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PAKISTAN has been in the midst of a serious political crisis since early this year. The signs were all over, not only within the body politic of the country but in the region as well. While no one could have predicted that the regime would trigger the current crisis itself, even its supporters recognised that after almost eight years of authoritarian rule, the regime had lost steam.

Current developments are, of course, a matter of serious concern to the citizens, but more so to its foreign policy establishment, which is deeply agitated by the rigor mortis that has set in, in the conduct of foreign policy. This is evident from the “freeze” in the normalisation process with India, the reduced levels of foreign investment and the lack of initiative on other fronts.This would have been true of any country, but more so with regard to Pakistan where the armed forces and its intelligence agencies have historically played a more influential role, both in the formulation and execution of foreign policy, than the foreign ministry.

In democracies, the formulation of foreign policy is the preserve of the political leadership, which in consultation with the elected representatives, determines the nation’s goals both at home and abroad. Thereafter, the foreign offices are given the task of preparing the policy options. Once decisions on these have been taken, the professionals are left to ensure their execution. Of course, other stakeholders, such as defence, commerce, the intelligence agencies, are all involved in the decision-making process.

In the case of Pakistan, the situation has, however, been different. Its legitimate security concerns, arising from the hostility of neighbours on both its flanks, irredentist claims by ethnic groups and its desire to play a role far beyond its capacities, have combined to enhance the leadership’s interest in and focus on the conduct of its foreign policy.

It has been viewed by leaders as “glamorous” as it provides them the opportunity to “act” on the world stage, rather than confine themselves to the drudgery of dealing with routine subjects. This explains some truly weird proposals emanating from here, such as the idea of establishing an association of democracies or spreading enlightened moderation throughout the world.

As early as the mid-1950s, the army and its civilian allies had settled on a strategy that remains at the core of Pakistan’s policies. Since India was seen as its enemy and Kashmir as the symbol of its hostility, New Delhi became an obsession. In such a situation, it was inevitable that the intelligence agencies would assume a position of influence and seek soon thereafter to occupy centre-seat in both the formulation and execution of foreign policy.

The 1971 war with India and the resultant break-up of Pakistan was a turning point in the Inter Services Intelligence’s history. Mr Bhutto decided to strengthen the organisation, while expanding its mandate to include spying on domestic political opponents. Later, our unprecedented involvement in Afghanistan led to the agency’s historic transformation, making it the regime’s most influential player in determining foreign policy. This may account for the fact that on many important issues, but certainly on Pakistan’s relations with India and Afghanistan, the role of the Foreign Office has become increasingly marginalised.

Not only that, the current regime has gone further and introduced the most novel idea of requiring clearance by the intelligence agency for the posting and promotion of our diplomats. This has meant that the defence attaches in the embassies are now writing confidential reports on their ambassadors.

All this has adversely impacted on the nation and its institutions, especially the Foreign Office, while bestowing on the armed forces the mantle of being the state’s defender — both its physical and ideological frontiers — a claim articulated forcefully by Gen Ziaul Haq, who used it most skilfully to perpetuate his 11-year dictatorship.

He also claimed that only military personnel possessed the requisite training, organisation and motivation to promote the “national interest” and therefore they needed to occupy centre-stage on all issues. The military has also been sceptical of the competence and skill of professional diplomats. When occasionally impressed by their expertise, it has questioned their “dedication”.

The desire to be “guardian angels” of the nation’s strategic interests also led the military to demand an institutional role for itself on all aspects of national affairs. Zia was so convinced of this that he insisted on the incorporation in the Constitution of a National Security Council, but had to give it up when opposed by the 1985 parliament.

When Benazir Bhutto was dismissed by President Farooq Leghari, the latter had to concede to the military’s demand for the creation of a National Defence and Security Council to “advise government on everything from national security to economic issues.” Much to the military’s disappointment, this body was scrapped when Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif came to power in the 1997 elections. Soon thereafter, the army chief, General Karamat, advocated the creation of a National Security Council backed by a “team of credible advisers and think-tank of experts” to “institutionalise decision-making.”

It was the public airing of this idea that triggered a crisis between the prime minister and the army chief, but to the credit of General Karamat, he decided to respect civilian supremacy and preferred to tender his resignation rather than challenge the democratically elected government.

Not surprisingly, the armed forces have been amongst the most forceful advocates of closer ties with the US. Even as army chief, General Ayub had no hesitation in offering the military’s services to the US in the latter’s foreign adventures, much to the surprise and chagrin of the political leadership. The army was also willing to adjust its priorities to suit US global concerns.

According to Hussain Haqqani, “Pakistan’s relations with the US have been part of the Pakistan military’s tripod that emphasised Islam as a national unifier, rivalry with India as the principal objective of the state’s foreign policy and an alliance with the US as a means to defray the cost of Pakistan’s massive expenditures.”

It is also a fact that Washington has had no hesitation in bypassing the civilian leadership whenever it needed Pakistan’s help and assistance. Major foreign powers are never happy when stymied by the professionals and prefer to approach the political leadership directly to get decisions on the spur of the moment, rather than await analysis and examination by the ministry.

That one telephone call by former US Secretary of State Colin Powell to General Musharraf (in the wake of 9/11) resulted in a total reversal of the country’s policy is well known. The January 2004 Islamabad Declaration on relations between Pakistan and India which contained unilateral assurances by us on the issue of terrorism, is another example. But there are many more such instances where state interests were sacrificed at the altar of individual vanity, reinforced by ignorance.

But nothing could be as demeaning as what we are currently witnessing. Foreign powers are not confining themselves to merely monitoring domestic developments; nor are their representatives in Islamabad seeking Foreign Office’s briefings. Instead, they are involved in actual negotiations with the country’s leadership and its intelligence chief about a future political dispensation.

Even more regrettable is that some of our politicians are desperately seeking the blessings of foreign powers in their bid to capture power. In all this, the people of Pakistan and their national institutions are mere spectators, while the professionals in the Foreign Office wring their hands in growing frustration as the country’s image takes a beating and its influence gets further eroded.
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