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IN THE ERA OF WAR AGAINST TERRORISM:

The Pashtun National Question

Dr. Ijaz Khan

Pakhtuns,  divided  into  three  administrative  regions  within  Pakistan  as  well  as  by  an  international  boundary  between  the  states  of  Pakistan  and  Afghanistan  are  faced  with  a  crisis  of  identity,  both  political  and  cultural.  Pakhtuns  are  a  large  ethnic  group,  almost  crossing  thirty  million.  More  than  half  of  them  live  in  Pakistan,  where  their  minority  status  has  been  exaggerated  by  the  division  of  their  space  into  three  units.  In  Afghanistan  where  they  are  supposed  to  be  in  majority,  they  are  suffering  due  to  cruel  joke  that  history  has  played  on  them,  due  to  their  own  weaknesses  as  well  as  outside  intrigues  and  interventions. Their  intelligentsia  is  largely  confused,  middle  class  is  torn  between  different  contradictory  pulls  and  pushes,  often  manufactured  [at  least  exaggerated  by  outside  interests]  than  real.  Political  manifestation  of  Pakhtun  national  politics  has  been  under  strain  and  in  straits  for  the  past  two  decades.

Pakistani  establishment  had  never  trusted  Secular  Pashtun  national  leadership  and  vice  versa.  The  factors  for  this  mutual  mistrust  were  many;  they  included  the  historical  fact  that  Bacha  Khan  led  Red  Shirts,  the   original  modern  day  Pakhtun  nationalists,  during  the  freedom  movement,  were  part  of  Indian  National  Congress,  thus  in  the  opposite  camp  of  All  India  Muslim  League  and  so  were  opposed  to  the  idea  of  Pakistan  and  were/  are  remembered  by  Indians  as  allies  of  the  freedom  movement;  were  closer  to  Pakhtun  nationalists  on  the  Afghan  side  of  the  Durand  line  and  so  were  sympathetic,  to  say  the  least,  to  the  Afghan  view  of  Durand  line.  During  the  cold  war,  while  Pakistani  establishment  was  closer  to  Washington,  the  Secular  Pakhtun  Leadership,  even  though  not  communist,  considered  Soviet  Union  to  be  closer  to  their  anti  imperialist  stand  on  international  issues,  that  had  direct  implication  for  domestic  issues.  This  was  not  peculiar  to  Pakhtun  Nationalists  alone,  as  this  was  true  of  most  third  world  nationalists.  Communists  found  Nationalists  as  allies  and  their  parties  as  entities  in  which  they  could  work.  This  was  more  so  in  countries  where  communist  parties  were  not  allowed  to  work  openly.  Pakistan  was  one  such  country.  Though  differences  between  nationalists  and  communists  occurred  throughout,  the  Soviet  Intervention  in  Afghanistan  was  the  real  breaking  point,  at  least  as  far  as  Pakistan  is  concerned [More specifically  Pakhtuns].  The  secular  Pakhtun  Nationalist  was  in  a  real  dilemma.  Though he supported the Saur revolution, his communist allies did not trust him.  His  nationalism  drove  him  to  oppose  Soviet  intervention,  while  his  anti  imperialism  and  anti  Pakistani  establishment  political  stance  did  not  permit  him  to  align  with  anti  Saur  revolutionary  forces  of  Afghanistan,  which  included  Pakistan  as  well  as  USA  or  Saudi  Arabia,  internationally.  That  was  a  point  when  Pakhtun  identity  politics  started  loosing  its  secular  colour,  through  intervention  of  non-local  interests  and  agencies.

One  consequence  of  the  Afghan  resistance  during  the  80s  was  that  Pakistani  establishment  found  itself  in  a  growing  alignment  with  religious  forces  everywhere.  By  promoting  the  religious  content  of  the  Afghan  resistance,  Pakistani  establishment  believed  to have  found  a  solution  to  its  long  standing  problems with  Pakhtun  national  question  and  believed  it  could  solve  the  Durand  line  issue  once  for  all.  How  much  they  succeeded  in  that  can  be  judged  from  the  recent  skirmishes  with  Afghanistan  on  the  Durand  Line  and  its  relations  with  the  present  Afghan  government  or  for  that  matter even  with  those  opposed  to  the  Karzai  government  there.  This  alliance  between  Mullah  and  Military,  which  has  been  termed  very  appropriately,  by  a  commentator  as  MMA-1,  can  be  noticed  in  Kashmir  as  well.  Due  to  constraints  of  space  one  cannot  go  into  details  of  the  Kashmir  case.  This  MMA-1  [as  well  as  MMA-2]  had  very  significant  repercussions  for  Pakhtun  national  politics.  In  the  early  nineties  there  was  even,  some  talk  of  whether  Wali  Khan  or  Gulbadin  represents  Pakhtun  national  aspirations.  The  emergence  of  Taliban  in  1994,  however,  really  is  the  point  when  marriage  of  convenience  between  Pakistani  establishment  and  Islamised/ Talibanized  Pakhtun  identity  politics  took  place.  This  point  is  further  clarified  by  noting  that  both  Gen.  Naseerullah  Babar,  a  prominent  and  responsible  leader  of  a  secular  Pakistan  level  Party  and  Gen  Hamid  Gul,  the  former  head  of  ISI,  with  strong  philosophical  and  ideological  leanings  towards  an  extremist  idea  of  religion,  supported  and  still  supports  Taliban.  It  is  pertinent  to  note  here,  that,  even  some  secular  nationalists  also  saw  hope  for  Pakhtun  national  expression  in  the  rise  of  Taliban  in  the  early  days.  From  that  point  onwards  a  conscious  effort  was  made  to  mix  religion  and  national  politics  among  Pakhtuns  of  Afghanistan  more  strongly.  That  mixture  travelled  south  of  Durand  Line  by  design  or  not  is  an open  question.  Even  if  it  was  not  by  design,  it  had  to  cross  the  Durand  Line,  as  Pakhtuns  on  both  sides  are  closely  connected,  despite  the  separate  political  growths  over  the  past  more  than  one  hundred  years.  Pakistani  dumping  of  Taliban  in  the  wake  of  September  11  2001  terrorist  attacks  on  USA  has  not  changed  much.  Despite  being  an  ally  in  the  War  against  Terrorism,  When  someone  from  Pakistani  establishment  talks  of  Pakhtun  representation  in  the  Post  Taliban  Afghanistan,  he  is  not  supporting  Pakhtun  nationalism,  but  is  continuing  with  the  pre-‘War  against  Terrorism’  Pakistan’s  Afghan  Policy.  That  policy  was  to  achieve  Pakistan’s  foreign  policy  goals  in  Afghanistan  through  Talibanized/Islamised  Pakhtun  National  aspirations.  This policy  meant  then  and  means  now  a  sidelining  of  the  Pakhtun  nationalist.  It  was  this  policy  that  resulted  in  defeat  of  the  nationalists  in  the  October  2002  elections  in  the  Pakhtun  areas  of  Pakistan.  One  must,  however,  not  ignore  the  weaknesses  and  shortcomings  of  the  Pakhtun  National  Leadership  in  this  state  of  affairs.  Pakhtun  leadership  as  well  as  their  intellengtia  failed  in  seeing  through  what  was  being  done  to  them.  Even  if  some  of  them  claim  to  have  been  able  to  see  through,  they  were  unable  to  provide  effective  political  strategy  to  deal  with  the  unfolding  and  changing  international  situation  in  effective  manner  in  the  benefit  of  their  people  and  politics.

