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The Pakistani foreign minister in response to US demands said: ‘We will consult the army and decide in accordance with our national interests. We will not act on dictation from any country.’  

Not surprisingly, the US keeps shifting the goalposts. During the Musharraf era, when the general was merrily doing the one-step-forward-two-steps-backwards dance with the Taliban, though the refrain to ‘do more’ continued, the Bush administration was easily satisfied with even cosmetic measures. 

Now that the Pakistani military is succeeding in its efforts we have a new demand, initially voiced by Hillary Clinton and taken up by President Obama as well: ‘Pakistan must extend its war to those Taliban who are fighting American forces in Afghanistan.’

The Pakistani foreign minister was quick to respond: ‘We will consult the army and decide in accordance with our national interests. We will not act on dictation from any country.’ This is one of the first sensible responses from this government since President Zardari’s abject surrender to US instructions. 

Why doesn’t the US just acknowledge its inability to deal with the Afghan situation and pull out? Pakistan will handle the fallout. I think it is important here to recall a few facts of recent history.

I can testify that in 2001, the bulk of the Pakhtun tribes on both sides of the Durand Line were welcoming the impending US invasion in anticipation of being liberated from the tyrannical Taliban. But by 2002, when it became obvious that the Americans were here to stay, what may be referred to as the ‘Afghan resistance’ against foreign occupation began. 

For obvious reasons this did not suit the American forces of occupation or the international media and so the movement became a ‘resurgence of the Taliban and Al Qaeda’. By then many Pakhtuns had forgotten the Taliban tyranny and again thought of them as the Muslim David confronting the all-powerful American Goliath.

Also, the Pakistani Pakhtun tribes along the Durand Line wanted to assist their Afghan brethren in their struggle. They looked upon Pervez Musharraf as an American governor in Pakistan and, when the traditional tribal leadership opposed him, the general eliminated them and acquired a fresh leadership from among the clerics, thus creating the basis for the insurrection in Pakistan.

While the Afghan and Pakistani chapters of the Taliban are all linked — for military operations — to Al Qaeda and become multiple pincers of a unified structure, they are independent in many other respects. For example when, in 2007, Al Qaeda announced that Pakistan was now enemy number one, not the US, only Baitullah Mehsud’s and Maulvi Fazlullah’s factions of the Taliban responded to this call, supported by Uzbeks and Tajiks; the others did not.

Since the commencement of suicide attacks in Pakistan, all Afghan chapters of the Taliban have vocally condemned these attacks, expressed their lack of ill will towards the government and the armed forces of Pakistan, and have refused to support those who carry out these attacks against innocent civilians. 

During the latest military operation in South Waziristan, when the US vacated some posts along the Durand Line, the Afghans (including the Mehsuds across the Durand Line), far from reinforcing Hakimullah’s forces, refused them hospitality when they escaped to Afghanistan. Hakimullah’s forces are being looked after by Al Qaeda elements in the caves of Tora Bora.

Since the Pakistani Taliban under Baitullah and Fazlullah were being supported by Uzbeks and Tajiks, most Pakistani analysts made the mistake of clubbing them with the Afghan Taliban, without referring to the fact that there were non-Pakhtuns. 

Finally, the bulk of the recent attacks in mainland Pakistan appear to have been all carried out — almost exclusively — by Punjabis, albeit trained by Baitullah and his followers (though the recent spate of attacks in Peshawar could well have been carried out by Pakhtuns).

To lend credibility to the US demands of Pakistan, a well-timed article in The New York Times stated that Punjabi religious extremists are receiving militant training in North Waziristan. However, the bulk of Pakistani troops who launched the operation in South Waziristan had their base of operations in North Waziristan.

North Waziristan has never had — nor does it have — training facilities for suicide bombers, nor has the Wazir tribe operated against the Pakistani military since the departure of Gen Musharraf. And even during his period, the Wazirs only reacted and have consistently fought to oust foreigners from their territory. 

However, there is truth in the accusation that the recent spate of suicide attacks and the attacks in Punjab — including the one on GHQ — were carried out by Punjabis, not Pakhtuns, something that the Pakistani government and many Pakistanis refuse to acknowledge. 

Is there any earthly reason for Pakistan to add to its own problems by alienating those Pakhtun tribes who have, actively or passively, supported the Pakistani military in operating against the few who were/are active enemies of the state and the people of Pakistan? Or, should the country risk losing the goodwill that apparently exist with the Afghan chapter of the Taliban? 

Apart from the incident of vacating posts opposite South Waziristan, the US has, on numerous occasions, demonstrated that its own interests are paramount, even if they increase Pakistan’s domestic problems. That they have been attempting to negotiate with the ‘good’ Afghan Taliban — including Mullah Omar — was an open secret for the last year or more. And why not?

Finally, Richard Holbrooke has gone public to state that the Taliban were acceptable, if they snapped ties with Al Qaeda. No country should — nor should it be expected to — sacrifice its own interests for another. But, as usual, the Americans want us to do their dirty work for them.

Musharraf and Zardari have already wreaked sufficient havoc by giving in to all US demands. It is time that Pakistan started looking after its own interests in the long run, particularly now that the US has announced it will start withdrawing its troops from 2011.

