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Pakistanis not sure they want to fight Taliban — or can

Warning Experts say India’s western neighbourhood is on its way to...

Amit Baruah

Does religious extremism and militancy pose
a threat to the existence of Pakistan? It does.
With violence racking the length and breadth
of the country over the past few years, there
really should be no doubt about the top threat
to the state itself… despite domestic notions
of a ‘strong’ state, Pakistan is actually quite
weak and can be destabilised relatively eas-
ily. In fact, it is being destabilised from with-
in. Denial of the threat of militancy is no
longer an option.

Extract fromDawneditorial,April 3, 2009

PAKISTANIS who don’t wear blinkers are
increasingly admitting that terrorism and
militancy threaten their daily existence.

What is the threat these toxic assets pose
to India? Does it matter whether an attack
in Pakistan takes place a few kilometres
from our border or in the Swat Valley?

“The fact remains that Pakistani terror-
ists came by sea and held Mumbai hostage.
So, these popular geography lessons are a
fallacious argument,” said a former Indian
diplomat, who was posted in Pakistan and
preferred anonymity.

If Pakistan is unable to deal with the
issue of militancy, then the threats to India
could multiply manifold. One, if the state
crumbles, then the flow of jihadi fighters
could increase. Second, millions of refugees
may want to cross into India.

“We can’t close our borders that easily. If
we plug Punjab, then there would be leak-
age of jihadi fighters into Kashmir,” Rajiv
Sikri, a former secretary in the Ministry of
External Affairs, said. According to Sikri,
in a scenario of State collapse in Pakistan,
India would be dealing with the rest of the
world as well. “This will be an international
issue, not just one that concerns India.”

There’s little doubt that if nuclear-armed
Pakistan slips into uncharted waters, the
rest of the world will be concerned. In New
York, America’s top military officer, Mike
Mullen, said on Thursday that the US had
invested in an effort to keep Pakistan’s N-
weapons secure. Islamabad had “taken sig-
nificant steps in recent years, so I’m com-
fortable”, he said about the status of
Pakistan’s nuclear weapons.

“My biggest concern is that if Pakistan
gets to a point where it implodes, you’ve got
a country that could be an Islamist, theo-
cratic country with nuclear weapons which
could both use them and proliferate them.
One of our goals is to make sure that does-
n’t happen,” Mullen added.

Reflecting a new assertiveness from the
Obama administration, Mullen again
blamed the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI)
Directorate for links with elements of the
insurgency inside Pakistan. “They’ve got
an intelligence organisation that must, in
my view, change its strategic approach and
be completely disconnected from the insur-
gents. And they’re not right now,” he said.

Recently, Pakistan took the unprece-
dented step of assuring a 90-nation meet-
ing in Vienna that its nuclear plants and
installations were immune from terrorist
strikes. With the terrorist hits on the Sri
Lankan cricket team and the Manawan
police academy in March, concerns about
Pakistan’s ability to secure its nuclear sites
are multiplying.

Muhammad Khaliq, project director for
Pakistan’s Nuclear Security Action Plan,
said that Pakistan’s government was well
aware of fears abroad that its nuclear plants
could be vulnerable to militants but “these
perceptions are wrong”. “Our nuclear secu-
rity compares with the best in the world. It
is a comprehensive system. International
experts tell us we could teach things to their
people,” Khaliq said on the sidelines of the
meeting sponsored by the International
Atomic Energy Agency.
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Why
Indians
should
worry

Pramit Pal Chaudhuri

AfPak is the most dangerous
place in theworld.Here’s why:

T HE TALIBAN created by
Pakistan to colonise Afghan-
istan has become, to quote the
head of Barack Obama’s

Afghan policy review Bruce Riedel, “a
jihadist Frankenstein monster… trying
to take over the laboratory”.

The monster has two heads. First is
the Afghan Taliban, centred around
Gulbuddin Hikmatyar and Jalaluddin
Haqqani, which wishes to reconquer
Kabul. By some accounts, this Taliban
operates in as much as two-thirds of
Afghanistan. Second is the Pakistan
Taliban, whose most daring command-
er is Baitullah Mehsud. Their target, as
shown by the recent attack on a Lahore
police academy, is western Punjab.

Weak resistance
THE OTHER reason why it’s Danger
Land is the feebleness of Pakistani
resistance. Washington and Kabul both
say the two Talibans share the same pri-
mary recruitment and sanctuary area:
northwest Pakistan. Islamabad seems
unwilling to deny the Afghan Taliban
sanctuary. And against the Pakistan
Taliban, the military prefers to sign
ceasefires rather than fight.

There is much debate as to why. One
view is that the military sees the Afghan
Taliban as a way to put a pro-Pakistan
government in Kabul. US intercepts of
General Ashfaq Kiyani’s conversations
have recorded him describe Haqqani as
a “strategic asset”. “There are internal
divisions within the army about fight-
ing ‘America’s war’,” says Shaun
Gregory of the University of Bradford’s
Pakistan Research Unit.

