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THE political machinations of the ruling elite and power brokers of Pakistan have left a bad taste. This was to be expected after a decade of dictatorship. 

Nevertheless, we must see the present government more as a transitional government, one that will no doubt make many more mistakes before the public loses complete faith. It is at this point that the democratic process, if not stultified, makes its presence known by facilitating a process that encourages the population to decide whether or not it wants to change the ruling party through free and fair democratic elections. 

In contrast to this seemingly utopian yet readily workable paradigm of political freedom, we have before us a political ideology based upon a particular interpretation of Islam as set forth by the Taliban and their supporters, and originating in the Indian town of Deoband (about 100 miles north of Delhi). This purist interpretation of Islam was a reaction to British colonial rule in India, emphasising a complete rejection of western materialism. 

No doubt the present economic system has many failings. It has been a bitter disappointment that world leaders did not take advantage of the present crisis to radically change the global economic system to prevent a future economic collapse. However, economic change at a global level will be an evolutionary process that is multi-generational at the least. So, what do the Taliban propose as an alternative? 

In essence, and from my experience of living in the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan under the Taliban government, I found their political rejection of the global economic system unworkable. In fact, the Taliban continued to trade in the international market in accordance with market conditions and realities during their rule. Nevertheless, it was their autocratic method of governance that shook world opinion to the core. 

The Taliban rejected fundamental human and civil rights, imposed harsh draconian laws and regulations and enforced them with brutality. Half the population of Afghanistan ceased to exist as human beings, whilst the remainder was forced to adhere to their interpretation of a purist version of Islam. The freedom to challenge their ideas was harshly curtailed. In fact, freedom of expression does not even exist as a notion in their ideology; nor do any of the freedoms of a democratic society. 

In threatening to declare anyone opposing the imposition of Sharia in Malakand Division as apostates (a label which carries the death penalty), the Taliban have exemplified their complete rejection of the democratic ideal. Now that the Swat deal has been signed by the ruling body of Pakistan, what is to become of the notion of free expression in Malakand? Reports of the imposition of harsh measures are being received continuously. 

However, although such issues have paramount importance, what is particularly chilling is that both the NWFP and the federal governments (led by the secular ANP and PPP respectively) so easily gave away a large portion of the country to ideological and political opponents because of their actual use of violence and further threats of violence to intimidate the leaders of this country. I was under the assumption that when you start giving in to threats by extremists and those groups wishing to use terror tactics more threats will inevitably come in to secure further concessions. 

The Taliban have consolidated Swat, taken control of Buner and are looking to increasing their stranglehold of the Northern Areas and the NWFP. The Taliban have a holistic, focused and concrete military strategy working in tandem with its operational and tactical one in order to fulfil their overall political objectives, which are defined, decisive, comprehensive and without contradiction. 

In contrast, the present government is plagued with political divisiveness, corruption, nepotism and indecisiveness. It does not have a clear policy about what to do with the Taliban. 

This is also true when it comes to the insurgency in Afghanistan. On the one hand, the president signs agreements with his counterpart in Afghanistan concerning their mutual obligations in opposing the Taliban and appeals to the world for economic assistance, while on the other, he also shakes the Taliban’s hand in an obvious attempt not to deal with the dire and immediate threat that they pose to the civil liberties and human rights of the citizens of Pakistan. 

I’m beginning to believe that the current government has become an overgrown ostrich, and in burying its head in the sand is not willing to recognise the dire ground realities that this country is facing. The Taliban are sure to secure more territory. 

The truth of the matter is that, with the exclusion of exceptional officers such as Gen Tariq (who has gone it alone), the military has had its hands tied. I wonder whether there is a deliberate policy to do nothing and debate minor issues, or that there may be another plan afoot. However, after talking to a number of senior officers, I have come to the conclusion that the government does not have a clue as to what to do. 

No doubt, what we may define as the Pakistani Taliban, may well be people of the soil. So why not bring them to the table for dialogue? To think of it, this may be their policy. However, I just want to point out a rather small contradiction. When a smaller contesting party lays down demands and threatens to use violence to achieve its goals, the much larger national party (the government) usually concludes the talks (as talks infer discussion and not demands through coercion) and pursues the vast array of other means at its disposal to settle the argument. 

What it does not do is bury its head in the sand and give up control of a large piece of territory, which would become a state within a state, without a fight. In other words, give up the rights of the people it says it protects to a group of ragtag insurgents and village mullahs who will openly persecute such citizens of the state. What is it that the people of Swat and its adjoining districts have done to deserve this betrayal, and where was the much-hyped judiciary in this matter as a rather large part of the country was thrown to the lions?
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