US’s high-profile role in Pakistan’s politics
By Dr Moonis Ahmar


“Whatever is happening in Swat and the tribal areas today can come to Islamabad tomorrow. And will the world look on as spectators … if Kahuta falls into their hands?”—PPPP Chairperson, Benazir Bhutto 

WITH the worsening of political climate in Pakistan, the United States seems to have stepped up its drive for achieving two objectives: first, prevent Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal from falling into the hands of Islamic militant groups having links with Al Qaeda and, second, make sure that whosoever assumes power in Islamabad cooperates with Washington in its war on terror.

Benazir’s comments about the possibility of foreign forces invading the country in case pro-Taliban insurgency spreads beyond the tribal areas and threatens to take over Kahuta indicate her desire that the United States should support her in her bid to form the next government. To what extent, her concern is legitimate about the invasion by foreign (US) forces in Pakistan and the possibility of seizure of nuclear installations by the pro-Taliban forces needs to be examined.

The frequent meetings of US ambassador to Pakistan Ms Ann Patterson with different political leaders, including Nawaz Sharif, Benazir Bhutto and Pervaiz Elahi and her attempt to meet the imprisoned key leader of lawyers community Atizaz Ahsan shows Washington’s anxiety to preclude further aggravation in the looming chaos in the country. Reports about simulation exercises carried out by the US think tanks and the intelligence agencies to prepare a plan for securing Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal from the possible (or perceived) pro-Taliban takeover and President Bush’s categorical statement about carrying out military intervention if Osama bin Laden is found in Pakistan territory vindicate the stance of those who have been arguing for long about the deepening of threat which the state of Pakistani is facing from within and outside.

American interference in Pakistan’s political affairs, particularly in crisis situations, has a history. Since 1950s when Washington became a major player in the political and power struggle in Pakistan, one finds countless instances when it used its clout to protect its interests by patronising certain individuals and groups in the country’s elite circles. During the cold war years, American political role in Pakistan centred around strengthening of the right-wing constituency in the military, bureaucracy, landed aristocracy, clergy and in various political parties.

Former Prime Minister Z. A. Bhutto, in the last days of his rule more than thirty years ago, had openly blamed the United States for conspiring to destabilise his government by supporting the politico-religious alliance of Pakistan National Alliance (PNA). Washington ’s warning that it would make ‘a horrible example’ of Pakistan if Islamabad pursued its nuclear programme is now part of history. Paradoxically, till the time the superpower rivalry continued, America ’s courtship with certain religious groups in Pakistan remained intact. Those religious parties, including Jamaat-i-Islami, who these days consume much of their energies in “America-bashing” were in league with Washington in its anti-communist and anti-socialist drive to the extent that one can hardly find a statement of theirs which is critical of the United States policies.

For America, the real threat, if any, came from the progressive and left-wing forces who from the very beginning had been opposed to the US ‘imperialist’ policies. The nexus between the US and the right-wing religious forces of Pakistan remained intact till the withdrawal of the Soviet military forces from Afghanistan and the end of the cold war.

The paradigm shift in global politics prompted a new US approach for dealing with the forces who were financed and trained by the CIA during the 1980s. Afghan and foreign jihadi forces fighting against the Soviet military forces in Afghanistan were patronised by the United States . The abrupt withdrawal of its support to them proved counter productive as the same Jihadis were now dubbed as terrorists.

Three alarming trends in Pakistan ’s political situation seem to put the United States in a quandary. First, the absence of a leadership which can act as a buffer between the establishment led by President Pervez Musharraf and the opposition parties. Second, the erosion of state’s writ in some of the strategically located areas bordering Pakistan and Afghanistan and, third, the failure of enlightened, democratic and moderate forces of Pakistan to effectively pre-empt or confront the threat of extremism.

What Benazir and Musharraf have been saying about the Taliban threat of penetrating into the state structures has a common objective: to drag the United States into matters which are primarily of a domestic nature so as to seek Washington’s support for either sustaining or seeking power. Considering themselves as a bulwark against the rising tide of fanaticism, both Benazir and Musharraf also assure the Bush administration that they would neutralise both foreign and local Taliban groups.

The US is of the view that the regrouping of Taliban and their recent successes against the Nato forces will encourage their counterparts in Pakistan to plan and mobilise further attacks on American and the western interests. How far the US concerns are realistic is, however, debatable. The convergence of interests of Washington, Pervez Musharraf and Benazir Bhutto on the issue of growing religious militancy is, however, superficial and devoid of rationality and is at the expense of Pakistan because forces who have thrived on the basis of anti-Americanism always manage to expand their support base in areas where the US and its policies are hated.

At the same time, the United States also gets a lot of opportunities to involve itself in domestic political issues by trying to keep contacts with President Pervez Musharraf, opposition parties, including the PPPP, the former ruling party PML-Q and the civil society groups, including the human rights organisations at the same time. The positions taken by the US Ambassador in Islamabad, the White House and the State Department officials in the last couple of months are not only contradictory but also help anti-American forces to reinforce their charge of the US blatant intervention in the affairs of Pakistan.

Particularly, in the preceding week, the meetings of the US ambassador with several leading political leaders and human rights activists and her demand that Musharraf regime should provide a level playing field to all political parties in the forthcoming elections cannot just be described as routine statement from a country which in the last six years or so provided more than 12 billion dollars of military and economic aid and has clear strategic interests in this country.

But, with further sinking of Washington in Pakistan ’s political quagmire, the outcome may be unhappy for both the United States and its local allies. While President Musharraf is now half-way through in meeting the demands of the Bush administration by taking the oath as a civilian president and announcing the dates for the withdrawal of emergency and the holding of general elections, what worries the US is the growing political chaos in a polarised political environment. In that case, Washington’s main concern is two-pronged. First, to prevent the religious extremist groups from seizing power and second securing Pakistan ’s nuclear arsenal from falling into the hands of Al-Qaeda network.

Reports of war games and simulation exercises carried out in the United States to visualise the situation in the event the Pakistani state is taken over by the extremist religious groups are not new. It a standard practice in the policy oriented think tanks there to embark on artificial exercises in the form of simulation so as to understand the nature of the threat and examine possible measures to overcome the situation that may become dangerous for the United States.

Several options are presented by those who conduct such an exercise. Since the fear of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal falling into ‘wrong hands’ exists in Washington, the intelligence community and foreign policy related think-tanks are expected to conduct simulation exercises to articulate plausible options to deal with the threat and. Simulation exercises have been in vogue and are a common feature in the United States since the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962.

In such exercises, which were very common during the cold war years, an imaginary situation about the outbreak of a nuclear war between the US and the Soviet Union was created and through such an exercise best options to win the nuclear war in a future war were examined. In the simulation exercises on Pakistan, Washington must have examined all aspects of the situation in Pakistan and may have been contemplating measures to prevent the country’s nuclear arsenal from falling into the hands of Al Qaeda.

The lesson which Pakistan can learn from the recent high profile U.S. role in Pakistan ’s politics and the indications about Washington ’s possible measures is that the state and the people of Pakistan must deal with perceived chaotic situation in their country prudently. It is primarily because of internal fault lines that external powers are able to take advantage of the situation and come up with all sorts of contingency plans to prevent the country’s strategic assets being misused by forces hostile to the US.
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