Giving the Afghan Taliban a free
hand, however, gives a similar freedom
to the Pakistan Taliban. As Brajesh
Mishra has said, “Islamabad doesn’t

want to control the Taliban in
Afghanistan and can’t control the
Taliban in Pakistan – this is the con-
tradiction in their policy.”

Another view, expressed succinctly
by India’s former envoy to Pakistan,
G. Parthasarathy, is that “the Pakistani
Punjabi has lost the will and ability to
fight the Pashtuns”. Pakistan’s histori-
cal failure has been its failure to create
a middle class. A stunted nationalism
makes it difficult to find an ideology to
mobilize resistance — if anything,
Islamicist parties claim to represent
“true Pakistan”. Islamabad finds it dif-
ficult to respond to the Taliban threat,
saysWalterAndersen,SouthAsiaexpert
at Johns Hopkins University, “because
the notion of Pakistan as Muslim is so
strongly ingrained”.

A stunted political system — large-
ly because of Western and military
interference — means there is no one
to take up the banner anyway. “The
tragedy of Pakistan is that not one of
its political leaders gives a damn for its
people,” said a former senior US offi-
cial who has visited the country over
many years. “It is not unlikely that the
Taliban will take Afghanistan, that the
Pashtun areas of Pakistan will be lost
to Islamabad, and that the fight for
Pakistan will really be a fight to save
the Punjab and Sindh,” says Gregory.
Taliban east of the Indus, says
Brigadier Gurmeet Kanwal of the
Combat Land Army Warfare School,
“would raise the imminent danger of
jihadis capturing nuclear warheads. ”

For the better
THINGS COULD change. Crisis and
democracy, combined, can have a reju-
venating effect. The surrender of Swat
to the Taliban and the Lahore attacks
have shaken many heartland
Pakistanis. “Pakistani nationalism is
stronger than people believe,” says a
European diplomat.
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2012 US ends the Afghan war. Its allies have
all pulled out and casualties have soared to
1,000 a year. Looking at reelection, Obama
announces that because 11 years have
passed without attack since 9/11, Al Qaeda is
no longer a threat. US begins withdrawing.

2014 With the US gone, the Taliban sweep
through south Afghanistan and capture
Kabul. Within a year, other than a few
Northern Alliance strongholds, the Islamic
Emirate of Afghanistan is back. Mullah
Omar rules again, with Hikmatyar and
Haqqani as his deputies.

2015 The Afghan Taliban regime provides
support to the Pakistan Taliban—who
already control much of the NorthWest
Frontier Province. The latter launch waves of
terrorist attacks across the Punjab and Sindh.
Pakistani PM is killed by a suicide bomber,
martial law is declared. Economy collapses.

2018 Pakistani military dictator
announces a ceasefire with Baitullah
Mehsud. Under its terms, Sharia is imposed
nationwide, women wear Afghan burqas,
Shias are persecuted. Bombings stop, but
Taliban begin placing their men in local gov-
ernment positions, often at gunpoint.

2020 Younger Pakistani military officers
stage a countercoup and call on Mehsud to
become the country’s emir. US and Israel
activate contingency plans and carry out aer-
ial bombing of Pakistan’s nuclear facilities.
Indian Air Force joins in. However, no one is
able to recover the dispersed fissile material.

2021 Islamic Emirate of Pakistan declared.
Durand Line abolished as an “infidel” con-
struct. An ageing Osama bin Laden emerges
from hiding and is anointed spiritual advisor
to both Kabul and Islamabad.

2025 Taliban-ruled Pakistan announces it
has sufficient fissile material for a nuclear
deterrent. Bin Laden calls for jihad to
restore Islamic rule in Delhi. Faced with 10
million Pakistanis fleeing across the border
and daily terrorist attacks, New Delhi
depopulates and fortifies its entire western
border, imposes a naval blockade.

Nightmare Scenario

The US and the Afghanistan Taliban slug it
out without either side gaining any advan-
tage. An abortive Al Qaeda plot against the
US mainland in 2011 bolsters public support
for an Obama hardline. US annual casualties
steady at about 500 as the swollen Afghan
army does more and more of the fighting.

Pakistan’s leaders, military and civilian, con-
tinue to give safe haven to the Afghan
Taliban. Give us a “Pakistan-friendly” regime
in Kabul and a favourable Kashmir settle-

ment, they tell Washington, or else we cannot
take action against jihadi groups on our soil.

But not taking on the Afghan Taliban means
having to tolerate the Pakistan Taliban.
Islamabad therefore continues to cede bits
and pieces of the Northwest Frontier
Province to Mehsud and others, though
bursts of military aggression lead to some
areas being recaptured.

By 2025, the AfPak region has settled down
into what analysts call a ‘Forever War’ with
an annual toll of four thousand dead and
five billion dollars.

The US’s surge tactics and the new Afghan
army begin to turn the tide against Afghan
Taliban. Over five years, a mix of security on
the ground and reconstruction efforts restore
the credibility of the Kabul regime.

