Our indigenous war on terror
By Zeenia Satti

THE insane attack on the Danish Embassy in Islamabad, followed by the violent destruction of commercial shops in the NWFP that sell compact discs has made one thing clear: Islamabad will have to confront terror.

What will be the political articulation of this confrontation? Will it be fought as a revolutionary battle against ignorance and religious obscurantism that has been historically fought within the Islamic civilisation by all great leaders from Akbar to Ataturk, or will it exhibit the mode of the reluctant prostitute who is forced to toe the line of the rich and powerful to make ends meet?

It is important for Islamabad to articulate a decisive political stance of its own in ‘its war on terror’ and extricate it from the clutches of obsequious and confused subservience to Bush’s deceitful and discredited ‘long war on terror’. The new political dispensation ought to be guided by a new light.

Islamabad took a step in the positive direction by acknowledging the ethnic reality of the NWFP as Pakhtunkhwa. It now needs to refurbish the Pakistani Pashtun image which has been tarnished by religious militancy and ignorance promoted by the CIA sponsored anti-Soviet war and the subsequent Musharraf-US led war on terror. Pakistan’s leaders need to launch a revolutionary drive, akin to Ataturk’s, to combat the forces of ignorance and bigotry. Pakistan’s war on terror should be a war on jihalat, (ignorance) the abuse of women through social sanctions and the bigotry that betrays the composite principles of Islam; i.e. peace, progress and the pursuit of knowledge. The government’s commitment to these principles should be unflinching and its war in the NWFP should be against those who aggressively stand in the way of this endeavour. Needless to mention, in order to wage a nationalist war, it has to demarcate the arena of conflict and separate it from the theatre of violence called Afghanistan. I have emphasised it before and I repeat that Pakistan needs to seal its western border and integrate FATA into its mainstream political system.

The terror and brutality ordinary Pashtuns have been subjected to since 1978 at the hands of the KHAD, the KGB, the CIA, the Taliban, and US-NATO-Musharraf triad must be given respite in reconstructive regeneration by the powers that be. It is acknowledged, even in Washington, that constructive progress in Pakistan’s Pashtun belt is essential for American security. The self-fulfilling myth of the dogged Pashtun culture frozen in time and space has been cultivated by the imperial powers. In modern times, it is maintained as much by Islamabad’s neglect, which has caused the isolation of the Pashtuns, as it is by a lifestyle born of such isolation.

The feudal jirga system should be outlawed. It sanctifies prejudice at the expense of egalitarian justice and custom at the expense of enlightened progress. The media did well to expose the shocking horror of child marriage and bartering of girls in a peacemaking deal recently entered into by a jirga in the NWFP — as is happening in other provinces as well. Instead of co-opting it, the government needs to declare a socio-legal war on the truncated justice of the jirga in the same manner in which Nehru declared war on caste in India.

Similarly Shariah law, as demanded by the militants in FATA, is a far cry from the tenets of Islam as expounded by the ulema. Sharia law, in essence, is ijtehad based. It lays down the fundamental principles of justice. These are incorporated in the Constitution of Pakistan. Knuckling under the forces of ignorance in the hope that they would cease making trouble is tantamount to allowing a child to have his way to end his tantrums, even though the parent knows that is harmful. The militants who are calling for Sharia law should be invited to an open debate on the subject with religious scholars. The Islamic Republic of Pakistan should have one law for its citizenry. A representative government should not be shy of using its mandate to enforce that law.

Decisive steps need to be taken in the matter of intellectual development of the people of the Frontier region. In 1978-1988, they were brainwashed in the tunnel vision of militant religiosity. The youth was fed an un-intellectual and socially debilitating discourse concocted by the CIA to counter the socialist discourse of the PDPA, the ruling party in Kabul. The Pashtuns can reclaim their place in the world through the intellectual power of their citizenry. Due to the hostility shown to girl’s education by militant groups, this sector needs to be defended tooth and nail. The madressah should be nationalised. Additional schools, equipped with online technology connected to the world, should be instituted.

In order to attract girls to schools, the government should introduce the system of free meals in educational institutions. The meals should include milk, bread and meat. At a time of high food prices, rural families in the NWFP will welcome the savings free school meals provide to them. This would motivate them to send their girls to school in cases where mere mandate fails. In addition, the government can utilise the $100 computer per child scheme in rural NWFP, currently a success in Africa. Free computer per household for as long as the child stays in school will serve as additional enticement.

In order to extricate the popular religiosity from the shackles of the CIA peddled agenda, well equipped universities should be set up in the NWFP which should function as centres of theological debate and learning. They should offer live and online seminars conducted by international scholars of Islam to adult students. It is vital to break the hold of CIA manufactured religious militancy over the rural youth. Government should launch a project for their renaissance in consultation with the enlightened Pashtuns.

The political articulation of Pakistan’s ‘war on terror’ should be the rolling back of the agenda of 1978-88, which was formulated to serve a foreign power. It should be a composite war waged with a revolutionary zeal. Instead of humiliating the nation it should make it feel good.
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