US factor in transition to democracy
By Izzud-Din Pal


WHEN the results of the elections held on February 18 were announced, the possible role of the US in the context of the new reality became an immediate question mark, and I had called it an “unknown factor” (Encounter, February 23). As the events have unfolded, the issue has become clearly identifiable. The topic is off the headlines but it is still on the radar.

It would be useful to refresh our memory about how General Musharraf had outlined his plan to retire from his military position and embark upon his new role as a civilian ruler of a controlled democracy. The Bush-Cheney administration was of the view that he should accept partnership with a civilian leader in order to enhance his legitimacy. It is now clear that the general kept his inconclusive negotiations going with Ms Bhutto, while at the same time strengthening his ties with PML-Q.

To pursue his plan he decided to use extraordinary powers as the army chief. His Emergency and PCO were designed to sanitise the Supreme Court by “deposing” the undesirable judges. He “tolerated” the campaign of lawyers under the police bayonet but put their leaders in house-arrest, illegally extending their 30-day detentions consecutively. This repressive atmosphere became grave with the frequent suicide bombings in the country.

When Ms Bhutto returned to Pakistan, she was lucky enough to escape her brush with destiny, but succumbed to it later in Rawalpindi. As a result elections were postponed for February 18, 2008.

General (retd) Musharraf constituted the necessary election machinery at his exclusive discretion, including two important organisations consisting of the election commission and the interim government. No mistake could have been made about the allegiance and political affiliations of the people who were to serve on these organisations. In a country where democratic tradition is not fully established it is important to make sure that a neutral framework be established to conduct the elections and also to carry on the routine business of the government. There was no indication whether the Bush-Cheney administration took notice of this anomaly.

This was a pre-poll rigging operation. There were many reports about the complaints which had been submitted to the election commission. One of the most important decisions made by the commission, however, was to disqualify Mr Nawaz Sharif and his brother from contesting elections. Whether it was a Machiavellian move or just a routine business of working by the “rules”, its impact was directly, and favourably, felt by the members of the PML-Q. And in his interview to Ms Jemima a few days before the elections, General (retd) Musharraf was quite optimistic that the king’s party would win the majority of the seats in the assembly.

My purpose in summarising the elections plan of the general has been to underline the fact that the two main parties, PPP and PML-N, would have acquired more seats than they did, had the general not established his pre-poll plan. I offer these remarks, notwithstanding the fact that the PPP was able to ride on a sympathy vote, albeit to a degree, posthumously celebrating Ms Bhutto`s memory.

Under the circumstances, the initial results produced a hung parliament, though each of the main parties has now gained additional strength through the process of accommodation and negotiation with other elected members, especially the independents.

The elections have made it obvious that the PPP is in a better standing to take the lead position to form the new civilian government. Hopefully, the party will succeed in establishing a suitable arrangement at the centre. Similarly, the provincial governments are expected to take shape through political accommodation.

One does not need to examine the Blogs to note that in the eyes of many Pakistanis, both Mr Nawz Sharif and Mr Zardari have to wrestle with their past. Both face heavy responsibility and a difficult challenge to embark on a transition to democracy. This makes the situation serious enough to have the big brothers/sisters, the Bush-Cheney bureaucrats, enter to muddy up the waters.

From Washington, D.C., the first reaction was to emphasise that western alliance would prefer a “hybrid” government in Pakistan, a code word for pro-Musharraf dispensation.

Within a few days there was a flurry of activities at the US embassy in Islamabad and its consulates in other cities, and according to newspaper reports, the US ambassador and the consul in Lahore met with the leaders of the main parties as well as with Aitzaz Ahsan of the legal community. The objective presumably was to persuade them not to pursue the cases of the “deposed” judges, and to establish a cooperative regime with the general. In other words, the new government should be established in the framework of a pro-Musharraf parliament. They may not have succeeded in their objective but the matter has raised some questions about Pakistan-US relations.

In general, the policy of regime change to suit the interests of the US has a well-known history. It goes back to Woodrow Wilson in modern times. He is known for promoting self-determination for countries under colonial rule. But he also felt that United States should follow the British tradition of instructing “less civilised peoples” in law and order. With reference to the Philippines and Puerto Rico he suggested that they were children and they needed men to instruct them in deep matters of government and justice. Coming to the recent call of President Bush on pro-American dictators in the Middle East, the US national security advisor re-echoed the Wilsonian sentiments by suggesting: “these folks….are on board with the freedom agenda and they are pursuing it in their own fashion”. (Pankaj Mishra, London Review of Books, February, 21, 2008). Wilson remained an academic to the core, nevertheless, and was never able to shed his innate idealism.

The post-9/11 period has defined the US policy against international terrorism in the framework of Bush-Cheney agenda. In Iraq, for example, they found no WMD but that was not the main reason for attacking it. Other countries have been classified as part of the “axis of evil” also in the context of Bush-Cheney pursuit of regime change. Tony Blair has been assuring all of us, however, that “we are all internationalists now”. To quote Pankaj Mishra again: “… in this internationalism, Anglo-American liberalism has been seen as an especially aggressive form of hypocrisy...”

The 9/11 was a horrendous event, killing thousand of innocent people who happened to be in the building to start their day. The explanation offered by Osama bin Laden is a most heretical piece of sophistry, justifying suicide bombings targeting the civilians, based on obscure reasoning of Imam ibn Taimaya.

The 9/11 also offered an opportunity for the US to prove that in adversity, they would remain committed to the values and principles which have been the hallmark of their existence. Instead, they descended to the laws of the savages, refining the methods of torture against the enemy – Muslim and Muslimness. Such a contrast between the great intellectual tradition and the leadership of the most inarticulate president in modern history of the US is very puzzling.

The Bush-Cheney agenda that I have mentioned was aimed at establishing imperial presidency under the cover of the tragic episode, and to promote corporate interests, especially in the area of oil production and supply of sophisticated weapons. It is in this regard that the authoritarian rulers in the non-western world become an important ingredient to promote these interests.

General Musharraf has obliged the Bush-Cheney administration by cooperating with them about some known militants, but his regime has also managed to hunt with the hounds, to keep his options open. His security state machinery has had an insatiable demand for sophisticated weapons, in addition to equipment acquired as part of the military assistance aimed at the frontier region. (The administration now has been giving a second look to the military assistance which Congress began last November, to make an audit about the rumours of over-invoicing of bills).

During the Musharraf regime there was increase in madressah-related militancy, often associated with sections of the MMA, a party which has now suffered a defeat because this time the patronage from the regime was not available to them. All this certainly does not speak well of the mantra of the “trusted ally”. This matter deserves a more careful analysis to get some satisfactory answers.

With the civilian government in control of the country’s foreign policy, the relations between the US and Pakistan are bound to be developed on a different level than what was the case under General Musharraf. Also, the extent, to which the war in Afghanistan has spilled over into Pakistan’s frontier region, especially since 2002, would need to be examined.

In other words, it is possible to argue that in order to contain the cross-border movement of militants, the situation will have to be first brought under control in Afghanistan.

The civilian government will still have the responsibility to confront the problem of home-grown suicide bombing in Pakistan, largely the legacy of military’s security state syndrome promoted during the last nine years.
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