US squeeze on Pakistan
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I DIDN’T think it would happen that fast. In last week’s column, I worried about the possibility that Washington, having become weary about what it considers to be Pakistan’s tardy response to the rise of the Taliban, may act to slow down the flow of aid funds to Islamabad.

I thought this may happen once the reins of power passed on to a new pair of hands in Washington in January 2009. However, a day before my article appeared, Vice-President Dick Cheney met General Pervez Musharraf and warned him of what the US may do if Pakistan did not change its stance with respect to the resurgent Taliban. That stance is seen as appeasement by many in American public policy circles.

Both the content of the message delivered to President Musharraf and the tone in which it was given have become the subject of much debate in the United States. Those who are keen to assign the blame for the recent setbacks in Afghanistan to Pakistan are suggesting that Cheney used strong language in his conversation with the Pakistani president.

He is said to have warned Islamabad that it could expect rough treatment at Washington’s hands if it did not follow the line being advocated by the Americans. According to one senior US official, Cheney was sent to Pakistan to “beat up on the Pakistani president.”

But Cheney provided a different impression. “That’s not the way I work. The idea that I’d go in and threaten someone is an invalid misreading of the way I do business,” the vice-president told newsmen as he travelled to Muscat from Kabul. Senior administration officials said, however, that Cheney’s talking points for a meeting with Musharraf included a strong warning that the Democrats in Congress were threatening to reduce Pakistan’s foreign aid if it failed to combat terrorism.

Pakistani officials were reported by the American press to have confirmed that that was indeed the key element in Cheney’s message but that President Musharraf’s response was to warn Congress about passing what he called “discriminatory” legislation against his country.

There is no doubt that Pakistan is fast losing friends in the United States for reasons I will discuss. It was never very popular with the left in American politics. It couldn’t be because of its long history of military rule. But the right saw good reasons to support the warm hand of friendship extended by President George W. Bush to his Pakistani counterpart once Islamabad agreed to fully support Washington’s war on terrorism.

President Musharraf has been regarded as an invaluable ally prepared to risk his life to fight for the American cause. After all, he survived two attempts on his life mounted by Islamic extremists. It, of course, did not occur to the Americans that the fight the Pakistani president was launching against the radical elements in his country may have been judged by him to be in Pakistan’s long-term interests.

The Americans have been pleased when ever the Pakistani intelligence is able to kill or arrest a number of high-ranking Al Qaeda operatives. Pakistan has also exerted itself hard to contain the remnants of the Taliban in the formidable mountainous territory that is the defining feature of its long border with Afghanistan. It lost 800 soldiers while another 3,000 sustained injuries. The casualties taken by the Pakistani army were many more than those suffered by the United States and Nato in Afghanistan.

As the Americans dug themselves deeper in Iraq, as their cruel treatment of prisoners at Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib got to be known, and as Washington’s support for Israel knew no bounds even after the massive bombings in Lebanon, it was hard for any leader in the Muslim world to continue to give full support to the American cause.

This is the case particularly is Pakistan where extremist Islam has gained traction largely because of the policies pursued by Washington in the 1980s as it fought the Soviet Union’s occupation of Afghanistan. But these changed circumstances have not registered with many in America, in particular the people on the right of the political spectrum.

The loudest voice that comes out from the right is represented by the editorial pages of The Wall Street Journal. On February 28, the newspaper published an editorial meant to send a strong signal to Pakistan and its leaders. “There is no need to accuse Pakistan intelligence of tipping off the Taliban about Mr Cheney’s whereabouts to see a connection between decisions in Islamabad and terrorism in Bagram,” wrote the newspaper. The reference, of course was to the suicide attack on the extremely well protected American airbase near Kabul where the American vice president was spending the night. He was grounded there on account of bad weather, unable to take a helicopter flight to Kabul to meet President Hamid Karzai.

The attack did not hurt Vice-President Cheney but killed almost two dozen people, including an American soldier and an American contractor. “Mr Cheney reportedly delivered a strong message to Mr Musharraf about the need to deny the Taliban sanctuary along its frontier with Afghanistan. That’s a message Islamabad needs to hear, even as an Islamabad spokeswoman did insist after Mr Cheney’s visit that ‘Pakistan does not accept dictation’,” continued the editorial.

