still a wave of the future.

In the Middle East, several ingredients came together after 1970 to produce extremism. There was bitter disappointment that decolonization spawned corrupt and authoritarian governance rather than justice, and it was aggravated by the Six-Day War catastrophe of 1967. Agriculture was ruined to build industry, and its redundant peasantries were flushed into city slums (by the 1970s, most Arab countries had urban majorities). Education expanded, but it graduated new cohorts of young men from small towns and villages into stagnant state-dominated economies that offered few jobs and no dignity. An updated Islamist ideology in modern idiom was there to explain their plight and justify overthrow of their post-colonial states in the name of God. And out of this witches’ brew came a generation of civil war between cruel Islamists and cruel regimes.

Pakistan has been another world. It has not scrapped its agriculture: two-thirds of its population is still on the land; many are working under someone else’s thumb. It has not educated its people: most peasants and women are illiterate, the state school system is in decay, and there are only a few world-class faculties in the country. The economy is state-heavy, and within semi-democratic political structures Pakistan is ruled by an amalgam of landowners, bureaucrats, and army officers. When it comes to agriculture/industry and rural/urban balances and education, Pakistan is still backward.

For most of its history, this backwardness saved Pakistan from Islamism. The country was founded in 1947 as a refuge for Indian Muslims, and from the beginning it has had a welter of Islamist parties and vigorous debate over its Islamic vocation. But the elites generally kept Islamists marginalized: in all Pakistan’s semi-free elections, Islamists topped 10 percent of the vote for the first time in 2002

It is true that in recent years the system has begun to spring leaks. Three decades of fighting in Afghanistan and a decade of fresh Western funding since 9/11 have taken their toll on Pakistani structures. Historically, Islamism has prospered most in Pakistan’s mountains and hills, in its tribal areas and the valleys north of Islamabad; now it is creeping down onto the plains, as the rising tide of largesse stokes corruption and private secondary education (with its discontented graduates). In 2007 the Army was forced to retake a fanaticized mosque in the middle of the capital.

Since then some Islamist-inspired turbulence has revealed a social basis: tenants against landlords — especially Sunni tenants against Shi’a landlords — are now turning South Punjab into a new source of suicide bombers. For the first time, Pakistani elites may be seeing that Islamism is a threat to themselves, and not just to the Indians or Americans (or Israelis). And that in turn may help explain why the army is fighting at last (and at such high cost) in the tribal areas.

So there are grounds for hope for Pakistan too, but they lie at the end of a long road. The Islamist era may hopefully be drawing to a close in the Islamic heartlands; Pakistan stands at the head of the tunnel. And since Pakistan remains central to so many American interests, the United States will need to stand with it in its travail. The need for American perseverance did not disappear with our astounding success in Abbottabad.
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