Rice’s call and the limits of our sovereignty
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IN the midnight of August 9 when the US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice had a telephonic conversation with President General Pervez Musharraf to stop him from imposing a state of emergency in the country which he did, what mattered most was not the deferment of the extreme measure for it can still be resorted to later if deemed necessary.

What has crudely been exposed are the limits of our sovereignty that our military rulers and their political allies are so proud to assert in their speeches quite often. It shows Islamabad’s vulnerability to external dictates and inability to adopt an independent position on even internal issues. Telephone calls by the US high-ups to Pakistan’s top men demanding a particular decision are nothing new and have been a hallmark of Pakistan-US relations since the days of the Cold War.

The issue which triggered Rice’s intervention was neither Al-Qaeda nor nuclear assets but the imminence of emergency by the president to pre-empt crucial rulings by superior judiciary to stall his re-election in the coming months. Since July 20, when the Chief Justice won and the general lost, the establishment seems to have been gripped by panic, insecurity and paranoia. It has since been trying to prove itself more loyal to the king by suggesting various options. The latest was the state of emergency which could provide ample space to the president to manoeuvre and manipulate, strike a deal with Benazir Bhutto, divide the opposition and comfortably ward off the prevailing political crisis.

But what went wrong with these options was the international rejection and possible backlash. Not only the Commonwealth, the European Union and the United States also reacted strongly against use of the extreme measure. What they feared was the danger it carried of a violent downfall of the Musharraf regime and takeover by another military general. In a sense, the telephone call by Condoleezza Rice was the culmination of the West’s serious concerns about Pakistan’s and war on terror’s future. America’s predicament is not President Musharraf’s ouster from power but its inability to find a suitable successor who can implement Washington’s agenda in its war on terror.

The sharp rise in anti-American sentiments in Pakistan, also fuelled by religious and political parties, puts the United States in a quandary as the post-Musharraf set-up may not necessarily ensure Islamabad’s willingness to carry out operations as desired by Washington in the tribal areas.

As a ‘client’ state Pakistan has always compromised its sovereignty and acquiesced in to the dictates of America. Since the early 1950s it has pursued policies which not only curtailed its sovereignty, they also reduced self-esteem and self-respect of Pakistanis to the lowest ebb. In the name of national security, Pakistan joined the US-led alliances of Central Treaty Organisation (Cento) and South East Asian Treaty Organisation (Seato) to take part in America’s war against communism. For that, it also allowed the US to establish air base near Peshawar.

Pakistan paid a heavy price for its ‘client state’ policy when it was abandoned by Washington during the 1965 and 1971 wars. No lessons were learned by the successive regimes in post-1971 period and the same ‘dependency factor’ and the ‘client’ status remain unchanged. During the 1980s, the so-called jihad against the Soviet military intervention in Afghanistan and the post-September 11, 2001 events further deepened ‘unequal’ relations between Islamabad and Washington.

Despite the US claims of pursuing long-term relations with Islamabad and assurances of not leaving it in the lurch as done before, the mistrust between the two has been on the rise. It provided $35 billion assistance to Pakistan since 1950s but prime beneficiaries have not been the people of this country but a pro-West elite class.

The ‘client’ and ‘dependency’ nature of Pakistan-US relations reflects itself in the form of ‘threats’ ‘pressures’ and ‘blackmailing.’ Those at the receiving end in Islamabad have seldom asserted themselves. The famous telephone call of Colin Powell, the then US secretary of state, to President Musharraf on September 12, 2001 is a great testimony to ‘dependency’ and ‘client’ nature of relationship between Islamabad and Washington.

High-ups in Pakistan may deny or cover up any encroachment on our sovereignty by external powers, but the reality on the ground militates against such claims. Three reasons could be cited to prove why the successive leaders failed to protect their country’s sovereignty, maintain an element of respect and get a fair deal from the United States, which could benefit the people.

First, the legacy of colonial rule, the culture of greed and sycophancy –– a product of feudal and tribal way of life –– characterised policies of various Pakistani regimes to the extent of compromising the country’s sovereignty for external aid and assistance. Undemocratic, authoritarian and military dictatorial rule further deepened such an approach. For Washington, democracy never mattered in its relations with Pakistan. What counted more was total allegiance so as to serve American interests in the region. Therefore, in the last five decades or so, one could see it were certain individuals, not the people, who benefited from the alliances or war against terror.

The United States never invested in or helped establish heavy industry in Pakistan or showed interest in transfer of technology. American assistance to Pakistan has primarily been in the shape of military hardware or cash and not for the development of the country’s infrastructure.

Second, almost all the political leaders of Pakistan went an extra mile for cultivating ties with the United States. Political parties, be they in power or in opposition, tried and are still trying their level best to seek American and western support for their political benefits. The dictum that the ‘road to Islamabad passes through Washington’ makes sense as most of politicians, generals, feudal and bureaucratic elites want to be in good books of Washington.

It is not only the telephone calls of August 8, 2007 or September 12, 2001 that showed the limits of sovereignty that we are allowed to exercise, it was also crudely evident when a former prime minister, feeling threatened from the army’s predictable interference, made a telephone call to President George Bush and sought his help. President Bush was taken aback by the call.

Third, the manner in which Islamabad has handed over hundreds of terror suspects to American authorities shows their eagerness to prove their loyalty shows the limits of sovereignty. Barring Osama bin Laden and Dr Aymen Zawahari, it has tried to hand over all the suspects wanted by Washington. Be it threats of terrorism, the Red Mosque issue or the situation in Waziristan, Islamabad has tried to handle the situation in manner that it yields maximum monetary and political benefits from America.

Exactly a similar policy was pursued by another military dictator, General Ziaul-Haq, twenty years back when he opposed the signing of the Geneva accords because he feared the Soviet military withdrawal from Afghanistan would end the justification for getting American economic and military aid to Pakistan and would eventually weaken his hold on power.

Certainly, the structural dynamics of Pakistan-US relations are asymmetrical in nature. More than democracy, human rights or good governance, what matters for the Bush administration is ‘strategic ties’ with Islamabad. Consequently, what has happened as a sequel to years of unprincipled handling of foreign policy by Islamabad is the erosion of country’s sovereignty. A Lahore daily quoted Foreign Minister Khurshid Kasuri as having stated at a meeting in Kasur the other day that it was because of the telephonic call of the US secretary of state to President Musharraf that the decision to impose emergency was deferred.

America’s concern vis-à-vis the prevailing political situation of Pakistan centres on the post-Musharraf era and the fate of the country’s nuclear assets. Whether it is The New York Times or the Washington Post or the statements of US officials ranging from Richard Boucher to Nicholas Burns, the safety of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons in the event of a political turmoil and the reshaping of the Pakistani state seem to be America’s priority concerns.

It doesn’t matter to Washington if the people of Pakistan are deprived of a democratic process or live under continued military rule because its national security interests in South Asia place Pakistan in the category of an unstable state.

Limits of sovereignty in case of Pakistan cannot be defined or determined by a leadership that feels insecure, is greedy and suffers from political opportunism. Small wonder, one can expect more telephone calls from Washington demanding actions which clearly violate the country’s sovereignty.

The writer teaches international relations at the University of Karachi. 
amoonis@hotmail.com


