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Husain Haqqani was a fleet-footed, fast-talking diplomatic operator whose savvy style was well suited to Barack Obama’s Washington. His sudden downfall as Pakistan’s ambassador has little to do with the American establishment – despite severe bilateral tensions – and everything to do with the machiavellian machinations and internecine intrigues that are the abiding passion of Islamabad’s political and military elites.

That Haqqani survived as long as he did was a tribute to his ability to bridge the divide between Pakistan’s several, often conflicted power centres. A natural confrere of Pakistan’s civilian president Asif Ali Zardari, Benazir Bhutto’s widower and an instinctive ally of the west, Haqqani managed nevertheless to keep Pakistan’s largely autonomous army on side, robustly defending its much criticised counter-terrorism record and opposing CIA drone attacks in Pakistan’s tribal areas.

But Haqqani’s personal view of the murky and controversial links between the military and Islamists, both in Pakistan and neighbouring Afghanistan, made him an object of suspicion if not hostility for senior spooks in the Inter-Services Intelligence agency (ISI), the principal spy agency, and army officers involved in Pakistan’s endless covert double game with Taliban groups. This simmering vendetta forms the backdrop to his demise.

To the fury of successive US administrations, the ISI – with or without the tacit approval of the army high command in Rawalpindi – has maintained dubious realpolitik alliances with jihadis dedicated to ejecting Nato forces from Afghanistan and overthrowing President Hamid Karzai, whom they revile as an American puppet. Haqqani’s detailed, critical account of this unhallowed relationship in his book, Pakistan: Between Mosque and Military (published in 2005 during the rule of General Pervez Musharraf) left him a marked man at home.

Conversely, Haqqani’s apparently independent stance earned him kudos in Washington, where puzzled politicians of every stripe continually struggle to fathom the complexities of Pakistan’s politics and persist with the erroneous idea that the country is a functioning democracy. His ability to perform skilful balancing acts was impressive.

When a series of spats this year culminated in the American special forces strike that killed Osama bin Laden, Haqqani communicated to his hosts the deep domestic outrage over this perceived insult to Pakistan’s sovereignty while preventing a permanent rupture. His conciliatory performance led some in Pakistan to portray him as an American stooge – an accusation also levelled at Zardari.

A few months later, the boot was on the other foot when Admiral Mike Mullen, then chairman of the US joint chiefs of staff, accused Pakistan’s security services of covertly aiding a large-scale terrorist attack on the US embassy in Kabul. Haqqani managed to defuse the resulting furore and Mullen, whose intervention was viewed by some US officials as not entirely helpful, stood down shortly afterwards.

Intriguingly, Mullen was the recipient of the disputed memo appealing for US help to forestall an army coup that precipitated Haqqani’s forced resignation. Mullen claims to have ignored the memo. Haqqani says he knew nothing about it.

In time-honoured fashion, the Haqqani affair is now set to become a political football booted back and forth between various power bases. Apparently fearful of antagonising General Ashfaq Parvez Kiyani, the army boss, Zardari has distanced himself from his disgraced envoy. Prime minister Yousaf Raza Gilani, bowing to the military and playing to anti-American sentiment, has announced a “detailed probe”.

The main opposition party, the Muslim League of former prime minister, Nawaz Sharif, has joined the scrum by convening a parliamentary inquiry. The Abbottabad commission investigating Bin Laden’s killing by the US now says, for reasons not explained, that it wants to interview Haqqani. And Pakistan’s ebullient media are having a field day.

In the US, meanwhile, would-be Republican presidential nominees, debating foreign policy this week, once again demonstrated the staggering ignorance of Pakistani realities that so often mars American debate. Texas governor Rick Perry was typical. He said Pakistan was unworthy of US aid because it had not done enough to help fight al-Qaida. “To write a check [cheque] to countries that are clearly not representing American interests is nonsensical,” Perry wisely opined.

Despite the brouhaha, the Haqqani affair is unlikely to have a significantly adverse impact on US-Pakistan relations, partly because they are already in the toilet, and partly because Haqqani’s replacement, Sherry Rehman, a former information minister and Bhutto associate, is every bit as smart and savvy as her predecessor. Rehman’s appointment conforms to a long-established principle of Pakistani diplomacy: snatching an opportunity from the jaws of disaster. — Courtesy: The Guardian

