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A New York Times article (August 9) comments that “moderate reformers across the Arab world say American support for Israel’s battle with Hezbollah has put them on the defensive, tarring them by association and boosting Islamist parties. The very people whom the United States wanted to encourage to promote democracy from Bahrain to Casablanca instead feel trapped by a policy that they now ridicule more or less as “destroying the region in order to save it.”

The issue is not just limited to the Middle East. Here at home, the government and the “mainstream” political parties, notably those belonging to the Alliance for the Restoration of Democracy (ARD), have to do a lot of serious thinking and soul-searching about the growing radicalisation of political thinking from Indonesia to Morocco, spurred by an unashamedly and almost blind support of the United States to the recent Israeli aggression against Lebanon.

The issue of military’s role in Pakistan’s politics has been the subject of ARD’s charter of democracy and the military has been blamed for not allowing the growth of democratic institutions and practices, but military’s dominance of our history is closely linked with our foreign policy under which we have always sought aid from the US in exchange for the support and help in achieving the latter’s strategic objectives in the region.

The US-Pakistan defence relationship has served the US foreign policy interests while enabling the US to keep a strong grip over Pakistan’s domestic polity. Obviously, Pakistan is not an isolated case where the US policy makers supported corrupt, autocratic and incompetent regimes to further their strategic interests. The democracy and development in the US-allied states (e.g. Pakistan, Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Indonesia) took a back seat as the US sought reliable partners to pursue its global and regional foreign policy goals. It is in this context that the present debate about army’s role in our political history needs deeper examination.

While the ARD’s charter and a letter to President Musharraf written by “distinguished citizens”, that included former heads of ISI, have received a lot of media attention, it is quite interesting that almost none of the opposition parties or for that matter, the “distinguished citizens” have commented on the US-Pakistan Army nexus that has been a critical factor in sustaining prolonged periods of army rule in Pakistan.

Now another group of prominent citizens has written a similar letter to the president. If we are going to have a truly representative government and an independent legislature and judiciary, are we going to have an independent foreign policy? Or can we have a democracy and an independent foreign policy?

The Israeli actions juxtaposed with Dr Condoleezza Rice’s declaration of a “new Middle East” may prove to be the beginning of a new era in the Muslim and Arab countries where for any government or political party to support US foreign policy in the region would become a political liability. Sensing this mood, even the otherwise moderate and pro-US King Abdullah has spoken. In an interview with the BBC (August 8), he criticised the international community for only offering a piecemeal way of dealing with the crises in the Middle East.

He spoke of a region that was being radicalised by the growing support for Hezbollah as it fought back Israeli onslaught in the just-ended war. The moderates, he said, were being marginalized. The BBC correspondent, who interviewed the king, said it was clear that countries like Jordan and Egypt, who have close ties with the United States and peace deals with Israel, feel deeply worried, if not threatened, by this crisis.

Here in Pakistan, unless the “moderate” political forces can provide a model of democracy and development that does not depend on US military and economic assistance, their ability to provide a viable alternative to the military or autocratic rulers, is likely to be seriously tested in the coming years. The challenge seems greater now than compared to any other point in post-cold war period. It would be naive to assume that the US (under neo-conservatives or democrats) would actively support the “moderate” political parties in their demand to hold free and fair elections to establish a truly representative government.

The Bush administration’s brief honeymoon with a vision for democracy in the region is already over for all practical purposes with the election of Hamas in Palestine. More importantly, the prospect of a Hezbollah-dominated government in Lebanon is a thought scary enough for any US government to entertain any ideas about representative rule in the region’s countries.

Let’s now come to what is really wrong with the premise that the mainstream parties appear to believe that the route to power goes via Washington. One only has to look at Latin America to see that populist leaders have managed to win elections despite their anti-US stance on a range of policy issues.

President Lula in Brazil [the largest economic power in Western Hemisphere], Chavez in Venezuela [the fifth largest producer of oil from whom the US imports 15 per cent of its crude oil requirements] and Evo Morales in Bolivia [one of the world’s largest producers of coca, the raw material for cocaine] have won elections in the last four years despite their leftist credentials. But wasn’t Latin America the first to embrace the new world order and undertake large scale privatisation starting in the 1980s?

And the US-supported economic reforms were to transform these economies. Then how come, we are witnessing the revival of the populist politics right under the nose of Uncle Sam?

A leading US economist, Paul Krugman, writing about the Latin American experience with economic reforms and privatization in his latest book, The Great Unravelling says: “the actual results have been mixed. On the economic side, where hopes were initially highest, things have not gone too well. There are no economic miracles in Latin America, and there have been some notable disasters, Argentina’s crisis being the latest.

The best you can say is that some of the disaster victims, notably Mexico [a close US friend], seem to have recovered their balance (with a lot of help, one must say, from the Clinton Administration) and moved onto a path of steady, but modest, economic growth ... so while the US may have hoped for a new Latin stability based on vibrant prosperity, what it actually got was stability despite economic woes, thanks to democracy. Things could be lot worse.”

There are a few lessons here. Economic reforms alone (read privatisation and deregulation) without infrastructure and human development are not going to provide any relief to the economic woes of the people nor do they provide a foundation for a sustainable high economic (GDP) growth. Second, military dictatorships brought neither political nor economic stability to Latin America but democracy did bring some stability. Third, it is possible for political parties to win popular support and win elections despite US opposition provided their leadership has confidence in their domestic support and conviction in their policies.

In Pakistan’s case, however, the traditional political parties face the additional challenge of convincing the electorate that they can bring some progress to a country ravaged by poverty and corruption despite their poor track record while they were in power. But if they still continue to indulge in corruption as well as remain cronies and followers of the US policy, the under-privileged and the illiterate may find the alternative of “jihad” much more appealing. After all, they don’t have much to lose!

