
I T is entirely appropriate that 
the last column of 2001 should 
be about war. A world war.

How does the media cover a 
world war? It is a fallacy that things 
go boom every night. Headlines do 
not scream every day because 
there is nothing to scream about. 
The six years of the second world 
war did not add up to two thousand 
headlines. Long periods were 
fallow, for every battle needs prep-
aration; the larger the battle the 
longer and more intense the 
organisation. What happened after 
Pearl Harbor? If you want the 
embarrassing truth, nothing. In 
terms of drama that is. An elephant 
always takes time to find its feet 
once it falls. But once the United 
States picked itself up, mobilised, 
made up its mind and finalised its 
strategy, the counteroffensive 
carried power and a menace that 
shaped the future of both Europe 
and Asia, and eventually Africa as 
well since the European powers 
could not hold on to their colonies 
after the bloodletting. There are 
few knockouts. Someone always 
manages to keep standing. Dun-
kirk and the battle of Britain could 
not put Britain down; and the 
Soviet Union would not leave the 
battlefield after paying a much 
heavier price in Hitler's Operation 
Barbarossa. There is also intense 
confusion as national interest gets 
tangled with the interest of friends, 
and someone had to prevail in the 

definition of the larger interest. 

Paradoxically, the clearest way to 
define the war against terrorism is 
to accept that the way forward will 
inevitably be through large patches 
of confusion.

Looking at events from our per-
spective, there were two high 
points. 9/11, or the 11th of Septem-
ber, is too obvious a point of refer-
ence. For Indians it was not merely 
a matter of awe at the television of 
twin towers crashing down. It also 
brought Ground Zero to our door-

step. America entered the hunt for 
Osama bin Laden and Osama was 
within two hundred and fifty miles 
of our borders. For most Indians 
the return of America to South Asia 
was good news. The last time Amer-
ica fought a proxy war in Afghani-
stan, there were celebrations in 
Pakistan and apprehension in 
India, for the Soviet Union was our 
strongest ally in a jelly-world. But 
just as the Soviet defeat in Afghani-
stan did not solve Pakistan's prob-
lems, the defeat of the Taliban will 
not solve India's problems. In the 
short run they might even intensify 
them, rather than reduce them. 
The oldest rule in the book is that 
every action has a reaction. To this 
add the second oldest rule. To 
every reaction there is a further 
reaction. 

With either the direct, or the inspi-
rational support of Osama bin 
Laden and the Taliban, a certain 
number of young men ready to die 
destroyed the twin towers, dam-
aged the Pentagon, damaged 
American pride, wounded its sense 

of security, woke up a superpower 
and changed history. America, 
which was gradually edging 
towards some form of distant 
reconciliation with the same 
Taliban that had ravaged Afghani-
stan, moved and the Taliban shuf-
fled out of Kabul and Kandahar 
with the speed of a pack of cards. 
Which brings us to the next ques-
tion. Where is the Taliban?

It is not dead. No casualty figures 
are available to us about the war 
that has at least paused if it has not 

concluded. But no one has claimed 
that all the Taliban fighters are 
dead. The figures are not exact, 
because no one knows; maybe 
even Mullah Omar and his cliques 
in Kabul and Kandahar did not 
know since they had taken over 
power but had not bothered to 
form a government as anyone else 
in the world understands it. They 
exercised power in the pursuit of a 
limited number of objectives and 
then left the people to find their 
own way through life, whether it 
was their destiny to starve at home 
or beg in the refugee camps of 
Pakistan or Iran. For sheer callous-
ness, whether towards men or 
women, it would be hard to find a 
parallel to the Taliban. However, a 
good guess would place the num-
ber of Taliban fighters at a mini-
mum of sixty thousand. I am 
excluding their sympathisers, for 
there are many reasons why any 
power finds various levels of sym-
pathy. The biggest reason for 
sympathy is actually apathy. Most 
ordinary people do not have the 

will to resist whoever has taken 
over. Others are ready to give the 
newcomer a chance, until it 
becomes too late to punish the new 
regime for its crimes and misde-
meanours.

A small proportion of the Taliban 
armies died in the war. You could 
possibly change that to very small. 
Most disappeared. Where? The 
Pakistan government apparently 
sent aircraft to try and pick up as 
many Pakistanis in the Taliban 
forces as it could, but that does not 

serve as any serious answer, for the 
Pakistanis could not have formed 
more than another thin percent-
age. 

We have to keep narrowing down 
the options. Have most of the 
Afghan-Taliban simply gone home 
to their families? This is possible. 
The Afghan tradition does not end 
a war with slaughter, otherwise 
over the last thousand years there 
would be no Afghans left. Once a 
side accepts defeat, and a victor 
takes charge, the human tendency 
is to let bygones be bygones. 
Doubtless there were many among 
the present victors, in the prov-
inces, who received quiet protec-
tion in the name of family associa-
tions when the Taliban were in 
power and could be now repaying 
that favour. But that would still 
leave a very substantial number 
unaccounted for.

