A union of unequals
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Pakistan rarely has been near the top of US priorities. One indicator is that American Presidents have travelled to Pakistan just four times in 58 years; only Eisenhower in 1959 and Nixon ten years later paid State visits. Johnson touched down briefly at Karachi airport in December 1967, and Clinton spent just a little over five hours in Islamabad during his March 2000 South Asia trip. 
And in order to dispel General Musharraf’s impression that the visit was an endorsement of his rule, the Americans made it clear that, “the President will go to Pakistan because the Pakistani nation is a friend, not because he approved of, or acquiesces in the government of General Pervez Musharraf”. Isn’t it ironical that six years later, another American President is visiting Islamabad because he approves of General Musharraf’s rule, shares his vision of democracy and holds him up as a role model for the Islamic world.
Bush comes at a defining moment in the history of Pakistan. The people have broken their deafening silence and have taken to the streets. This nation of political romantics which seemed to have sunk into a mood of weariness and disillusionment is on the march once again. We are sick and tired of military rule, tired of tyranny, tired of being deprived of our right to elect our rulers. We say to them: Enough! Enough! In the name of God, go while the going is good. 
These are tense times in Pakistan. The alienation between the people of Pakistan and the United States has never been more intense. Relations between Pakistan and the United States have never been as stormy as they are today. The Bush administration does not seem aware of the tectonic shift that is well underway. Americans must therefore, begin by listening to the people of Pakistan, because if they do not know how they think; if they do not understand what resonates with them; and what fuels their anger, they will never understand why our two countries have failed to sustain stable relations after becoming allies in 1954 – 1955. 
At one time, Pakistan was “the most allied” of America’s allies. Washington turned to Pakistan in the early 1950s when India chose non-alignment. Pakistan desperate for outside support, eagerly reciprocated. In the early 1960s, the alliance frayed when Pakistan turned to China while America backed India in its war with that country. With the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, American policy did a complete about – face, when Islamabad provided essential support for anti-Soviet American operations in Afghanistan. A second US – Pakistan alliance then took shape. However, neither Ayub nor Zia compromised national sovereignty in exchange for military and economic aid provided by the United States.
The 9/11 attacks led to a third US – Pakistan alliance. Once again, Pakistan served as a support base for the war in Afghanistan and, later, as a frontline state in the so-called war against terrorism, became actively involved in tracking down Osama in the mountains of Waziristan. This has turned out to be a qualitatively different kind of relationship. By allying himself with America’s “war on terror”, General Musharraf secured American acceptance of his military coup against the democratically elected government of Prime Minster Nawaz Sharif. 
When power and leadership come to people incapable of handling either, the result can be disastrous. General Musharraf allowed Americans the free and unrestricted use of our air bases to bomb a friendly, neighbouring Muslim country and kill its innocent men, women and children who had done us no harm. “Nothing is more precious”, Ho Chi Minh once famously said, “than independence and freedom”. 
We lost both on General Musharraf’s watch when he said yes to all the seven demands presented to him by Secretary Colin Powell and joined the “Coalition of the coerced”. To the great surprise of President Bush, General Musharraf committed Pakistan and its 140 million people to support the United States with each of the seven actions in the American war against Afghanistan. “It looks like you got it all”, President Bush told Colin Powell. He thought it was the State Department at its best. 
It was Secretary Powell’s finest hour. But on that day, Pakistan rented itself out to the United States and became what Stephen Cohen calls a “rentier state”. No self-respecting, sovereign, independent country, no matter how small or weak, could have accepted such demands with such alacrity. We lost our independence, our fledgling democracy and all our liberties. But General Musharraf, until then a usurper, a pariah and a social outcast in American eyes, became the darling of the United States and its best friend almost overnight. Now he is tied at the hip to the United States. 
