COMMENT: Step back from the brink —Abbas Rashid
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The US can continue to support Pakistan’s military establishment without accepting its exclusive political authority. And it can empower civilian leadership without jeopardising the military’s core interests. But what does the military regard as its core interests?

Here is a paradox: Pakistan is one of the fastest growing economies in the region, with a rate of growth of around 6% over the least few years. President Musharraf and his A-team have made that point often enough in response to increasing dissent and calls for democratic governance. On the other hand, Pakistan is widely perceived as a fragile state with fundamentals like the education and health of its people near the bottom of the international table and key institutions such as the police and the judiciary weakened by decades of military intervention and rule. 

Using 12 social, economic, and political/military indicators the Fund for Peace and the Foreign Policy Journal have ranked 177 states in order of their vulnerability to violent internal conflict and societal deterioration. Pakistan ranks 12th on this index, alarmingly high, and above Bangladesh, which is at the 16th place. The methodology employed in the exercise could be contested, but the listed problems that plague failing states have an unsettling resonance: rampant corruption, predatory elites, absence of the rule of law and ethnic or religious divisions. 

The article, discussing the need to build the institutional capacity of weak states, points to the ‘core’ five institutions: military, police, civil service, and the system of justice and leadership. The current coalescing of the bar and the bench in Pakistan around an agenda of the independence of the judiciary has a special significance in this context. That it has become somewhat inseparably linked to an agenda for regime change is another matter and does not detract from the centrality of the former and its possible long term implications for the state in Pakistan. 

The article also cites examples of states that have pulled back from the brink of failure. Interestingly enough, for us, the first example is that of India. 

In the 1970s many predicted that the country was heading for mass famine and internal violence as a result of massive population growth, economic mismanagement and extensive poverty and corruption. Today, India, despite some serious problems yet to be addressed, is seen as a major success story on the world stage. Another key example provided is that of South Africa, which in the 1980s seemed headed for a violent race war but pulled back from the brink in a negotiated settlement. Both examples are important for us: India for the strength it has derived from its strong institutions and the building of a democratic consensus and South Africa by way of illustrating the enormity of what can be successfully negotiated given the will and capacity of those who are at the center of the process. 

The Index then would be useful reading for those who have a key role to play in determining Pakistan’s fate. 

In another article carried by Foreign Affairs, also the July/August 2007 issue, Daniel Markay appears to be suggesting to the US foreign policy establishment that with all his failings Musharraf is still their best bet, but that he needs to ally himself with the liberal political forces in the country to roll back the rising tide of extremism. The choice for the US, he says, is not between supporting the military and empowering moderate civilians in Pakistan, which is to say that the US can continue to support Pakistan’s military establishment without accepting its exclusive political authority. And it can empower civilian leadership without jeopardising the military’s core interests. 

He is not alone in holding such a view. The problem with this is, and not to put too fine a point on it, what does the military regard as its core interests? 

Dr Ayesha Siddiqa’s recent book, Military Inc., offers valuable insight into what these might be. The military’s core interests end up steadily expanding at the cost of the other core institutions and this aggravates the exiting institutional imbalance. This is a key problem that Pakistan faces. 

So, when Markay advocates a high level of continuing US engagement with the military on the grounds that it is the strongest government institution and the only one that can deliver in the near term on the threats of violent militancy and terrorism, he is leaving something out. Which is that the more we focus on the near term the greater will be the imbalance within the core institutions in the longer term. 

In pursuing his point Markay gives an interesting example by way of illustration: the primary education system, he says has yielded a literacy rate of 30-50% — and still roughly 40% of the education budget goes unused because the bureaucracy is incapable of spending it. Without going into the merits of this analysis of what ails our system of education, the point that needs consideration here is whether the military can possibly provide an answer to this critical gap. If not, then some other institutions need rapid strengthening.

As to the current scenario, the lawyers’ movement around the CJP and the issue of an independent judiciary shows no sign of dissipating. If anything, the rallies appear to attract an increasing number of supporters from the general population. On the other hand, in their ‘support for the pivotal role of the president and the COAS in the ongoing reform process’ the president has had a public and somewhat unusual gesture of support from the corps commanders, itself an indicator of the gravity of the situation. 

The recent visits to Pakistan by the US Assistant Secretary of State for South Asian affairs, Richard Boucher and the US Deputy Secretary of State, John Negroponte also point to heightened concern in Washington in the context of the country’s role in the ‘war on terror’, if not on the issue of governance in Pakistan. 

Meanwhile, apart from what is happening on the border in Waziristan we have had over 200 persons dying of the rains in Karachi and the Lal Masjid vigilantes deciding to kidnap 5 Chinese nationals (subsequently released) in the capital itself. So much for governance. 
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