WikiLeaks and its fallout effect
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he ‘leaks’ are more like a deluge. Not since the Southeast Asian Tsunami of 2005 had such a thing hit the world and overwhelmed it with such a gale force.
The world is entitled to get surprised. Never could anyone have thought, in their wildest of imaginations, that supposedly ‘secret’ communications from top diplomats and ace sleuths of spy agencies of the world’s lone superpower would be unveiled, and in such volumes.

However, this universal ‘surprise’ is itself rather surprising. What would the world have expected from American diplomats manning their country’s diplomatic missions in all corners of the globe? After all, this is precisely what’s expected of diplomats and intelligence agents. They are trained to become keen observers of the place and society they are assigned to, and keep their country’s policy makers informed so that their policies are tailored accordingly. Policies aren’t made in a vacuum and those made in a vacuum fall flat.

What’s surprising, or rather should be surprising, is that this sole global power, which has become every country’s neighbour on the basis of its global reach — is so ill-equipped to handle the flood of information coming from its outposts.

What secrecy is left in any communication when it can be accessed by a quarter million functionaries of the US government, from the president in the Oval Office down to a lowly corporal of the army downloading the information on his laptop somewhere in Afghanistan or Iraq, or any country of the world? It’s almost like printing leaflets of it and handing those out to visitors at a shopping mall.

It’s pathetic, the endemic insouciance that seems to be the hallmark of the handling of classified material by the Americans.

That gives the conspiracy buffs grist for their rumour mills. It’s all deliberate, they argue; these leaks have a clear and categorical mischievous purpose, they contend. The idea is to sow discord among Muslim countries. Take, for instance, the remarks attributed to King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia about Iran’s nuclear programme. Who can think of the ‘Guardian of the Two Holiest Shrines’ of Muslims to lower his guard in the company of his Americans interlocutors and flippantly plead with them to ‘cut off the head of the serpent’ knowing how eager they are to find any excuse to vent their fury and frustration on Iran?

But if the conspiracy argument has any merit, look at the maturity of President Ahmedinejad in handling the provocation directed at him and his country. He casually dismissed it as a ploy to divide the Muslim Ummah — a favourite sport of old and new imperialists. To the chagrin of those purveyors of doom who regularly paint Ahmedinejad as another Hitler, his cool must have hit them like a ton of bricks.

Those knowing the hectoring that has become the norm of American diplomats since the end of the Cold War, and the demise of the erstwhile Soviet Union — which vested US with the title of our era’s sole superpower — aren’t surprised at all at their reports now made public by WikiLeaks. Of course there’s every possibility that some of the remarks and quotes attributed to leaders of this or that country may have been embellished.

That, again, is quite normal with eager-beaver diplomats out to impress their bosses back home. But what may get lost on an uninitiated reader of these ‘leaks’ is the arrogance of power at the back of it all that induces many an American diplomats to put words into the mouth of their interlocutors and then expect to be patted on their back for temerity.

It’s sheer arrogance of power — that’s the only way to describe it, mildly — for American diplomats working at their Mission to UN to spy on top functionaries of the world body. And, what gets one’s goat in particular is that it’s not just eavesdropping on their phone conversation, which is the easiest thing in the world to monitor in this age of technology. No, instead, they are asked to collect data on the credit cards of their quarries; the details of their bank accounts; their travel plans; and, even the travel miles they may log on their Air Miles cards.

This kind of microscopic snooping and skullduggery used to be the stuff of Hollywood spy thrillers. However, US diplomatic ethics now seem to have made it staple for the flag bearers of the State Department and the CIA.

WikiLeaks’ owner and principal whistle-blower, Julian Assange, has a point in asking President Obama to clarify if he did or didn’t authorise this audacious assault at the sanctum of UN. He thinks Obama should resign from office if he’s the one authorising such a cloak and dagger operation.

The ham-fisted, angry, response of the US establishment to WikiLeaks’ revelations is another evidence of a world power’s miscued arrogance. Caught with their hand in the cookie jar, the Americans are trying to get hold of Assange and punish him, with a lot of help from Sweden which used to be a haven of liberalism but has been dangerously tilting in favour of ultra-conservatism. Assange is, suddenly, wanted in Sweden on charges of rape.

