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While the US is content with the marginalisation of religious parties through the political process in Pakistan, culminating in the victory of secular political formations, it does not want its security operations jeopardised

A few days back, White House Deputy Press Secretary, Dana Perino, declared that the US was indifferent to General Musharraf’s fate and it was up to the Pakistanis to keep him or let him go.

However, within 48 hours, Secretary of the State Condoleezza Rice strongly urged American support for the general, giving the impression that the US prefers to deal with him. Was Ms Rice correcting Ms Perino’s slip of the tongue or is something else going on? 

It appears that both have done their part according to Washington’s political prescription for Pakistan. Ms Perino voiced a long-term view while Ms Rice, a day-to-day manager of American policy, focused on the short-term objectives. As a matter of fact, Ms Rice is using Gen Musharraf as a bargaining chip with the incoming ruling parties that devastated the pro-Musharraf PMLQ in the elections.

To a great extent, Gen Musharraf has also upped the ante for the incoming government, whatever its composition. By granting extra rights to the US to operate its drones from secrete Pakistani bases, as mentioned in a New York Times front-page story a few days back, Gen Musharraf has raised the bidding price. It is interesting that he granted extra rights to the US very recently, as his future was rapidly slipping into the danger zone. In other words, Gen Musharraf enhanced his worth to the US by granting rights that a civilian government cannot.

Gen Musharraf’s ploy worked as expected. The New York Times story was apparently leaked by the US foreign policy establishment to alert the incoming victors to match Gen Musharraf’s high bid. If we read Ms Rice’s statement within this context, it indicates that the US is expecting the civilian government to deliver what Washington was getting or could have gotten from its old ‘friend’. Therefore, the Americans have started a bargaining process with the new government, knowing full well that Gen Musharraf’s days are numbered.

This is what former US Deputy Secretary of State, Strobe Talbott, told India’s NDTV. According to him, the US is extremely worried about the isolation of Gen Musharraf, whose days he said were numbered. Talbott, an insider of the US foreign policy establishment is president of the Brookings Institution, a powerful think tank. He is also known for his expertise in South Asian affairs.

Chairman of the US Senate’s Foreign Relations Committee, Joseph Biden, along with Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison told a US TV channel that Gen Musharraf may go if “...they do not focus on old grudges — and there’s plenty in Pakistan — and give him a graceful way to move.” Both senators along with Senators John Kerry and Chuck Hegel were in Pakistan to monitor elections and met Gen Musharraf and other major players.

Apparently, Gen Musharraf’s fate is clear to the US. Nonetheless, while the US is content with the marginalisation of religious parties through the political process in Pakistan, culminating in the victory of secular political formations, it does not want its security operations jeopardised. Their military establishment still wants permission for hot pursuits in Pakistan. Even presidential candidate Barack Hussein Obama is preaching hot pursuits to win over the US defence establishment.

In addition, the US is not comfortable with reinstating Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry and the rest of the deposed judiciary. The former CJ’s concerted effort to pursue cases of disappeared persons is a minefield for the US. They don’t know what that inquiry may lead to: it may end up at their door.

Furthermore, the US is opposed to the suo moto power of the higher judiciary in Pakistan. The US fears that it can bind the hands of the intelligence agencies for aggressively pursuing the terrorist. Therefore, the incoming government has to find a way to address US concerns and reinstate the judiciary at the same time.

The new government and the parliament may be able to resolve this contentious issue by granting one-time immunity to intelligence agencies as far as their records are concerned. The parliament can ask the country’s intelligence agencies to let the ‘disappeared persons’ go, with no questions asked and no records requested by the courts. However, it can issue guidelines for future intelligence operations that involve detention of persons suspected to be involved in terrorist activities.

The US has to accept that, in the presence of a sovereign parliament and independent judiciary, a shadowy war on terrorism cannot be continued. Covert operations are already being rejected by Congress, and the Bush-style war on terror may not continue even in the US. Therefore, the US has to adopt political alternatives that do not depend on the ‘cloak and dagger’ methodology only. 

Many in the US are arguing that hot pursuits are costly and ineffective. They point out that the US has captured a very few people through intelligence operations conducted through individuals or unmanned drones. Therefore, the US should let the political process take care of the terrorists because that is the only effective and lasting solution. 
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