The newspaper noted that Pakistan had concluded a peace agreement with the Pashtun tribal leaders in North Waziristan at a time when it was expected to hit hard on them. “Still worse from US perspective was the agreement signed in September with the Taliban tribal leaders and ‘local Mujahideen’ from North Waziristan. That agreement allowed the Taliban to operate unfettered in the province in exchange for promise not to launch raids into Afghanistan. The number of raids has more than doubled, say Afghanistan and US military sources.” Pakistan, in other words, had contributed directly to the worsening situation in Afghanistan.

One immediate result of this impression is that congressional Democrats, including House Foreign Affairs chairman, Tom Lantos, have proposed putting Pakistan on a short leash by including a provision in the legislation passed by that branch of the American legislature. The proposed change in the law is an echo of the Pressler Amendment. That amendment took effect when the administration of President George H.W. Bush declassified Pakistan as a non-nuclear state. Lantos was joined by the liberal Democrat Senator Carl Levin in pointing a finger at Pakistan. The Wall Street Journal was willing to grant that Pakistan was faced with a difficult task but that was not of great consequence considering the perceived damage to the American cause.

“Policing a long mountainous border with Afghanistan has exacted a high price in Pakistani lives and treasure. Failure to police it may exact a higher one.” It was clear that the American right was aligning itself with the left and issuing a strong warning to the leadership in Islamabad.

The reason I have quoted at length from The Wall Street Journal’s editorial is to underscore an important point about the debate that is taking place in American public policy circles. This debate revolves round the assignment of responsibility for the colossal failure of American policy in two areas of vital interest.

The first, of course, are the reasons why Al Qaeda and other radical Islamic groups have started to gain strength in spite of the spilling of so much American blood and the expenditure of so much money on the war against terrorism since 9/11.

The second concerns the United States’ deteriorating relations with the Muslim world. Sharply different positions have been taken on these two issues by the liberal and conservative elements in the public policy community.

The liberals have come to the belated conclusion that the war in Iraq was a big mistake. Not only did America get involved in a country it did not understand, it was wrong to link Iraq with 9/11. In so far as the campaign against terrorism is concerned, the Iraq war was unnecessary. It only diverted attention from the areas from which Al Qaeda had operated and where it was beginning to re-establish it self. The conservatives who were behind the Iraq war are now repositioning themselves by asserting that America is now engaged in a deadly struggle against a new ideology that resembles Nazism and communism in the sense that those who ascribe to it are thoroughly against the West and its system of values.

This argument has some resonance with the liberal community even though it is helping the conservatives to shift the focus from Iraq to Afghanistan. Hence the pressure by both sides on Pakistan.

How should Pakistan respond to the squeeze that is beginning to be applied? Here it must try and make America understand better the dynamics in which Pakistan is involved in its northern areas. Islamabad must persuade the West – in particular the United States – that it must not repeat the mistake it made in Iraq. It must make it understand the social, cultural, political and economic dimensions of the lives of the people who inhabit the tribal belts on either side of the Afghanistan-Pakistan border.

In teaching the Americans about this area it should emphasise that the people who live there belong to the fiercely independent Pashtun ethnic group. This group has a population of some 40 million people of which about 25 million are in Pakistan, about 13 million in Afghanistan and two million scattered all over the world.

These people have been left behind socially and economically on both sides of the border for different reasons. They have fallen behind other ethnic groups on the Afghan side because of the way the new political system was structured in Bonn in 2002 when Hamid Karzai became president. This gave much more power to the non-Pashtun groups – in particular the Tajiks – than ever before in the nation’s history. The Tajiks and also the Uzbeks translated their new political power into economic gains. This happened at the expense of the Pashtuns.

On the Pakistani side of the border, a series of administrations in the country’s history followed the legacy left by the British not to take to the Pashtun tribal belt development and modernisation in the belief, mistaken as it turned out, that such efforts would be seen as interfering in the old and established tribal ways.

Under Musharraf, for the first time in the country’s history, that approach has changed. The government has begun serious efforts to develop the tribal belt. It is for that reason that an agreement was reached in North Waziristan. To succumb to American pressure and use force rather than development would result in a disaster.

