The game plays you —Syed Talat Hussain
Washington’s deepening engagement with the army does not necessarily mean that the centrality of the civilian set-up to its interests in Pakistan has now become secondary

For someone the New York Times accused last year of green-signalling the attack on the Indian Embassy in Kabul, Pakistan’s army chief General Ashfaq Parvez Kayani has not done a bad job of inserting himself into the good books of his detractors. Throughout the strategic dialogue process with the US last week, he was the apple of the media’s eye, as indeed in official meetings where he was the hottest commodity. However, the real story is not that Washington has suddenly struck the gold of General Kayani’s hitherto largely ignored merits. It is that US policy-makers have almost completely revised their public stance on the institution General Kayani heads: the Pakistan Army. The ‘rogue brigade’ refrain that peppered all previous commentary on the army is a thing of the past. Now the institution is seen as a keystone of the strategy to stabilise a failing war front, Afghanistan, and a flailing nuclear armed state, Pakistan.

Is this good, or bad, or a bit of both? Depends on which side of the power divide in Pakistan you are looking at this change from. It is good for the army, certainly. A year or more ago, the army high command sat in their operation rooms poring over strategy maps where India, the US, Israel and a hostile Afghanistan were put in the same basket of mortal dangers to the existence of the country. Every move that India made was seen to be part of the larger design, carrying a ‘Made in USA’ stamp. Every harsh statement Afghanistan’s President Hamid Karzai uttered was received as a proxy threat from Washington. Each step Washington took towards building closer ties with the Asif Ali Zardari set-up was taken as a giant leap towards clipping the wings of the army.

To be factually correct, the generals were not hallucinating. Washington’s power-wielders did make not one but many attempts at cutting the army down to manageable size. The Indian aggression had a distinct flavour of US approval and Hamid Karzai’s choice vocabulary contained idioms that rolled off the tongues of many US diplomats, congressmen and senators. They either had the same brief or the same dictionary. But the similarities of the statements were unmistakable, especially when it came to suggesting elements inside the army were fomenting trouble in Afghanistan. Even the media narrative of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons falling into the hands of terrorists had the same subtext as was expressed in apprehensions at official briefings. Clearly, there was a campaign. Clearly, there was a design. And just as clearly there was a deliberate attempt to soften the army with a thousand blows so that it could be boxed in and then knocked out. Similarly, the American love affair with the Zardari government — which has now given way to a quiet detachment — was not for the sake of the suffering humanity in Pakistan. Washington was trying to create a bypass into the heart of Pakistan’s power base, avoiding the usual route that historically passed through the General Headquarters (GHQ). You only have to recall the heady days when the PPP Co-Chairperson Asif Ali Zardari landed in the Presidency to fully appreciate the amount of effort the busy bees of the US embassy in Islamabad put in to win a few crucial civilian hearts and minds. The US Ambassador, Ms Anne Patterson, frequented the civilian halls of power so many times that on the rare days when she could not make it, even the doormen were heard making polite inquiries about her health. This new route to engaging with Pakistan was paved with plans to channelise all influential aid packages to the country through civilian hands. One of the many justifications we heard in favour of the Kerry-Lugar-Berman (KLB) Act was that it had the civilian government at the centre of its core aid concerns, which was a departure from the past practice of funnelling in dollops of dollars in the shape of military aid. While the principle of the new aid distribution was incontestable, the way all development aid was predicated on the tight supervision of the conduct of the army and intelligence agencies gave the poorly kept secret away yet again that Washington was setting the civilians to catch the generals.

Needless to say, the experiment has failed. The KLB Act is still there with its awful preconditions, but the provision of Secretary of State Hillary Clinton providing favourable reporting on compliance has already come into effect through the new outreach to the Pakistan Army. This is happening now even at the State Department level. In all probability, development aid under the KBL Act will not get stuck on the issue of the army’s unsatisfactory conduct. The no-objection-to-the-army certificate has already been issued. Given the tense civil-military relations within Pakistan, Washington’s brass-shining exercise has already caused a near heart attack in those government circles who had thought that their day of unquestioned supremacy had finally arrived. Others are worried that General Kayani’s new pedestal in Washington would dwarf the civilian set-up in importance before it dwindles and disappears. 

In large measure, these fears are exaggerated. General Kiyani is not a coup-maker, a toppler of elected governments. With a hawkish media, a radical judiciary and hyperactive Bar defining public discourse, an outright military takeover is out of the question. Also, political parties are far too energised to be tamed by rolling tanks. Washington’s deepening engagement with the army does not necessarily mean that the centrality of the civilian set-up to its interests in Pakistan has now become secondary. Public representatives hold the key to managing a whole range of critical sectors, including the economy, without which this country cannot stay stable. What it means is that the US has effectively divided its engagement with Pakistan into two categories: first is high and immediate interest, and the other is not-so-pressing, but long-term interest. In the first, Washington is happily hunting with the army, and in the second it is just as pleased running with the civilians.

It does not require super mathematical skills to figure out whose interests get served in an equation like this. The tragedy is that neither the civilians nor the army realise that in their rush to win the high seat in Washington they are getting played against each other. And that is what the game is.