There is, in addition, a non-
negotiable list. At the head of that 
American list are Osama bin Laden 
and Mullah Omar. Is the topogra-
phy of Afghanistan so intricate that 

American technology, with Ameri-
can soldiers, helped by a friendly, 
even obedient administration, and 
backed (unlike in the case of the 
Soviet Union) by a largely friendly 
population cannot find two men in 
a cave? Are these caves so impreg-
nable that even a whisper never 
leaves them? Can you ever hide a 
whisper in an Asian bazaar? Some-
thing implausible is going on in 
Afghanistan and perhaps Pakistan. 
One assumes that this peculiarity 
cannot continue for ever. Neither 

Mullah Omar nor Osama were 
alone. They had families. They had 
followers; according to mid-war 
claims, thousands of them ready to 
die before surrender. If Osama is 
d e a d ,  a s  P r e s i d e n t  P e r v e z  
Musharraf speculated, surely his 
family is alive, as it should be: no 
human being is going to punish 
small sons for whatever the father 
may have done. Where are they?
 

Second, and equally important 
question: is Taliban dead in the 
mind? Have all those who have 
been defeated by America also 
surrendered their convictions? The 
Taliban did not exist then, but 
those of similar ideological persua-
sion did  among them Osama. The 
Soviet troops also thought they had 
won when they took Kabul and 
Kandahar and Herat; but those 
with convictions left to fight 
another day. They found shelter in 
Pakistan and sustenance from the 
CIA. There is no sustenance visible 
now, but shelter?

A large network of terrorist organi-

sations, and a loose coalition of 
thousands of young men ready to 
wait for the next call to arms, exists. 
If it has left Afghanistan then it is 
searching for shelter in Pakistan 
and in Kashmir. 

India's 9/11 came on 13/12. We 
have no evidence that those who 
came to India's Parliament to 
terrorise and destroy on 13 Decem-
ber had anything to do with those 
who were defeated in Afghanistan. 
But two possibilities invite atten-
tion. There is regrouping going on, 
and a rearrangement of strategy. 
With Afghanistan out of bounds for 
now, their war will concentrate on 
India as the primary target and 
perhaps "apostate" elements in 
Pakistan as a secondary target. This 
brings us back to a chiaroscuro. 
The war against India has no room 
for shadows. But the war against 
"apostates" can become a grey area 
since at least some of the "apos-
tates" may be as keen to hurt India 
as the terrorists are.

To search for objectives in blood-
splattered confusion can be slip-
pery business. What is certain is 
that a responsible government of a 
responsible nation cannot begin 
armed action without a clear 
understanding of objectives, and 
an even clearer definition of the 
meaning of victory. What is victory 
and when has it arrived? A govern-
ment owes it to every jawan in the 
armed forces to make that much 
clear before ordering a jawan 
forward. If there is no visibility 
during a fog, then stay alert, and 
wait.

A friend who through a brilliant 
career in government has seen his 
share of war, peace and that huge 
space in between sent me a card on 
the net wishing me all the joy that he 
felt I badly needed. He ended with a 
wish: may there be more peace in the 
new year than in the present one.

This friend of mine smiles all the 
time, and breaks into a laugh very 
often. Does this make him an opti-
mist?

M J Akbar is chief Editor the Asian Age
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OOD health is something we can all enjoy if we do the right G things. Looking after yourself now has long term benefits for the 
future and goes a long way towards protecting you from certain 

illnesses in later life. What you eat and how you live really does affect how 
well you feel and look. With a new year on its way why not make a resolu-
tion to lead a healthier lifestyle now.

Just making a few adjustments to your diet, taking up some kind of 
exercise and finding ways to relieve stress can make all the difference. 
You'll start to feel the benefits in a matter of days. Simple health checks 
give a better insight into what is happening inside. And are worth doing 
on a regular basis.

Are you fit for life?

The human body is designed for action. Yet our modern lifestyles pro-
vide little in the way of exhausting activity. We don't walk that much, sit 
behind a desk at work and rely on 'kajer-lok' and machines to minimise 
the effort we put into household tasks.

 Taking up some kind of exercise brings benefits that will spill into 
every area of our life. You'll have more energy, a trimmer figure, find it 
easier to cope with stress and sleep better at night. Being fit also protects 
your health, especially as you get older. Lack of fitness, on the other 
hand, is a risk factor for heart attacks and strokes.

