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BY now every local political commentator has had a bash at President Bush’s brief sojourn to the land of the pure. The comments have ranged from a calculated snub to a friendly nudge in the ribs. Some columnists, underpinning what has by now become the cliche of the decade, are still hopeful that the government of Pakistan might be able to squeeze a little more juice out of the grapefruit.

But after studying the Indian shopping list, crafted together by a prime minister who has watched with detached bemusement the obstreperous progress made by a rival that was once the linchpin of US policy in South-Asia, the general perception in Pakistan is that President Musharraf has been had. There was a time when he could claim that he had been marvelously prescient, but this time round he appeared cheerfully shaky.

President Bush is no great orator as his brief appearance before the cameras in the Indian capital indicated. Analysts are still trying to figure out that bit of gobbledygook about being divided by history. But he has a gift for deploying a restrained sensitivity and spontaneity whenever he appears before the microphone or the cameras, and makes up for lack of content by taking on the oleaginous heartiness of the large businessman trying to clinch a deal with a smaller one. The American president’s speech writers have by now exhausted the various permutations surrounding Pakistan’s indispensability in cracking down on the Al Qaeda network. And the cliche about Pakistan being a front-line state in the war on terror is now beginning to wear a little thin.

It is not very clear at whom this generous praise is directed. The military leadership, after considerable sanitizing and kowtowing, is beginning to show increasing signs of weariness and embarrassment at the fact that it is still engaged in confronting the belligerent force it once helped to create. And the majority of the population in this country couldn’t really care less if those shadowy figures that flit across the landscape planting bombs in the boots of cars continued to keep the security agencies on their toes. But President Bush enjoys pulling this rabbit out of his hat, and makes each serendipitous pronouncement look as if he has just made a startling discovery. The late Harold McMillan would have probably described it as displaying a flair for adding new dimensions to the commonplace.

However, though he appreciated the commitment of President Musharraf to hold elections in 2007, the bit about America wanting to continue to work with Pakistan ‘to lay the foundations of democracy,’ must have nicked President Musharraf’s nerve and made him hot and prickly under the collar. In fact, this wasn’t the first time that an American statesman has asked the question: when will the man in uniform restore democracy to Pakistan? There is no such thing as ‘controlled democracy’ to the American mind. Either you have a democracy, or you don’t. And if you do have a democracy it cannot be headed by a general who continues to wear his uniform. It’s as simple as that.

From the American point of view it is not as simple as all that. It is around the front lines of the campaign against Al Qaeda that the tensions between America’s pressing new security concerns and its interests in establishing democracy are most strongly felt. As President Musharraf stood there on the podium, threatened by photography, probably wishing George Bush had stopped over in Pakistan first, a number of images must have flashed through his mind. The cold shoulder that Washington turned towards him after he seized power in 1999; the icy handshake being replaced by a bear hug after the terrorist attack on the Twin Towers; the sudden transformation from rogue state to great ally.

In recognition of the Pakistani leader’s critical supporting role in the war on terrorism, the Bush administration showered Musharraf with praise, waived various economic sanctions, assembled a handsome aid package that exceeded $600 million in 2002, and restarted US-Pakistan military cooperation which reached its zenith during the military dictatorship of Gen Ziaul Haq. In between, the officials surrounding President Bush insisted that they should send frequent private messages to President Musharraf about the importance of returning to democracy.

But during the past few years the Pakistani president steadily consolidated his authoritarian grip, first through a clumsy referendum and later through a string of antidemocratic constitutional amendments. The reaction from Washington was half-hearted to say the least. Publicly there were lukewarm calls for restoring power to the people. But no real pressure was exerted. A western political commentator put it rather nicely: ‘The complexities of the situation had to be acknowledged.

Pakistan’s cooperation in the campaign against Al Qaeda is not a nice extra — it is vital. In addition, a return to democracy in Pakistan is not simply a matter of getting an authoritarian leader to step aside. The two main civilian political parties have failed the country several times, and during the 1990s discredited themselves in many Pakistanis’ eyes with patterns of corruption, ineffectiveness, and authoritarian behaviour.

‘Democratization will require a profound, multifaceted process of change in which Pakistan’s military will have to not only give up formal leadership of the country but pull out of politics altogether. Meanwhile, the civilian politicians will have to remake themselves thoroughly and dedicate themselves to rebuilding public confidence in the political system. Rather than erring on the side of deference to Musharraf, Washington should articulate such a long-term vision for Pakistan and pressure all relevant actors there to work towards it.

“George W. Bush is scarcely the first US president to evidence a split personality on democracy promotion. But the suddenness and prominence of his condition, as a result of the war on terrorism, makes it especially costly... The war on terrorism has laid bare the deeper fault line that has lurked below the surface of George W. Bush’s foreign policy from the day he took office — the struggle between the realist philosophy of his father and the competing pull of neo-Reaganism.”

Apparently a lot of water has flown under the bridge since 9/11, and there is increasing evidence to suggest not only that the United States is beginning to reassert the need for greater democracy in the world, it is also sending a message to President Musharraf that he should seriously consider hanging up his battle fatigues after 2007 and make a concerted effort to ensure that an untutored, fair election takes place. There is no other way to find out just how popular Nawaz Sharif actually is, and if the PPP can still find adequate representation in the four provinces. A transparent election is also the only way to drastically diminish the political importance and nuisance value of the six-party alliance of religious parties who, before the 2002 election, experienced considerable difficulty winning a single parliamentary seat.

There is no doubt that President Musharraf has got the message. What is, however, not clear is why he suddenly felt the need to go on the defensive when the two leaders faced the television cameras and President Bush hurled at President Musharraf his one-liner about helping Pakistan “to lay the foundations of democracy.” As this was a public appearance, what President Musharraf should have done is thanked President Bush for his deep consideration and pulled out his own shopping list. And later, over a drink, he could have said what Ely Culbertson, the bridge virtuoso said when a bridge player asked him if he favoured the Short Club. “You play your convention and I’ll play mine. Eventually we’ll both get there.”

Unfortunately, the soldier-president went on a laboured defensive of what he and the lads in the Muslim League had been up to in the last six years. Those oft-repeated words “grass roots democracy”, and “empowering the people” popped up again. It is by now fairly obvious that the president’s devolution plan which was supposed to place power in the hands of the people has done nothing of the sort. It has consolidated power in the hands of the nazims, the vast majority of whom emanate from the same background and social structure as the people who sit in the assemblies. How is it that there is not a single trade unionist sitting in the lower and the upper house?

The bit about encouraging women to play a more active and positive role in the affairs of the country, has also raised a few laughs. What’s the point of having those rows of heavily veiled women, resplendent in bejewelled corpulence, in the Assembly, who continue to maintain a stony silence when one of their sex, Sherry Rehman of the PPP, tries to table a bill which deeply concerns the women of this country?

