Pakistan under the shadow of 9/11
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RETURNING to Pakistan after years of living abroad one is struck by the transformation this country has undergone since 9/11. Few countries other than the US have been as severely impacted by the events of September 11, 2001, as Pakistan. This nation, America’s ally during the height of the Cold War, is once again playing the role of bosom buddy in a different kind of war.

President Musharraf has firmly embraced the US despite the disappointments of past alliances. For Gen Musharraf, as much as for President George Bush, 9/11 presented a welcome opportunity to project himself as a tough leader in turbulent times.

In latching himself on to Bush’s fallacious “war on terror”, Musharraf reversed a close relationship between Pakistan and Afghanistan’s Taliban government. Pakistan’s intelligence agency, the ISI, which had played a pivotal role in the defeat of the Soviet Union and the empowerment of the Taliban in Afghanistan, has been bypassed to please Bush. A new reality has dawned — the reality of the US domination of Afghanistan and Bush’s doctrine: “you're either with us or you’re with the terrorists.”

Despite efforts by Islamabad and Washington to portray a mutually respectful relationship, it became clear that Pakistan was doing America’s bidding. With Pakistani troops in tow, the FBI was raiding suspected Al Qaeda hideouts in small cities like Faisalabad, making a mockery of the host nation’s sovereignty.

Musharraf’s cooperation with the US in the war on terror won him accolades in Washington and other western capitals. Pakistan soon became a major recipient of American military and humanitarian aid. At the same time, the Bush administration began to protect the Musharraf regime from congressional scrutiny over the slow pace of democratic reforms, press freedom and human rights. This was easy for Bush as his Republican Party controlled both Houses of the legislature. Things would change after November 2006.

One must also give credence to the counter argument that Musharraf entered into an unequal alliance with the US to save Pakistan from America’s wrath. Since it seemed that Washington was going to extract the concession it wanted from Pakistan by any means, why not join the team as a willing partner and spare Islamabad political humiliation? The reasoning seemed astute. Except that the alliance with Bush turned out to be unpopular in Pakistan from the beginning and remains so to this day. The draconian security measures instituted as part of this cooperation, along with the resulting loss of civil rights, has affected all Pakistanis, only a handful of whom may have any links to terrorism. To placate Bush, the Pakistan government put religious institutions under intense scrutiny, ruffling too many feathers.

There are indications that of late President Musharraf himself has become disenchanted with the state of Pakistan-US relations. While the marriage of convenience has given both leaders some PR points, neither has earned the title of a visionary statesman they had hoped for. Bush has fared worse with a majority of Americans giving him one of the lowest job approval ratings ever.In a sign of weakening alliance, barbs have flown between the Musharraf government and the Bush administration over the handling of the porous border between Pakistan and Afghanistan. Washington has complained that Pakistan is allowing the Taliban and Al Qaeda to regroup and stage attacks against American forces from its territory, while Islamabad has countered that it’s doing the best it can. What has irked Washington the most is Pakistan’s “peace treaty” of sorts with the Taliban and the tribes that support them inside the Pakistani territory.

The tribal areas that straddle the border between Pakistan and Afghanistan have always been fiercely independent. Today, the tribes that live on either side of the border are deeply hostile towards their respective governments in Kabul and Islamabad. It’s not possible to squeeze a tribe on the Pakistani side of the border without angering its counterpart on the Afghan side because of tribal loyalties and ties of blood and ethnicity.

After the US mid-term elections of November 2006 the political landscape in Washington has drastically changed. Both Houses of Congress are now controlled by the Democrats. Although the Democratic majority is thin, especially in the Senate, it is strong enough to keep Bush in check.

Bush has become politically bruised in his lame-duck years. Musharraf, who is also facing pressure at home in the face of mounting difficulties — including his recent ill-fated suspension of the Chief Justice and police attacks on the media — is a pragmatist. He has seen the writing on the wall and is likely to reshuffle his cards to stay at the helm.

The widespread protests over the mishandling of the Chief Justice Iftikhar Mohammad Chaudhry and the resulting clampdown have no doubt shaken the government. Musharraf has said he will accept the decision of the Supreme Judicial Council in the matter and apologised for the ransacking of the Geo TV offices in Islamabad. But the damage has been done, with some reports suggesting that Washington is mulling a regime change in Pakistan.

In a sign of the times, the Democrat-dominated US Congress is considering measures that would make any military aid to Pakistan conditional on its cooperation with the “war on terror” and political reforms. The possibility of US sanctions prompted Pakistan’s standing committee on defence to demand a halt to cooperation with Washington in case the Congress passes any punitive measures.

The foreign ministry spokesperson was quick to distance the Pakistan government from the combative resolution of the National Assembly’s standing committee.

“Parliament is a sovereign body and the parliament does not represent the government, it represents the people of Pakistan,” the spokesperson said. Many Pakistanis, however, would find the official statement rather strange. Isn’t the government also supposed to represent the people of Pakistan?

The US House of Representatives is moving with a harsher version of the bill that would proscribe Pakistan for failing to cooperate against Al Qaeda and the Taliban, introduce political reforms, and tackle politically motivated killings and disappearances of citizens. The Senate has a softer version. The bills will eventually end up in a conference committee where the two organs will try to sort out differences before a final vote.

Even the Senate version, proposed by Senators Joe Biden and John Kerry, states that the “United States military assistance to Pakistan should be guided by demonstrable progress by the government of Pakistan in achieving certain objectives related to counter-terrorism and democratic reforms.”

In another disturbing development, the US Department of State in its annual human rights report has castigated Pakistan for multiple rights failures. It has said that the violations included extrajudicial killings, torture, and an increase in disappearances of activists and political opponents. The State Department report is an annual affair that some countries choose to ignore because of its political overtones. However, this report can very well provide more ammunition to Pakistan’s detractors in Congress.

Not everything is gloomy. Last year, Pakistan’s economy grew by more than eight per cent. There are tons of jobs in the public sector, including the media. Stores and eateries are full of customers. Several banks are financing cars for the population. One must give credit to Musharraf for the right economic policy.

One of the fastest growing sectors in Pakistan is security. In big cities like Karachi, all well-to-do neighbourhoods have their own security guards to protect against robbery. The city is armed to the teeth and the public has little trust in the government’s ability to keep it safe from the daring gangs of criminals.

A reason the country is awash in consumerism and has runaway real estate prices is the infusion of capital from Pakistanis living in Europe, Middle East and North America. Because of special scrutiny and hostility faced in the adopted countries in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks many Pakistanis are renewing their ties to the mother country through investment or relocation.

The current transformation of the Pakistani society is in large measure a product of 9/11. While the “war on terror” may become defunct with Bush’s departure in two years, Pakistanis’ attitude towards life seems to have changed for years to come.

In the days ahead, President Musharraf would have to take a fresh look at the alliance with America and decide if it’s a boon or a bane. As the apt title of Ayub Khan’s autobiography goes, Pakistan wants “Friends Not Masters.”
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