In the latest twist of events, the British are also ganging up, as usual, with their trans-Atlantic ‘buddies.’ Assange has been arrested in London and denied bail. Once again, Britain is doing US bidding and acting like a lap dog.

However, Assange isn’t an orphan like our Afia Siddiqi, abandoned by a gutless government to the wiles of her tormentors and virtually fed to the wolves.

Assange is an Australian citizen and its Foreign Minister, Kevin Rudd, a former prime minister known for speaking his mind and not mincing his words has lashed out at US for trying to make Assange a sacrificial lamb for their blunders. Rudd has pointed the finger at America’s own lapses of security for the ‘leaks.’

Sheer arrogance it is that’s blinding the Americans to the fallout effect of these ‘leaks.’ They will be the biggest losers, come what may. Their credibility is in the balance and governments and leaders around the world will, henceforth, be tight-lipped in the presence of American diplomats. Prince Turki bin Faisal of Saudi Arabia, a son of the late King Faisal and a veteran diplomat in his own right — having been ambassador to Washington and London — has said precisely that in so many words.

For the Pakistanis, either, there is hardly any room for surprise in WikiLeaks showing our leaders as nothing more than slaves sitting perennially at their master’s feet and begging for favours. It’s not that only our intellectuals and pundits are so well versed in the antics and shenanigans of our leaders in the context of US; even a lay Pakistani knows for a fact that the road to power in Islamabad goes through Washington’s Beltway. With not more than one or two notable exceptions in the
constellation of our current and former political gurus, the rest of them have taken it as a pre-requisite of success to kowtow at the door of the Oval Office. The Americans have loomed over our political culture as Mai Bap, which translates in American parlance as god-father.

But reading the ‘leaks’ what must grate on every self-respecting Pakistani’s sensitivity is the obsequiousness of these leaders of Pakistan. They take dictation from Washington as a primary school kid would, unquestioningly, from his teacher. Worse, they badmouth their rivals in the company of the Americans and seek their blessings, unabashedly, in matters of purely domestic concern.

Our grovelling ‘leaders’ must suffer from serious delusions if they think American favours come without a price tag. But as the Americans are so prone to articulate, there’s no such thing as a free lunch. And they apply this maxim with vengeance overseas, especially in a land like Pakistan where feudal barons know not to look beyond their nose and are ready to sacrifice national interest at the altar of their own parochial interest. Our tortured history is replete with sordid tales of such fortune seekers and their costly deals with Washington.

The ‘leaks’ in respect of the current dispensers of power in Islamabad are a mixed bag of surprise and no-surprise.

Reading about Mr. Zardari assuring his American mentors that he would do nothing to displease them because he owes his position to their largesse may make the weak-hearted feel like throwing up but, give the man his due, he was being honest.

The surprise is PM Gilani, who has always looked to the critic as the more tolerable of the deadly duo. However, he comes out of the ‘leaks’ as the more crafty of the two, consoling Ambassador Anne Patterson, in August 2008 that she should feel no compunction about the deadly drone attacks and spill the Pakistani blood with impunity if these attacks are killing the ‘right people’( he doesn’t define the ‘right people’). At the same time he winks at her not to feel offended if and when he raises an alarm against these attacks in the National Assembly, assuring her that his theatrics would be just a sop to the nation.

Lo and behold, Gilani does exactly that in November 2008; he feigns a bleeding heart over unprovoked drone attacks and pretends his government would never approve of them. But that’s the limit of his protest. No wonder drones have become a nightly visitation; there have been more than a hundred drone attacks in the first ten months of the current calendar year.

There’s now an obviously-inspired effort to paint Ambassador Patterson as the guilty party. They are accusing her of undiplomatic conduct and exceeding her brief et al. But that’s poppycock. She was doing exactly as any ambassador would do.

She would’ve been guilty if she had failed to take advantage of our eager-beaver politicos coming to her with a begging bowl in their hand. If she behaved like a viceroy blame those who made her one. You don’t slay a messenger just because he, or she, delivered what you might think was the wrong message. Slay, if you will, the demons in yourselves.
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