Getting started
There are lots of ways in which you can increase your level of physical 
activity without changing your lifestyle.

� Walk up stairs, don't ride or take the lift.

� Go for a long walk or a cycle ride on Friday/holidays.

� Take up a new sport e.g. badminton (winter time), swimming or 
jogging.

� Join an exercise class.

� Invest in an exercise bike to burn up calories.

Fitness benefits

� A stronger, healthier heart.

� Increased vitality.

� Stronger bones.

� Firmer muscles.

� Lower stress levels.

� A greater ability to burn up calories.

Next: ABC of fever.

All health information to keep you up to date

HAVE A NICE YEARHAVE A NICE YEAR 
Dr. Rubaiul Murshed

To an unnamed friend, who smiles very often
THE YEAR THAT WAS 

M.J. AKBAR

BYLINE
A friend who through a brilliant career in government has seen his share of war, peace and that huge space in 
between sent me a card on the net wishing me all the joy that he felt I badly needed. He ended with a wish: may 
there be more peace in the new year than in the present one.This friend of mine smiles all the time, and breaks 
into a laugh very often. Does this make him an optimist?

DEREK INGRAM

T HE dramatic events that 
flowed from 11 September 
caught the Commonwealth 

with its pants down. As the year 
ends it has yet to pull them up above 
its knees.

One immediate embarrassment 
was the position of Pakistan.

Its president, Gen. Pervez 
Musharraf, is the only military 
leader left in the 54 member 
Commonwealth. In 1999 he broke 
its rules by seizing power from the 
democratically elected government 
of Nawaz  Sharif Consequently, 
Pakistan was suspended and barred 
from all official Commonwealth 
meetings.

Last June Musharraf elevated 
himself from chief executive to 
president. He was condemned for 
doing so by the Commonwealth 
and its secretary-general Don 
M c K i n n o n ,  w h o  r e m a n d e d  
Musharraf that the Commonwealth 
had given Pakistan till October  two 
years after his coup  to return to 
civilian rule.

Musharraf said he could not 
achieved this till 2003. In August, 
McKinnon flew to Islamabad to 
discuss Musharraf's "roadmap" to 
democracy.

Just a month later, Musharraf 
was  centre stage internationally, 
alongside the Western alliance in 
the so-called war against terrorism, 
wooed by United States President 
George Bush, visited by British 
Prime Minister Tony Blair, and 
regaled with offers of aid from those 
who had earlier imposed sanctions 
on him.

When the World Trade Centre in 
New York was destroyed by a terror-
ist attack the Commonwealth was 
within 25 days of holding its bien-
nial summit  the Commonwealth 
Heads of Government (CHOGM), in 
Australia.

For a while it looked as if the 
Commonwealth meeting might 
find itself providing the first inter-
n a t i o n a l  p l a t f o r m  a f t e r  1 1  

September from which leaders 
could sound off about what was 
happening to the world.

It was not to be. One leaders 
another said they could not leave 
their country to attend. CHOGM 
was postponed till March 2002  and 
the rest was silence.

The Commonwealth's 1.7 billion 
people include just about all races 
and creeds, of which about 450 
million are Muslim, yet no state-
ment on terrorism was made until 
25 October  more than six weeks 
after the New York attack.

Ethnic and racial diversity at 
every social and economic level is 
seen as one of the features that 
makes the Commonwealth such a 
valuable body with potentially 
powerful influence and support for 
the advance of global harmony.

Its members across the world 
include large countries like India, 
where live almost as many Muslims 
as the entire population of Pakistan, 
and small states like Trinidad and 
Tobago, whose people of African 
and Indian descent live alongside 
those of European, Latin American 
and  Chinese origin.

A People's Festival, planned by 
non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) to take place alongside the 
summit, went ahead in Brisbane, 
Australia. Conferences, seminars, 
workshops, dance, song and drama 
made up a brave show.

Nonetheless, many NGOs were 
angry and felt the politicians had 
sold the Commonwealth short by 
not turning up.

Whether CHOGM could have 
gone head, perhaps with the aid of 
video conferencing and with some 
real political vision and imagina-
tion, will long be argued about. 
Realistically, calling it off was prob-
ably inevitable.

In the history of these longest 
running of international summits  
tracing back to 1885  this was the 
first postponement.

The Pakistan problem and 
summit postponement were not 
t h e  o n l y  s e t b a c k s  f o r  t h e  

Commonwealth in 2001. Another 
was the steadily worsening situa-
tion in Zimbabwe. 

It was not in doubt by mid-year 
that the violent takeover of farm-
land, intimidation of the press, and 
breakdown of law and order contra-
vened the principles of good gover-
nance and human rights set down 
in the Commonwealth's 1991 
Declaration and further rules of 
good behaviour agreed at its 
Auckland summit in 1995.