In the meantime, the confinement of the
Afghan Taliban to the Pashtun lands along
the Afghan-Pakistan border andMehsud’s
increasingly violent inroads into the Pakistani
heartland trigger a popular backlash against
the ineffectual establishment. While broadly

Punjabi nationalist in nature, to ensure the
support of both some Islamicist andmilitary
support, the new political movement is reli-
giously conservative, but anti-Taliban. A huge
clampdown on groups like Lashkar e Tayyeba
leads to the purging of thousands of madras-
sas and the trial of many terrorist ideologues.
By 2020, the Taliban on both sides of the bor-
der are a fading force. The confirmed death
of bin Laden and capture of other Al Qaeda
leaders paves the way for the US to begin its
military withdrawal. Two traditional, but
democratically elected, Islamic republics
have their capitals in Kabul and Islamabad.

The border that may not exist a decade later

A barbed wire fence and Pakistani flag mark the border between Afghanistan and its neighbouring country. The Durand Line, on which this fence is, is likely to
be history if AfPak becomes a reality

Status Quo Turnaround

Kamal Siddiqi
Karachi

W HEN THE Pakistan army pulled
back its troops to peace-time
positions in the troubled valley

of Swat in February this year, following
a peace deal between the government of
the North West Frontier Province and the
pro-Taliban Tehreek-Nifaz-Shariat-
Muhammadi, it had said this was being
done to allow for a political solution. The
army chief, General Ashfaq Pervez
Kayani, told the media that the army’s
war with the militants in the valley did
not have the support of the public.

Today, many voices in Pakistan like the
outspoken Kashmala Tariq of the oppo-
sition Pakistan Muslim League (Quaid-e-
Azam) argue that Pakistan has neither
the resolve nor the capability to take on
the Taliban. When the government want-
ed to crack down, “it did so in two days
as in the case of the Lal Masjid”, Tariq
points out.

Tariq, and many like her, feel that a big-
ger game is being played out in which the
government wants to create a Taliban

scare in order to receive more funding from
abroad. But such allegations are brushed
aside by others as the usual conspiracy
theories that go around in the country.

Defence analyst Ikram Sehgal, a former
army officer, raises doubts about the
capability of the Pakistan army to take
on the Taliban. It is unfair for the regu-
lar army, he says, to be engaged against
what is an irregular militia. “Counter-
terrorism is a different ballgame but we
were fighting the war with regular
troops,” he comments. “This is what was
behind the heavy losses suffered by the
army,” he notes.

There is a lot of confusion in Pakistan
on how to take on the Taliban, feels Nazish
Brohi, who works in the social sector.
“While we are all agreed that we should
fight terrorism, this is where the clarity

ends. We are not sure who the enemy is
and what we should be fighting against,”
he says.

Brohi and many members of Pakistan’s
civil society argue that even in the gov-
ernment and among the people, there is
confusion about whether the war is
against religious extremists, or terror-
ists, or both. “What do you do with the
Taliban sympathisers who fight only
against government forces and then go
back into their fields? Are we against
them too?” asks Brohi.

Then there are many like Muhammad
Ilyas, a poultry store owner and a sup-
porter of the right-wing Jamaat-e-Islami,
who pray that what is happening in Swat
today “should happen in all of Pakistan
tomorrow”.

Fozia Wahab, spokesman for the ruling

Pakistan People’s Party (PPP), brushes
aside all speculation about the govern-
ment’s will to fight the Taliban. The
government is focused on taking on the
terrorists, she says, but the issue is not
as cut-and-dried as some people make it
out to be.

Now, however, the government seems
eager to take all political parties along
with it in its move to neutralise the
Taliban and their sympathisers. The oppo-
sition Pakistan Muslim League (Nawaz),
a former coalition partner of the PPP, says
that it is behind the government on its
deal with the Tehreek-Nifaz-Shariat-
Muhammadi in Swat. And yet, many
Pakistanis feel that the strategy is not
working out.

According to a senior military official,
the army does have the military might
to take on the Taliban but is wary of the
high civilian casualties that may arise
in an all-out war. That may be so, but
if the Taliban are not taken on, the
long-term casualties and losses will be
much higher, many Pakistanis fear — and
rightly so.
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WILD WEST A gun market near the Khyber Pass in Peshawar, Pakistan, the
administrative centre for the tribal areas where the Taliban regroups and rearms

MANY IN PAKISTAN SAY THE FIGHT AGAINST THE
TALIBAN IS THE AMERICANS’ FIGHT, NOT THEIRS.
SOME SAY THEY ARE OPPOSED TO TERRORISM,

NOT RELIGIOUS EXTREMISM
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Indian border security
zone to stop terrorists

AfPak 2025?
If the Pashtun-dominated Taliban were to
conquer Kabul and later Islamabad, this might
be the geography of terror India would face on
its western border. Mullah Omar might come
back to rule Afghanistan. The Tehreek e Taliban
leader Baitullah Mehsud might be his
counterpart in Lahore. Al Qaeda’s leadership
might also have a role as spiritual leaders
ensconced in Quetta or Peshawar.
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