We stand alone
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When President George W Bush landed in Islamabad amid heavy security, he couldn’t have failed to notice the almost complete absence of life. One could hear a person walking in the deserted streets. 
Everybody seemed affected by the lifelessness of Islamabad, usually so vibrant, without the usual hustle and bustle. A day earlier, a suicide bomber sent the starkest message, killing an American diplomat, his driver and two others and wounding dozens in a massive explosion in Karachi outside the American consulate. 
For 24 hours, we were all prisoners in our own country. Opposition leaders were under house arrest. President Bush fared no better. Most of the time he was confined to the American Ambassador’s residence behind a thick security veil and rarely ventured out to meet the people of Pakistan. 
Apart from a select few, no body saw him. No body met him. A memorable visit indeed. One is reminded of Adolf Hitler’s first and only visit to Paris after the fall of France. As his car came upon a group of boisterous market women, the fattest among them pointed at Hitler and said: “It is him! It is him”! President Bush encountered no such experience in Islamabad. 
Freedom of expression is one of the cornerstones of all democracies. Peaceful demonstrations are constitutionally protected even in Pakistan. But constitutional protection, as everyone knows, means nothing in this country today. In stark contrast, a noisy protest is seen in India as the best way to make one’s voice heard. 
Protesting is almost an occupation in that country. Demonstrators of all stripes - rallying, shouting, creating gridlock, all converging on the Prime Minister’s house, is a daily occurrence in Delhi. Indian’s penchant for demonstrations and the police’s lenient reaction to them is part of India’s political landscape. Tens of thousands of demonstrators chanting anti-Bush slogans were out on the streets of Delhi to protest the arrival of President George W Bush. The contrast with Pakistan was stark and sharply evident. It couldn’t have gone unnoticed. Democracies trust their people. Autocracies fear them.
If you want to know what happens to a third world country when it enters Uncle Sam’s embrace, don’t look at Africa, or Indonesia or Latin America. Visit Pakistan. Thanks to the American support of military dictators, Republican Pakistan is under military rule for the fourth time. 
An unelected General in uniform presides over the destinies of 140 million Pakistanis. Lacking normal tools of democratic governance, General Musharraf has a tendency to use raw power to overcome even political problems. Today our army is involved in a totally senseless and unnecessary proxy war in Waziristan against its own people, resulting in heavy loss of life. 
In doing so, General Musharraf has reversed Mr Jinnah sound policy of peaceful coexistence with the tribes who have remained loyal to Pakistan through thick and thin. Anybody who knows anything about the tribal belt will tell you that, in Waziristan, military operation is not an option to solve a problem, which is essentially political in nature. Pakistan is paying a heavy price for commitments made at gunpoint five years ago. 
There was unintended irony in the gift that John Foster Dulles sent to our governor-general, the dying Ghulam Muhammad, some volumes on George Washington. The farewell address of George Washington will ever remain an important legacy for infant 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”. The irony in the gift, however, went unnoticed in Pakistan.
The equation between the United States and Pakistan has been one of friendship and alliance in the past. On July 12, 1961, when President Ayub visited Washington, he told the Joint Session of the Congress: “The only people who will stand by you are the people of Pakistan, provided you are also prepared to stand by them. 
So, I would like you to remember that whatever may be the dictates of your commitments, you will not take any steps that might aggravate our problems or in any fashion jeopardise our security. As long as you remember that our friendship will grow in strength”. In his welcome address, President Kennedy said that Pakistan was ‘a friend of immediacy and constancy’, and observed that, “Americans in private and in their public life appreciate the value of friendship and the constancy of friends”. 
Fine words and noble sentiments but they ring so hollow today. The relationship between our two countries has undergone a fundamental change since then. In the real world, as every student of international relations knows, there are no permanent friends, only permanent national interests. 
Until 1962, the US continued to distinguish between a non-aligned India and the American ally, Pakistan. Over the years, this distinction first became blurred and then disappeared altogether. Now the Americans are openly saying that the policy of even-handed treatment of the two countries is a thing of the past. Pakistan has watched this transformation in American foreign policy with increasing perplexity and dismay. Pakistan is now de-hyphenated from India. India’s hyphenation is now more with China. “In a few years’ time”, an Indian diplomat said recently, “India won’t be able to see Pakistan in the rear - view mirror.”
As we stand today, there is no doubt that a cloud has come over the old friendship between Pakistan and the United States; a cloud which, it seems to me, may not pass away, although undoubtedly it is everyone’s desire that it should. President Bush did not blink facts or mince words when he met President Musharraf. When Pakistan’s expectations were not fulfilled, especially in view of the publicity, it was like a bucket of ice water on its face. “It was like taking a poor girl for a walk and then walking out on her, leaving her only with a bad name”. 
Pakistan’s reaction is that of a jealous suitor who has just learnt that the object of his affections has arranged a date with a richer, more handsome man. In American eyes, Pakistan is now like a silent movie star. She was good in her day. But Americans have got the talkies now. All these years we have been daydreaming and are only now beginning to learn the perils of unequal relationship. In all such relationships, as we all know, there is the pursuer and the pursued. And there can be no doubt of the position we occupy today. 
Generals know how to topple civilian governments in Pakistan, but they don’t know how to govern. The result is the mess we are in today. Why not trust the people? Why fear and distrust them? Why not have confidence in them? Why not follow the straight constitutional path back to democracy and return power to the people of Pakistan? 
Why follow this tortuous, devious, circuitous road to the abyss? Will our military rulers ever learn from history? Will they ever learn that military rule sows the seeds of its own downfall? 
Will they ever learn that there is no respectable alternative to democracy, that military rule, direct or indirect, veiled or unveiled, is pass_ and is a recipe for disaster, that Pakistan cannot survive unless the army is taken out of the arena of political conflict and supremacy of civil power is accepted in letter and spirit. Today the core issue facing the nation is freedom from army rule. Without demilitarisation, Pakistan risks revolution. Autocracy is the path to revolution. It is also the path to perdition. 
We have come to a critical fork in the road. Democracy is General Musharraf’s Achilles’ heel. The call for his resignation illustrates the frustrating cycle of instability that has hampered political growth in Pakistan for decades. 
The time is now near at hand which must determine whether Pakistan is to be ruled by the constitution or the whim and caprice of one single, solitary person in uniform. Do we wish to remain citizens of a Republic, or do we prefer some form of autocracy in which a General in uniform assures us that things were never as good as they are today and that authoritarianism is good for Pakistan? 
President Bush’s brief visit to Pakistan should serve as an eye opener. Today we stand alone. Such are the harsh realities inherent in an unequal relationship. It is time to wakeup. At this time all those among us who love this country and see the perils of the future (and I include Benazir, Nawaz Sharif and Shahbaz Sharif among them) must draw together and take resolute measures to put Pakistan back on the democratic path. Failing that, a long polar night will descend on the country.  

