Democracy syndrome in Pak-US relations
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ON September 24, a US State Department official asked Islamabad to release arrested politicians as soon as possible and hoped the forthcoming elections would be free and fair. The same day, a spokesman of the US embassy in Islamabad termed the arrests of opposition activists as “disturbing” for Washington and asked for their release.

These two statements mark a significant departure from the earlier American stance in cases like the forced expulsion of Nawaz Sharif to Saudi Arabia, the movement against the Musharraf regime and the two offices issue which were described as Pakistan’s ‘internal matter.’ A lot of criticism against America’s double standards towards Pakistan’s pro-democracy struggle, it seems, has caused some rethinking in Washington. These were, however, termed by Pakistan Foreign Office spokesman as “an act of confusion” on the part of Americans.

The fact remains that Washington has, for long, been involved in Pakistan’s domestic affairs and kept close links with the country’s military and bureaucratic establishment for strategic reasons. Instead of removing contradictions in its approach towards the question of democracy in the developing world, Washington has often ignored the need for exerting substantial pressure on military, quasi-military and authoritarian regimes to see emergence of democratically elected governments.

In case of Pakistan, the United States is more concerned about securing its strategic, political and economic interests rather than favouring promoting the forces of democracy. Only when the non-democratic regimes become too unpopular and weak, it starts talking about democracy and becomes indifferent towards military dictators it has been supporting. It is yet to be seen how the democracy syndrome in Pakistan-US relations will take its course keeping in view the current anti-Musharraf uprising, constitutional crisis and a widespread demand for military’s withdrawal from the political scene.

For quite sometime, the US administration officials have been insisting on the need for free, fair and transparent elections in Pakistan but at the same time have also been reposing confidence in the regime of General Musharraf. It is obvious that the Americans have never been serious about seeing democracy take roots in Pakistan and done not much to strengthen democratic forces. For example, on September 18, at a White House briefing, spokeswoman Dana Perino described the issue of President Pervez Musharraf holding the office of chief of army staff as Pakistan’s internal matter.

So, it is for the first time in recent period that one can see a change in the tone of American officials as far as highhanded approach of the government in dealing with political dissent is concerned. The two statements on September 24 by the US officials expressing their concern over the misuse of power for suppressing political dissent is an indication of a changed American stance as far as democracy in Pakistan is concerned.

For a variety of reasons, the political elite of Pakistan leaves no opportunity to drag Washington in the country’s internal affairs. Many politicians are not reluctant in approaching American officials for seeking support on issues, which are purely domestic in nature. Consequently, the US officials have been tempted to directly interven in Pakistan’s internal affairs. Contrary to the denials made by Washington of not meddling in Pakistan’s domestic matters, the United States from time to time takes steps, which are tantamount of inference in the country’s internal matters. For instance, the telephonic call made by the US Secretary of State Condelezza Rice to General Musharraf last month in which she urged him not to impose state of emergency in Pakistan is a case in point. When the U.S. State Department and the U.S embassy in Islamabad officials used strong language over the alleged existence of terrorist ‘safe heavens’ in the tribal areas of Pakistan, such a stance was also termed as interference in the internal affairs of Pakistan.

Three factors seem to have caused variation in the previous and the recent US position on Pakistan’s domestic political situation. First, periodic news reports, articles and editorials in the US print media seem to have made a difference in creating some change in the official perceptions on maintaining consistent alliance with President Musharraf.

Second, the equation of anti-Americanism in Pakistan with Washington’s support to General Musharraf may have given a clear message to the Bush administration about high-level unpopularity of America including rise in suicide attacks as an evidence of negative feelings about the United States. Congressional hearings on Pakistan are also an important source of sensing American mood on prevailing issues in Pakistan. The US position on the issue of uniform and growing schism in Pakistan caused by President Musharraf’s refusal to step down from his positions of power also put Washington in a quandary: America considers General Musharraf necessary and useful in its global war on terror while at the same time is unable to prevent him from pursuing non-democratic acts.

Third, the complexion of U.S. Congress has also changed because of electoral results last year. As the Democratic party now controls both the houses of Congress, the Bush administration finds it difficult to continue open support for General Musharraf. The recently approved bill in the U.S. Congress, which expects Pakistan to take more concrete steps against terrorism and expedite measures for democracy, is an evidence of the changed US policy on Pakistan. Islamabad may be an ally in the U.S-led war on terror, yet Washington may have decided not to keep all its eggs in one basket.

The rise of suicide attacks and religious extremism are considered as a reaction to both US policies and actions in Iraq and Afghanistan and also General Musharraf’s military crackdown in tribal areas. If Washington is unable to militarily withdraw from Iraq and Afghanistan, it is perceived that the United States can support political change in Pakistan as a result of a free and fair electoral process thus neutralizing some degree of anti-Americanism.

It is not only the United States, which has recently come heavily on the Musharraf regime, European Union (EU) and the Commonwealth (CW) have also expressed their concern and resentment against the manner in which Islamabad has dealt with political dissent. Deportation of Nawaz Sharif and political repression against its opponents seem to have aroused concern in EU and CW. Don McKinnon, Secretary General of Commonwealth, during his recent visit to Islamabad urged President Pervez Musharraf to quit the office of Chief of Army Staff and hold transparent elections.

In retrospect, the Commonwealth Heads of Government in their meeting held in May 2004 had urged Islamabad to resolve the uniform issue by the end of 2007. Now the CW wants the commitment made by General Musharraf, which he made on the issue of uniform, fulfilled. The European Union in a statement issued in Islamabad the other day expressed concern at the recent arrests and detention of members of opposition parties.

Besides, when Nawaz Sharif was deported to Saudi Arabia on September 10, a strong statement was issued by EU condemning such a step. There was no statement of condemnation by the United States. Now, the US, EU and Commonwealth seem to have coordinated their policies so as to come with a uniform policy on the issue of General Musharraf keeping the office of chief of army staff, arrest of opposition leaders and workers and the possible use of unfair means in forthcoming elections.

Washington has already expressed its concern over the non-inclusion of millions of voters particularly when it had provided financial support to Pakistan Election Commission to update voters’ list. The lack of trust between Pakistan and the United States on the nuclear issue, democracy, terrorism and voters’ list needs to be understood in the context of democracy syndrome in their inconsistent and insincere behaviour. n
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