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 Pakistan: Legitimising
 Military Rule
 Return to democracy, of any kind, in Pakistan is now a thing of the
 past. The only road-map which now exists is the one leading to
 Afghanistan. The parallels between 1979 and 2001 are so striking
 that one is left wondering whether Pakistan has at all moved
 forward in these two decades.

 S AKBAR ZAIDI

 robably the greatest casualty for
 Pakistan following the events of
 recent weeks, is the death knell

 sounded to a return to democracy in the
 country for the foreseeable future. While
 there were some critics and sceptics who
 were not willing to support a Musharraf-
 as-president democratic order, arguing that
 any sense and notion of democracy would
 be severely controlled, compromised and
 undermined if we had the military heading
 Pakistan's government, there were a large
 number of those who had thrown in their

 lot with the experimentation with demo-
 cracy currently under way. They were ar-
 guing that because of Pakistan's poor
 record of democracy in the past, this new
 dispensation ought to be given a chance.
 The return to democracy, of any kind, it
 seems, is now a thing of the past, and the
 only 'road map' which now exists is the
 one leading to Afghanistan.

 What is most ironic and ought to be
 emphasised time and time again, is that
 it is the most powerful democracy in the
 world, with its own notions of freedom
 and justice, which is probably going to be
 responsible for giving any form of real
 democracy in Pakistan an unceremonious
 burial. By supporting, strengthening and
 legitimising a military regime, which
 ousted a democratically elected leader, the
 US in order to achieve its own goals in
 this region has delivered a fatal blow to
 democracy in Pakistan. Necessity and
 politics, indeed, make strange bedfellows.

 If history repeats itself, the second time
 as farce, we are to be witness to a theatre
 of extraordinary proportions. The parallels
 between 1979 and 2001 seem so similar,
 that one wonders whether Pakistan has at
 all moved forward in these two decades.

 In 1979, the head of Pakistan's army had
 been in office two years after ousting a
 democratically elected government. His

 government was in trouble and flounder-
 ing. The democratic west had distanced
 itself from this regime which was using
 the name of Islam to legitimise itself by
 cultivating links with Islamic groups.
 General Zia ul Haq was saved by the
 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan that year
 and Pakistan became a front line state

 against communism and Soviet expan-
 sionism in the region. General Zia stayed
 on in power for nine more years after the
 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and was
 removed from office involu.itarily. His
 long and ruthless (by Pakistani standards)
 rule would not have been possible without
 the very strong political, military and
 financial backing of the west, and particu-
 larly of the US.

 Now, two decades later, the backdrop
 once again seems very similar. Two years
 after removing a democratically elected
 leader, a military general has been sent an
 extraordinary opportunity to extend his
 rule indefinitely, in the fight for the western

 world's notion of justice in this 'War
 against Terror'. His saviour, like his
 predecessor's, is once again Afghanistan,
 and Pakistan once again emerges as the
 front line state, this time against 'terrorism'
 or perhaps even against fundamentalism.

 However, the similarities between the
 two episodes and events stop here. In 1979
 general Zia was on a weaker footing than
 general Musharraf is in 2001, in terms of
 political opposition. The incumbent
 government has less to worry about from
 local protestors and dissenters. Also, if
 one can use such a word for a military
 government, the present government is a
 far more 'polite' and less ruthless, perhaps
 even a soft, weaker, version of military
 rule compared to the one two decades
 earlier. There are huge differences in the
 two military leaders primarily because of
 the political and social conditions within
 Pakistan, and also because the world is a

 very different place two decades on.

 There is one crucial difference between

 the two moments, and this is where the
 present military government would be most
 grateful for generous western and US
 support. Pakistan's economy has been
 teetering on the brink of collapse for a
 number of years. In fact, since the end of
 the 1980s, Pakistan's economy has been
 growing at a far slower pace than it had
 earlier. Since 1998, after the nuclear tests

 and the freeze on the Foreign Currency
 Accounts (and not on account of the

 sanctions), the economy has come to a
 near halt, with growth rates averaging no
 -more than 3 or 4 per cent. Add to that the
 sanctions and the response of many
 nations of the world to the military coup
 in 1999, and Pakistan had been left out
 in the cold, with aid, assistance, and
 investment coming to a halt. Domestic
 uncertainty, too, made things far worse,
 with financial and human capital taking
 flight in unprecedented proportions.

 The US's 'War against Terror' has
 changed Pakistan's destiny once again.
 All the sanctions related to the nuclear

 tests have been lifted, as have, not surpris-
 ingly, those imposed on the military
 government on account of overthrowing
 democratic rule. Within a few days of the
 launching of the war against terrorism,
 Pakistan's profile in the eyes of the west,
 and particularly the Americans, has
 changed completely. We are once again
 seen as the 'good guys'. Aid is once again
 pouring in, sanctions have been lifted,
 and Pakistan's military government is
 being seen in a very favourable light, as
 defenders of the faith of the civilised
 world.

 A 'stable' Pakistan is what the Ameri-

 cans want, not necessarily a democratic
 Pakistan. Besides, our variety of demo-
 cracy is inherently unstable and weak, as
 it would be in countries in democratic

 transition, where periods of democracy
 have been interrupted by military rule.
 Clearly, at times like this, it is in the west's
 interest to support a stable military gov-
 ernment which can be relied on, rather
 than let experiments with democracy
 continue. If, as the leader of the demo-
 cratic world says, this is going to be a long
 war of some years we, in Pakistan, can be
 sure that democracy, for some years to
 come, is not going to be on the agenda
 of either the military government in power
 or the champions of the democratic west.
 What Pakistan needs to be is a stable,
 reliable, front-line state, fighting someone
 else's war. BI3
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