Pakhtuns  as  a  national  group  generally,  and  the  secular  Pakhtun,  whether  he/she  is  a  nationalist  or  not  must  make  choices.  When  I  say  you  are  a  nationalist  or  not,  I  say  it  consciously,  as  Pakhtuns  of  whatever  political  persuasion  will  suffer  from  the  conscious  Talibanization  of  Pakhtun  identity,  as  the  land  of  the  Pakhtuns  has  been  turned  into  a  battleground  for  the  War  against  Terrorism.  It  is  not  important  how  many  Pakhtuns  are actually  involved  in  terrorism.  The  world  is  not  going  to  wait  for  long.  There  is  a  world  being  created/shaped  or  rather  being  re-shaped  by  corporate  America;  second,  there  is  the  Religious  extremist  and/ or  Terrorist  challenge  to  it,  and  third,  there  is  a  democratic,  secular  vision  of  a  more  humane  world,  represented  by  the  emerging  global  civil  society.  This  is  closer  to  the  peace  full  and  non-violent  philosophy  of  Bacha  Khan.  Pakhtuns  do  not  have  to  fall  into  the  two  dominant  and  popularly  attractive  choices  of  religious  extremism  turning  into  terrorism  or  the  US  led  militarist  responses  to  it.  Those  who  have  started  remembering  Sheikh  Mujib’s  speeches  concerning  the  smell  of  Jute  from  the  streets  of  Islamabad  and  saying  they  smell  the  blood  of  Pakhtuns  from  the  streets  of  Islamabad  are  still  proud  of  being  the  creators  of  Al-Badar  and  Al-Shams  in  the  former  East  Pakistan.  The  degradation  and  murder  of  Najibullah  was  not  the  degradation   of  an  individual  for  some  personal  and  petty  purpose  or  something  that happened  on  heat  of the  moment.  That  was  the  degradation  and  attempted  murder  of  Pakhtun  nationalism  and  its  progressive  and  liberal  face.  Politically  and symbolically  speaking,  the  now  widely  believed  manufactured  uprooting  of  Pakhtun  Nationalists  in  Pakistan  in  October  2002  elections,  should  be  seen  as  the  repeat  of  the  degradation  and  murder  of  Najibullah,  this  side  of  the  Durand  line,  in  political  terms.  The  portrayal  of  Pakthuns  as  fundamentalists  and  violent  must  be  resisted.  The  world  must  be  reminded  that  Pakhtuns  fought  for  independence  with  Bacha  Khan’s  non-violent  philosophy  and  methods;  that  Pakhtuns  has  a  rich  culture  of  music,  poetry,  Jirga [  A  dispute  resolution  method,  through  consultation  between  a  gathering  representing  various  social  divisions];  and  very  important,  the  tradition  of  secular  politics.  Pakhtuns  have  to  enter  the  new  world.  How  they  enter  it  is  the  question,  which  Pakhtuns  must  ask  themselves,  deliberate  upon  and  decide.  While  today’s  nationalism  is  inclusive  and  while  realizing  the  fact  that  the  land  of  Pakhtuns  lies  at  the  geographic  junction  of  civilizations,  attracts  interests  beyond  the  immediate,  Pakhtuns  have  to  take  a  decision  themselves,  how  to  adjust  themselves  to  the  fast  changing  global  and  regional  geopolitics,  to  survive  as  a  progressive,  forward  looking  and  democratic  entity.  Pakistani  establishment  must  also  respond  to  the  changed  realities  if  they  do  not  want  to  be  overtaken  by  events.  In  the  wake  of  September  11  they  were  able  to  make  a  U-Turn.  Next  time  around  they  may  not  have  the  opportunity  to  even  make  that  U-Turn. 
Note: This essay was written in late 2003 and submitted to some Pakistani Newspapers; however, they refused to publish it for reasons best known to them.

