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DURING the early 1990s Latin American scholars debated the extent and meaning of the military’s role in the democratic transition. The optimists argued that the democratic electoral process will, over time, reduce the military’s influence in politics because the logic of electoral politics will result in the retreat of the military from politics. 

The pessimists pointed to the military’s retention of its traditional prerogatives and continued involvement in politics as a sign that the military has only made a tactical retreat from politics and that the ‘soldiers in mufti’ will continue to pose challenges to democratic forces in Latin America. The past decade has vindicated a guarded but more optimistic view that the continuation of electoral democracy has had a sobering impact on the once persistently aggressive military. 

Chile’s bumpy road towards democratic consolidation offers specific lessons for Pakistan. The future of democracy was extremely uncertain when on March 11, 1990 a civilian government took power in Chile after a long and often brutal rule by Gen Augusto Pinochet. The military had insisted that special prerogatives be established in the constitution. Pinochet continued as the commander-in-chief of the Chilean military until 1998 and a senator for life once he retired from the military. 

The rightwing parties eagerly supported Pinochet in this power contest with the democratic forces and continued to adore him as a great national figure until 2004 when it was revealed that he held over $28m in various secret bank accounts abroad. 

The key to the survival of democratic forces in Chile was their ability to set aside their differences and present a common front, the Concertación de Partidos por la Democracia (Concert of Parties for Democracy), composed of 16 political parties, a coalition that continues to rule Chile to this day. For the past decade-and-a-half the Chilean civilian government has extended its control over the military. The 2006 presidential election of a socialist, woman candidate, Michelle Bachelet, whose father was reportedly tortured and killed by Pinochet’s forces in 1974, shows how far the democratic forces have come in the past two decades. 

But sending the military permanently back to the barracks is a journey fraught with dangers. During the early phase of transition the politicians have to bend over backwards to reassure the military brass that they respect the professional autonomy of the military, that they are not interested in asserting civilian supremacy over military affairs and that they will not cut back military spending; if anything, they may increase it. 

The recommendations to cajole the military and to avoid asserting control over it appear both counter-intuitive and dangerous to democrats who want the balance of forces to finally tip in their favour. The immediate goal of democratic forces will have to be the survival of democracy and that will require the recognition that the military holds a much better hand in this game and only with time can the civilian forces tip this balance. 

The intermediate goal for democratic forces will have to be to move towards disengaging the military from politics by asserting its professionalism. The ultimate goal for the democratic forces in Pakistan ought to be to assert civilian control over the military and the redefinition of Pakistan from a national security state to a social welfare state. 

The Kerry-Lugar fiasco is a good example of the dangers facing the democratic transition if the military decides that the civilian government is interfering in its internal affairs. 

What made the KLB particularly flammable are the deep anti-American sentiments prevalent in Pakistan. The opponents of the bill were successful in framing the content of the legislation as a challenge to Pakistan’s sovereignty. The private electronic media that had, on previous occasions, showed sophistication in delicately criticising the military’s activist role in politics joined the frenzy of casting the aid bill as a plan to enslave the Pakistani nation. 

The whispering campaign that the Zardari government has used the KLB to assert control over the military was viewed not as a positive step towards democratic consolidation but as an act of treason by the government. Those who have read the details of the legislation and are aware of the conditionalities imposed by the United States in its foreign aid to Pakistan in the past might be forgiven for wondering what all the fuss is about. 

Section 302(15), which asks the US administration to certify the extent to which the civilian government is exercising control over military budgets and promotions, etc., seems to be a paler version of the Charter of Democracy’s vow to bring the military under greater civilian control. 

The fragile democratic regime lost this round over the KLB and the military won a greater reprieve from closer scrutiny of how it will spend the aid and regained ground as the true defender of Pakistan’s ‘honour’ and ‘sovereignty’. 

As long as the US is involved in fighting the war in Afghanistan and increasing its strategic partnership with Pakistan to root out terrorist networks, the prospects of seeing ‘democracy as the only game in town’ are dim. It has become an accepted belief among Pakistanis that the United States controls much of what goes on in this country. As the Kerry-Lugar disaster demonstrates, this belief is more helpful to anti-democratic forces in Pakistan. 

But a very narrow route towards democratic continuation does exist in Pakistan. Allowing for two successive elections in which power changes hands smoothly will not only be historic, it will also be an important milestone along the bumpy road towards democratic consolidation. But to achieve this milestone it is important that the civilian government does not interfere in the internal affairs of the military. 

The Cold War buttressed the militaries of Chile, Argentina and Brazil and it took the end of the Cold War for these countries to start the process of democratic consolidation. Pakistan may not have to wait for the conclusion of the ‘war against terror’ to experience the early stages of transition. All it may need is for the politicians to wait their turn to get into power by contesting the next election rather than striking a Faustian bargain with the anti-democratic forces.