General Zia ul Haq once told Secretary of State George Shultz in December 1982 that the United States and Pakistan formed a union of unequals. Zia was right. The lesson of history is that there can be no friendship between the strong and the weak. There can be no friendship between unequals, neither in private life nor in public life. “The strong do what they can”, the Athenians told the intractable Melians, “and the weak must suffer what they must”. The Farewell address of George Washington will ever remain an important legacy for small nations like Pakistan. In that notable Testament, the Father of the American Republic cautioned that “an attachment of a small or weak toward a great and powerful nation dooms the former to be the satellite of the latter”. 
“It is folly in one nation”, George Washington observed, “to look for disinterested favours from another…it must pay with a portion of its independence for what ever it may accept under that character”. No truer words have been spoken on the subject. If you want to know what happens to an ill-led and ill-governed, small country under military rule which has attached itself to a powerful country like the United States, visit Pakistan. Nuclear Pakistan has lost its independence. It is now virtually an American satellite and is portrayed in American media as a ‘retriever dog’. Pakistan has lost its manhood, its honour, its dignity, and its sense of self-respect. “O what a fall was there my countrymen”!
58 years after independence, are we really free? Are we masters in our own house. Is our sovereignty and independence untrammelled? With the support and approval of the United States, the nation has been forced against its will to accept a totalitarian democracy? Today we have a government that is not grounded in the will of the people and must, therefore, be branded as illegitimate. That presents no problem to the United States. It tells the Generals who rule Pakistan, that all they needed to do was to carry out American agenda, fight the so-called terrorists whom they called freedom fighters not very long ago; in the process kill innocent men, women and children; use the state apparatus against all those who resist American imperialism; allow its citizens to be picked up by American intelligence and security agencies and incarcerated; play the role of a surrogate jailor for America and last but not least, find Osama; If they did all that, United States would look the other way, the Generals could deny their own people the freedom America advocates everywhere else and rule forever. 
Today, democracy is in the ascendant everywhere, except in Pakistan. Democracy means first and foremost, the right of the people to rule themselves. This is not the case in Pakistan today and is not likely to be the case soon. Freedom is on the march everywhere except in Pakistan. The only meaning “Freedom” can have in Pakistan right now is freedom from army rule. 
Why doesn’t the United States call on the Pakistan military to go back to the barracks, refrain from interference in domestic politics and open the way for the establishment of genuine democracy in the country? Why don’t they realize that freedom for Pakistanis means freedom from military rule; that by supporting military dictators, they had placed themselves on the wrong side of history; that in doing so they had lost the battle for the hearts and minds of the people of Pakistan.
Freedom is not the bedrock of America’s friendship with Pakistan. What the Bush Administration does not sufficiently appreciate is the hostility that its support of tyrants has helped to foment in Pakistan. The lesson of Vietnam and Iran is loud and clear. America must not rely too heavily on a General or a regime that did not enjoy the support of its own people. Instead, America should redeem itself by supporting the democratic aspirations of the people as it did in Ukraine.
Why does America turn a blind eye to the deficit of democracy in Pakistan? It is because Pakistan is not on the Bush democracy list. It is because America prefers to do business with military rulers in Pakistan. Today Pakistan has a dysfunctional political system that people describe as “sham democracy” with a dictator sitting on top. The substance of power vests in the President who is also the Chief of Army Staff. He is not elected in accordance with the constitution, is not accountable to the parliament or any other organ of state, refuses to vacate his office as Army Chief and doff his uniform. Democracy is in limbo, parliament is paralyzed. 
The constitution is a figment. Bush’s democracy agenda must not begin with Afghanistan and end with Iraq which he invaded on the “wings of a lie”. If Bush is truly interested in promoting democracy in the Islamic world, why doesn’t he make a beginning with Pakistan? Why can’t the United States identify itself with democratic forces and free this country’s democracy from usurpation by a mafia? Instead of searching for new lands to “democratize” and new places to hold election, why not roll back the military which has ruled Pakistan for more than half its life with disastrous consequences? 
History thrusts certain powers at certain times onto centre stage. In this era, the spotlight shines on the United States. How long it stays on America – and how brightly it shines, would be determined by how it conducts itself in the world. 
