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	EDITORIAL: Will the jirgas do the trick between Kabul and Islamabad?

As a solvent of the situation created in Washington by the “feuding presidents” of Pakistan sand Afghanistan, a “proposal” has apparently come from President Pervez Musharraf that separate jirgas may be convened in the two countries and the “doubting duo” should attend them to bury misgivings about each other. We gather that President Musharraf will get together the big jirga in Waziristan and invite President Hamid Karzai to attend it, followed by a similar action on the other side, only in that case it will be the Loya Jirga of all of Afghanistan.

The Bush administration may go along with the proposal (which may be inspired by some lateral thinking in the Pak-American camp) in the wake of what Presidents Musharraf and Karzai did in a capital seething with criticism of President Bush’s Afghan policy after Iraq. The idea could also have been shaped by the thought that mistrust on the part of Mr Karzai could be allayed if he was sitting in Waziristan in front of a council of elders swearing that they would fight the Taliban rather than shelter them. A similar disarmament of suspicion could be intended for President Musharraf in Kabul.

Imagined simply, the idea of the two presidents presenting themselves in the opposite camp for verification of the truth seems quite appealing. But there are some aspects one must consider in a more complex reality. While the Loya Jirga is an elected Afghan parliament — which not long ago gave President Karzai more powers than parliaments usually give to heads of states — the jirga of Waziristan is a strictly local affair with effects of the recent mayhem stamped on it. This is the jirga — there have been so many with their saffron headgears that one has lost count — that has come on board with the latest agreement regarding what Islamabad says will be the final ouster of the foreign Taliban from the area.

When Mr Karzai sits in front of the Waziristan elders will he feel that the problems he had with cross-border raids by the Taliban are now likely to come to an end? The jirga will doubtless avow that it will not allow any member of the Taliban and other foreigners to step on the soil of Waziristan, but will that cover the territory abutting on Balochistan and involving the Taliban who make their headquarters in Quetta? Will Mr Karzai feel good about a pledge made in the absence of the Pushtuns of Quetta who provide shelter to the infiltrators?

Surely, he will feel out a bit of his depth when he sees that a large number of people whose guarantees he really needs are not present. What about the JUI component of the ruling MMA from Peshawar which has a different policy on Waziristan and thinks thoughts about Afghanistan and Karzai that are better left not spelt out? One reason that the “writ of the state” has not been properly established in Waziristan is that Pushtun leaders enjoying influence in the tribal area are sitting among the political parties in the rest of Pakistan who are not happy with President Musharraf. They believe that Mr Karzai has sold the Afghan Pushtun cause to the Northern Alliance, and they will not be there when Mr Karzai attends the jirga under strict security arrangements.

As for President Musharraf, not much security will be needed for him when he flies to Kabul to attend the meeting of the Loya Jirga. He has been to Kabul before and he thinks he knows much more about what is going on in Afghanistan than meets the eye, or what the members of the Loya Jirga will try to tell him. He has been telling his Afghan counterpart about “ground realities” that should not be ignored. We don’t really know what he means by ground realities but a part of his thinking could be linked to the Pushtun disaffection in Afghanistan caused by the presence of too many powerful leaders of the non-Pushtun Northern Alliance in Kabul.

But the Loya Jirga may not satisfy President Musharraf because it doesn’t contain the people he probably would like to see there. He could be shocked by the fact that far too many Afghan Pushtuns, whose cause is close to his heart, don’t feel happy with Pakistan in general and President Musharraf in particular. If he tells them they should allow the fencing of the Durand Line, he will be rubbing Afghan nationalism the wrong way. If he denies that Taliban are carrying out raids from inside Pakistan, no one will believe him. And if the Loya Jirga hides its real emotions from him then the real purpose of the twin jirgas will be lost. 

Someone in Washington has commented that the twin-jirga scheme will give President Musharraf, or both the presidents, an opportunity to “insert themselves” into the politics of the other country. President Musharraf’s knowledge of Afghanistan rests mostly on intelligence reports and the assessments filed by Pakistan’s embassy in Kabul, most of which must be bleak these days, after the good times Pakistan had when the Taliban were ruling the country. In fact this is the mindset that President Musharraf has to get rid of when he goes to meet the Afghan Jirga. There is only so much truth in the Pakistani thinking about the Indian consulates creating havoc in Balochistan across the Afghan border.

Mr Karzai on the other hand knows Pakistan quite well. As a Pushtun he has lived in Quetta and may have his ear close to the rumours of how Pushtun politics is dominated these days by the religious parties he dreads. What he has to correct in himself is the Pushtun-dominated anti-Pakistan nationalism which not even Pakistan’s support to the Taliban was able to correct. Above all, he has to learn to take with a big pinch of salt the alarmist reports that his intelligence men keep serving him about the wickedness of the rulers in Islamabad. 

Pakistan as the big-state-next-door has to become generous; and Afghanistan as the weak-revisionist-state has to tone down the intensity of its paranoia. *


