Changing American stance?
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THE move against the Chief Justice and the action taken against his supporters have led to a strange reaction in the United States, considered our ally. Its official spokesmen have said they hope that Gen Pervez Musharraf will handle the crisis well and elections will be held freely and democratically.

The comments and reactions from American legislators, newspapers and discussion groups have been much more open and critical, questioning the general’s right to continue as president in his military uniform and asking for honest elections. Last week, some legislators even said that leaders in exile should be permitted to take part in the general elections this year or early next year.

Relations between the US and Pakistan have not always been sound and friendly. This country was kept on the American side initially by Washington because of America’s opposition to the Soviet Union, China and other communist countries. This was something in which Pakistan’s military rulers took full part because they wanted American military aid and weapons besides economic help. They also disliked communism and wanted to be part of the West. What they wished was to get American support and use it against India.

Their attitude to India was never backed by the Americans, who realised that country’s great relevance in Asian and international politics. But they provided Pakistan with aid knowing that they would seek to prevent any misuse of it against India. This didn’t always work. Ayub Khan moved close to China and in 1965 attacked India through Kashmir. He lost all US economic and military aid because of the war. However, Washington remained conscious of the strategic importance, geography-wise, of Pakistan and wanted to keep it as its protégé.

Richard Nixon was the only US president to actually back Pakistan against India. This happened during the 1971 Bangladesh crisis, although the Nixon input failed to really help Pakistan, which lost to India, and East Pakistan was converted into Bangladesh. But Nixon had backed Yahya Khan, saying at one point: “To all hands. Don’t squeeze Yahya at this time.”

Nixon had also come to Pakistan in August 1969. President Bill Clinton visited Pakistan in March 2000; it should be recalled that while he had spent five days in India he was in Islamabad only for five hours, talking to Gen Musharraf and the people here in a speech from television, which was quite unusual and not entirely complimentary.

Mr Bush decided to come in March 2006 only for a day, with Islamabad fully covered by US officials. Gen Musharraf of course has made several trips to Washington to meet the US president and keep him happy.

The aim of all this is to come to the point that the Americans have usually been concerned about Pakistan because of their policies in this region, including, of course, Afghanistan and the religious domination of the Taliban and extremist groups within Pakistan, many of which at one time enjoyed the military’s and the general’s support. But Washington has usually been careful not to intervene too much in what the Pakistani regime may be doing in dealing with internal politics. If the Americans are accused by some of taking care of Bhutto and Ziaul Haq, it was for reasons other than the leaders’ internal politics.

This position appears to have changed in what is happening now. Not only has the present regime been criticised for its failure to fully tackle the Taliban offensive and movements by bigoted local religious organisations, but also for creating and following policies on Afghanistan that are considered unhelpful. These attitudes are quietly reflected in government statements in Washington, but other organisations and senators as well as Congressmen are sounding much more critical in statements made openly.

The chairman and three senior members of the US Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, in a letter written to Gen Musharraf and made public on Saturday, accused Islamabad of permitting the “extensive involvement of the Pakistani military and intelligence agencies in the electoral process (marking the 2002 elections) and in daily governance”.

They remind the general that no democratic government can be credible without the protective check of a free press and ask him to order Pakistan’s security and intelligence agencies to stop harassing journalists. The supporters said they wrote the letter as supporters of the US-Pakistan relationship, but given the enormous stakes the US has in the developments in Pakistan, they find it important to raise several issues of concern.

The letter also notes continued Taliban and Al Qaeda activities in Afghanistan and quotes US and Nato officials as saying that the “Taliban leadership operates from headquarters in or near Quetta”. The induction of Democrats in the American Congress has provided new strength for criticism of the Pakistani approach.

Letters and statements have followed the moves made internally against the chief justice and the subsequent attacks on the press and TV stations. This is certainly something that should be seen as different from actions threatened by Washington and senators or prominent writers against Pakistan in previous years: the move against the chief justice is being utilised to criticise Pakistani leaders on their tackling of attitudes towards the Taliban and other religious extremist organisations. Other writers and commentators have expressed their reservations about the action taken by the Pakistan government in Waziristan and other areas in the northern areas.

There seems to be a move on the part of some to discredit Gen Musharraf and his government, not only because of how the country is being run but because of a feeling that the moves against Al Qaeda, the Taliban and religious organisations are half-hearted.

Interestingly, the outgoing US ambassador, referring to the statements made by the US government and US senators and experts, says there was no question of any pressure. “Democracy is in the interest of both countries and the US supports strong and transparent democratic institutions in Pakistan.”

Most of the remarks being made both by US officials and non-official organisations and people since Gen Musharraf’s encounter with the chief justice appear to mark a new approach on the part of the Americans. Is this due to a feeling that the government has failed to comply, as Washington wanted it to do, with its conditions for a dispensation conducive to elections and that the US now has a change in mind if the general is not ready to give up his uniform and assume a more acceptable stand?

The reality is that over the years Pakistan has been seized by an obsession to go to America for its military weapons and economic help. This has been especially so when the army has ruled us, which has been for long, although Ayub Khan and Ziaul Haq both instigated processes that marked some changes for a while.

But ultimately the Pakistan military went back to proving its need to obtain American assistance. The Americans, wanting to back action against the Taliban and keep Pakistan as a state ready to comply, have kept their pressure on.

The current change of attitude with India and other developments that have taken place should have made Pakistani leaders realise that they should try to make moves of their own rather than keep trying to ingratiate themselves with the Americans.

Gen Musharraf appears to have lost much support. Pakistanis do not like American pressure, but many of them may now hope that the statements made recently by Washington will persuade Gen Musharraf to take a more honest position and give up his military alliance with the US. He will have to take part like all politicians if he wants to get elected for another term and he will have to ensure that elections are held honestly.

We must remember that the Americans, after a long time, have openly criticised the ruling man in Pakistan, and only time can spell out when this pattern may precipitate a change. The great surrender made after 9/11 may no longer be pleasing America because it has changed.

