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Ambassador Husain Haqqani had to go, but the crisis generated by the mysterious memorandum isn’t over yet. Not known as someone who would concede an argument let alone accept defeat, he was defiant even while tendering his resignation on the instructions of Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani.

This was evident from his parting email in which he referred to the memo as insignificant and to the crisis as artificially created. In his view, Mansoor Ijaz was a self-centred businessman and the controversy was meaningless. He argued that he resigned to stave off threats to Pakistan’s fledgling democracy and allow a transparent inquiry to end wild conspiracy theories and strengthen the hands of elected leaders that he had been striving to empower as per the constitution.

While emphasising his commitment to Pakistan and its democracy, Haqqani added that he still had much to contribute to building a new Pakistan free of bigotry and intolerance. Brave words and clearly an attempt to win the sympathies of democratic forces! Obviously, non-elected forces could only be the Pakistani military and the intelligence services that understandably took the memo targeting them seriously and ensured that it was investigated and its authors made to explain their position.

The charge-sheet against Haqqani was long, if one were to believe the media reports, that 32 questions were put to him during the interrogation session attended by President Asif Ali Zardari, Prime Minister Gilani, Army Chief General Ashfaq Pervez Kayani and ISI head Lt Gen Ahmad Shuja Pasha at the Prime Minister House in Islamabad. It is obvious that the questioning would have been done by the two army officers and not by the president and the prime minister, whom Haqqani wants to empower and who lead the PPP government that appointed him ambassador to the US in 2008 and made his wife, Farahnaz Ispahani, a member of parliament. The interrogators must have done their homework and appear determined to unearth this unfolding scandal. One should expect them to take the matter to the logical conclusion and more heads could roll.

However, there was neither any threat of a military coup after the May 2 incident in Abbottabad when Osama bin Laden was assassinated by the US Special Forces and necessitated the drafting of the memo nor is there such a possibility now that the consequences of this explosive non-paper are beginning to emerge. One would not have ruled out such a possibility if someone like General Pervez Musharraf was the army chief, but Kayani has resisted the temptation of taking over despite getting ample opportunities during the last three and a half years of civilian misrule and one expects him not to do so in the future as another coup would compound Pakistan’s problems.

The memo was meant to be confidential, but the one supposed to keep it secret was the first to reveal its existence. The reason given by the messenger, Ijaz, for revealing the memo in his article in the Financial Times on October 10 is hardly convincing. Did he do this to look important, score a point or undermine Pakistan’s hard-working but controversial ambassador to the United States? Anger at being accused of lying could be another important factor for him to go public with this disturbing piece of information.

In Ijaz’s words, the harsh mistreatment of the then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Mike Mullen by Pakistan’s press corps for stating the obvious facts regarding the complicity of the Pakistani military and intelligence services in certain attacks on the US-led Nato forces in Afghanistan prompted him to write the revealing opinion piece.

Even if there was any provocation by sections of the Pakistani press, which in most cases isn’t controlled by the government, why should it become a reason for Ijaz to embarrass and land his friend Haqqani and the latter’s boss President Zardari in trouble and trigger a political crisis in Pakistan? If he, as a patriotic US citizen, felt provoked and if the American media too acts patriotically most of the time, how can it be wrong for some Pakistani press corps to express strong sentiments out of a feeling of patriotism when they believe their national institutions are under attack from foreigners?

To be sure, the incident has destroyed Ijaz’s credibility with the Pakistanis as someone who could be trusted to pass on a confidential note or keep secrets. As he himself wrote, the Pakistani official (which he later revealed was Haqqani) deleted him from his BlackBerry contact list on November 6 and stopped communicating with him. More Pakistanis known to Ijaz could take the same route due to the risks involved in maintaining contacts with him.

By the way, Ijaz also paid a left-handed compliment to Haqqani by referring to him as the Pakistani expert in media management. Those who have known Haqqani would surely agree with this assessment because he indeed understands the tricks of the media trade after having worked as a journalist for years. It is another matter that the media in Pakistan has grown so big and lively that it is now very difficult to manage it. As things stand, even someone as smart as Haqqani found it difficult to use his media management skills to manoeuvre the situation in his favour.

It is important to note that Ijaz is a US citizen and a proud American, a fact evident from his writings. Moreover, he has made no secret of his dislike for the Pakistani military and the ISI and if he had his way the country’s nuclear programme would be rolled back.

Referring to him as a Pakistani-American could be misleading because it somehow diminishes his strong links to the US, including to those in positions of power. Also, Ijaz by whatever means has established his credentials as a writer-lobbyist forever looking for opportunities to play the role of a messenger or mediator to primarily promote US interests. Though one is still perplexed as to why someone as smart as Haqqani needed help to pass on a secret letter to Admiral Mullen, it is possible this method was adopted to keep open the option of deniability in case of complications in the future. Ijaz, by the way, is claiming that Haqqani mentioned “plausible deniability” as the reason for using his services as a messenger to Mullen.

It later emerged that Ijaz didn’t know Mullen personally and had to deliver the memo to him through retired US General James Jones, who also served as the National Security Adviser to President Barack Obama. Also, Mullen according to his spokesman Captain John Kirby didn’t take the backchannel note seriously and apparently took no action on it as desired by the sender, drafter and messenger.

If Mullen had followed it up and discussed the issue of a possible military coup as feared by the senders of the memo with General Kayani and Lt Gen Pasha, the Pakistani army’s high command would have investigated the issue much earlier and not after the publication of Ijaz’s article and the subsequent verbal sparring between him and Haqqani.

The memo created a political firestorm in Pakistan and is already having consequences. However, far more worrying is the way serious issues having a bearing on the country’s security and future are handled. Inviting a foreign power and that too the US, which arouses widespread dislike in Pakistan, to settle scores with the powerful military establishment, isn’t the right way to right the civil-army imbalance.

The initial denials by the PPP-led government about the existence of the mysterious memo by describing it as a “fantasy”, the stonewalling on the issue and the usual attempts to sweep it under the carpet are part of a pattern that is annoyingly familiar in context to our present set of rulers. Past governments too could be accused of adopting such methods, but the one led by President Zardari and Prime Minister Gilani seem to have perfected the art of obfuscating issues in the hope that these would simply go away.
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