Yet its watchdog body  the 

Commonwealth Ministerial Action 
Group (CMAG) of eight foreign 
minister  was not fully empowered 
to take up the Zimbabwe issue. 
Unlike Musharraf, Zimbabwean 
President Robert Mugabe was a 
democratically elected leader, 
making direct intervention difficult.

When CMAG tried to send three 
ministers, Mugabe refused to let 
them in.

Eventually, President Olusegun 
Obasanjo of Nigeria convened a 
m e e t i n g  i n  A b u j a  o f  n i n e  

Commonwealth minister, includ-
ing Foreign Minister Stan Mudenge 
of Zimbabwe. A deal was agreed 
under which Zimbabwe undertook 
to end the violence and proceed 
with land reform in an orderly 
manner, in exchange for financial 
help from Britain and the United 
Nations.

The deal changed nothing. The 
situation on the ground actually 
w o r s e n e d  a n d  w h e n  s e v e n  
Commonwealth minister went to 
Zimbabwe in October they were 
subjected to a verbal tirade from 
Mugabe, and went away empty-
handed. The same thing happened 
to European Union commissioners.

This was the same president who 
in 1991 had president over the 
s u m m i t  t h a t  a d o p t e d  t h e  
Commonwealth principles.

Other problems on the road to 
good governance and democracy in 
the Commonwealth persisted. 
Elections in August in the Fiji 
Islands, which had also been sus-
pended from the Commonwealth 
following the coup by businessman 
George Speight in 2000, returned 
the caretaker Prime Minister 
Laisenia Qarase. But he proceeded 
to form a government without 
Fijian Indian participation, argu-
ably violating the constitution. The 
matter went to the courts and this 
delayed Fiji's return to full member-
ship.

But the year was not without its 
plusses. In January power in Ghana 
was peacefully transferred, after a 
well-run election, to the opposition 
leader John Kufuor. The 20-year-
rule of Flight -Lieutenant Jerry 
Rawlings, who had first come to 
power by coup, was at an end. 

O t h e r  p l u s s e s  i n c l u d e d  
Commonwealth backup for the UN 
effort to restore peace in Sierra 
Leone with strong British military 
involvement; abolition of a critical 
decree inhibiting political activity in 
The Gambia; and victory in a battle 
with the Organisation of Economic 

Co-operation and Development 
over tax havens led to its backdown  
on new tax procedures on small 
states.

At year's end though, the 
Commonwealth was still in a fix 
over Pakistan. The fact that 
Musharraf had turned out to be a 
more equable military leader than 
most did not justify his seizure of 
power by coup or mean that the 
Commonwealth had been wrong to 
suspend Pakistan.

Its record on ending military and 
one-party rule since 1991 was 
sound and had set something of a 

model to other international 
organisations. A decade earlier 
there had been nine military and 
one-party governments in the 
Commonwealth. Today, almost all 
are multi-party and Pakistan is the 
only military regime.

M o r e  w o r r y i n g  f o r  t h e  
Commonwealth  by the end of 2001 
was that its international relevance 
in the 21st century was being called 
into question as never before.

A draft report by a group of 10 
heads of government on the future 
role of the Commonwealth, chaired 
by President  Thabo Mbeki of South 
Africa, was leaked before it was due 
to be presented in Brisbane. It was a 
deeply disappointing document to 
those who read it.

As a product of two years' work, 
the findings of what had been 
dubbed a High Level Review 
seemed to contain no new ideas or a 
broad vision for the future. It had 
been hoped that the five months' 

grace could be used to improve the 
document and inject fresh thinking 
in the light of world events. But little 
change to the draft seems likely.

CHOGM 2002 is going to be a 
very different affair from the one 
that was to have taken place three 
months ago. It will be held not in 
Brisbane but in Coolum, a resort 
along Australia's gold Coast. The 
leaders and their officials will be 
tucked away alone for three days, 
turning the meeting into a lengthy 
retreat.

T h i s  c o u l d  b e  t o  t h e  
Commonwealth's advantage, 
giving the leaders time free of dis-
tractions  other than swimming and 
golf  to reflect on the future of the 
organisation and to come up with 
the big ideas that are lacking from 
the report .

Derek Ingram, founder editor of Gemini News 
Service, has been a commentator on 
Commonwealth affairs for four decades. 

The year the Commonwealth was blown off course
Pakistan, Zimbabwe and Fiji presented the Commonwealth with tough choices in 2001. Ambitions to move its 54 
members along the road to democracy and rights were being frustrated   a country suspended from membership was 
suddenly centre of the world stage. For the first time the biennial summit had to be postponed. Gemini News Service 
looks at the Commonwealth's difficult year.
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