Will the war be affected? 
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A FAIR amount of water has already flowed under the bridge since an organisation calling itself Wikileaks made available tens of thousands of documents to three left-leaning newspapers in Europe and the United States. These pertain to the ongoing war in Afghanistan. 

Much has already been written and said about the significance of the leaks for the conduct of the war in Afghanistan. The Pakistani press and TV commentators have rightly focused on the impact the release of these documents might have on the American public perception of Pakistan and US-Pakistan relations. These had been improving as a result of strenuous efforts made in the last one year by the capitals of the two countries. The momentum will be hard to maintain especially in the more impressionable US Congress. 

Hussain Haqqani, Pakistan’s ambassador to the US, demonstrated the right take on the leaks. In many appearances on television news shows and radio talk shows the ambassador emphasised that most of the documents were ‘situational’ reports filed by thousands of people who were observing what was happening in the field. He likened them to ‘911 calls’ so called in the United States since that is the telephone number used by people in distress to report to the authorities when they need assistance. 

The documents released to the press were not authenticated by those who were in the know or corroborated by independent reviewers. In other words they cannot be relied upon as the true story of the war. There was a great deal of logic in the ambassador’s argument but the intention of Julian Assange, the man behind the leaks, was not to write an unvarnished history of the war while it was still in progress. His purpose was to change American public opinion about the war and reduce the amount of support it was receiving. 

The period covered mostly by the papers was 2004-07 before President Barack Obama became president. What was reported in the documents, therefore, was the chaos and confusion that existed during the time of President George W. Bush. The mission Wikileaks had adopted was to persuade President Obama that little political purpose would be served by carrying on his shoulders the burden that was left behind by his predecessor. In that respect it was wrong to put these leaks in the same league as the Pentagon Papers that changed the course of the American war effort in Vietnam and in doing so shook the country’s political establishment. 

But the Pentagon Papers were not raw documents as is the case with the Wikileaks exposé. They were the official history of the events leading up to the Vietnam war and the war itself prepared by the Pentagon under the title of United States-Vietnam Relations, 1945-67; A Study Prepared by the Department of Defence.It was a top secret study conducted by the US Department of Defence of the American involvement in Vietnam from 1945, the year the Second World War ended, to 1967 when the war in Vietnam was entering a decisive phase. The study was commissioned by Secretary of Defence Robert S. McNamara in 1967 and completed in 1968. Daniel Ellsberg was one of the contributors to the study and the man who leaked it to the press. The study in draft form was turned over to The New York Times which began publishing excerpts from it in a series of articles that started appearing from June 13, 1971. By that time President Johnson, having decided not to stand for office, had been succeeded by President Richard Nixon and McNamara was already at the World Bank as that institution’s president. 

The publication of the Pentagon Papers led to political controversy, lawsuits and the extended trial of Ellsberg. In an article published in 1996 to commemorate the 25th anniversary of the publication of the Pentagon document, The New York Times wrote that the Pentagon study “demonstrated, among other things, that the Johnson administration has systematically lied to the public but also to Congress about a subject of transcendental national interest and significance”. 

To determine whether this leak will have the equivalent effect on the Afghan war as the Pentagon Papers did on the war in Vietnam we should first look at the story behind the leaks. 

Last month, The New York Times committed five pages worth of space to report on the content of the 91,000 reports leaked to it and two other newspapers pertaining to the current war in Afghanistan. The two other newspapers were Britain’s The Guardian and Germany’s Der Spiegel. The timing of the stories was the result of an agreement with the Germany-based Wikileaks.org that had painstakingly gathered the material. The organisation provided the documents to the three papers on the condition that the stories based on them be published on the same day it was planning to post them on its website. 

Each paper did its own analysis of what the documents showed, what impact their release might have on the conduct of the war, what would be the consequence of their release on relations between the US and Pakistan, how would they affect relations between Afghanistan and Pakistan. There will be consequences on all these fronts but the main purpose is not to achieve any of these ends. The purpose, as clearly indicated by the Wikileaks founder, is to provide a way out for the Obama administration to reduce the scope of its mission in Afghanistan and to head for the exit door. 

It was natural for commentators in Pakistan to dwell on the references made to their country, or the role attributed to the ISI in the Afghan affair, or to what retired Lt Gen Hamid Gul was doing and saying with respect to the war in Afghanistan. To use military parlance the blow to Pakistan’s reputation as a partner the United States could trust is simply collateral damage inflicted by this episode. We should not get terribly concerned

