Pakistan first

The lesson Bush gave Pakistan is simple: if your house is not in order, you will not build the power to order other people's houses

By Adnan Rehmat

Historically, Pakistan's domestic policies have been shaped by its foreign policy -- the opposite of what is usually the practice. This has been dictated by a virtually trouble-free relationship between the Pakistani military and the American establishment for the medium term at least.[image: image1.jpg]



Field Marshal Ayub Khan assisted Washington's strategic engagement with Beijing by offering itself as a nifty nuisance between Moscow and Delhi; General Ziaul Haq helped Ronald Reagan win the Cold War against the mighty Soviet Union and General Pervez Musharraf's army has been servicing George Bush's interests in the 'war against terror'.

Washington has benefited in all three instances even though historically what has appeared to the Pakistan military to be strategic value has turned out to be merely tactical in essence and of little lasting value. While the army got the margin to rule for a decade each time, the US never intervened to save Ayub's Pakistan from breaking into two and for services in making America the lone global superpower, all Zia got was death and his self-righteous Pakistan turned into a royal jihadi mess crammed with all shades of militants and extremists.

The George W Bush's recent visit is proving to be no exception. Musharraf is finding that, like Ayub who was ignominiously hounded out of office, and Zia, who simply fell out of the sky, he too is not getting value for his heroism in the service of international causes that make the world safer but Pakistan more dangerous for itself and for others.[image: image2.jpg]



It is precisely because India's foreign policy is dictated by its domestic policy -- finding energy sources to fuel a vibrant economy, greater mobility for its bulging middle class and pulling more people out of poverty -- that it gets to be wooed by the likes of Bush and Rumsfeld even though it opposed the Iraq invasion and has put none of its citizens in harmís way in the terror war.

 

Musharraf today

General Musharraf finds that just like the Ayub and Zia armies, neither is his getting the ultimate prize sought -- institutionalisation of military primacy over national polity. Six years of military rule over Pakistanis and five years of assisting America's war against terror have proven that there is no such thing as enough service.

Bush, Cheney and Rice have all been emphasising for the past two years that 2007 will be the election year for Pakistan. The American president's latest stress in his press conference with Musharraf in Islamabad was the strongest yet in public and the General's immediate response that he will abide by the constitution hints at the next goalpost in US strategy -- pullback from the brink on which the military-controlled democracy has ended up.

With general resentment against the army -- from Balochistan (the battle against sardars) to the tribal areas (the war against 'terror') and from Sindh (resentment against Kalabagh dam) to Punjab and North West Frontier Province (the cartoon controversy turning into anti Musharraf-Bush bashing) -- the rising at home, it is not too difficult to see that the army's energies are being spent on firefighting (Musharraf keeps warning of internal threats) and against external threats (al Qaeda and Taliban).

It is astonishing that the Musharraf regime is fighting these battles in the first place considering that it has an economy and stock exchange that are performing well and developing what is looking like a healthy sustainable pace, incomes are rising and there is no difficulty securing international credit. To boot, traditional suspicions notwithstanding, bilateral relationship, particularly people-to-people and business-to-business ties with India have perhaps never been better.

 

Victim of overstretch

So why is Musharraf hell bent on squandering political and economic capital that even Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif surely envy? The answer is that Musharraf -- and his army -- have become the victim of their own overstretch. The size of the pie that represents military dominance of the political economy has become so huge that it has become impossible to sustain. The more the military wants to dominate the political and economic space, the more it means marginalisation of political forces and the more this translates into resistance. And when compromises are forced, they come at the expense of legitimacy.

Why would the US want to continue supporting an increasingly unpopular and irrelevant regime when there are alternatives available? Both mainstream opposition parties -- Bhutto's Pakistan People's Party and Sharif's Pakistan Muslim League-N -- stand for 'enlightened moderation', espouse peace with India and Afghanistan and strong ties with the United States.

The significance of the Bush visit was a public signalling that a 'rationalising' of the Washington-Islamabad alliance is being set in motion. A dialogue was promised to work on a strategic relationship framework. Strategic is long term. And strategic is sustainable when it has popular support. How can there be sustainable military supremacy in Pakistan in a strategic framework?

The only answer is to -- building on economic improvement and improved relationship with India -- allow complete and popular democracy. A government led by PPP or PML-N or a combination of separate rule by both parties at the federal and provincial levels will mean that the same policies currently in place will continue with one distinction: there will be greater legitimacy for the 'war against terror', popular support (which already exists on the ground) for further improved political and business ties between Islamabad and New Delhi. And more importantly, the army gets freed up 'completely' from the burden of over-ruling the country and can focus on the 'war against terror'.

 

Staging an exit?

Musharraf clearly hasn't much option. He can either stretch his luck if he sets impractical conditions such as remaining both president and army chief for another five years. Maybe the deal is for him to be elected a uniform-less president (albeit with no powers to dissolve the parliament) with either PPP in saddle (only federal and Sindh governments but without Bhutto) or a Muslim League re-engineered for the umpteenth time with the Sharifs getting Punjab but not the prime ministership.

More than Musharraf, the hardest choices are before Bhutto and Sharif. The prospect of their parties -- and hence their personal political careers -- staying out of power for another stretch of five years will spell their political deaths. It has already been ten years for both Bhutto and PPP to be out of power. Neither will want to make it 15. For the Sharifs and their party it will be 12 on a stretch. Both the former prime ministers have paid dearly for their refusal to strike a deal with the army. It's not as if they've never struck deals with the military before. It's just that for both it's a now or never moment. It's striking that a moment of weakness will give strength to Musharraf, Bhutto and Sharif if they want it by bringing forth a win-win situation.

A new generation of youth has emerged that is unencumbered by ideologies that even loyalists have lost faith in. Not many will feel offended if political forces make compromises in the short term for long term gains. The meeting between Shahbaz and Bhutto in the wake of the Bush visit is the first step in formally evaluating strategies. One between Bhutto and Nawaz shouldn't be too far away. Make no mistake; the political map of Pakistan is changing.

The lesson, however, Bush gave Pakistan is simple: if your house is not in order, you will not build the power to order other people's houses. The problem is that valuable time has been lost, scarce resources have been squandered, the people have grown weary and even the chance of a re-birth infuses no popular enthusiasm. It's back to square one for all.

 

