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PAKISTAN: MILITANCY, THE TRANSITION
TO DEMOCRACY AND FUTURE RELATIONS
WITH THE UNITED STATES

Saeed Shafqat

akistan’s geostrategic location has made it a country of pivotal importance

from the Cold War to the present day. Geography not only shapes Pakistan’s
foreign policy, but also its defense considerations and strategic outlook. Its crucial
position in South Asia, with its proximity to the Arabian Peninsula and access to
the Horn of Africa and Central Asia, make it a strategically attractive and unavoid-
able state for global and regional powers. China continues to be a reliable friend
and considers Pakistan a window of strategic opportunity.! For Russia, Pakistan
could offer access to “warm waters” if Afghanistan were to gain stability, thus
improving the level of trust between the two nations. India’s imminent emergence
as a regional power will likely be contested by Pakistan, and the peace process
between the two rivals will continue at a snail’s pace.

Pakistan continues to have strong cultural and strategic partnerships with Iran
and Saudi Arabia.? Iran’s nuclear ambitions, and the growing consensus among the
Great Powers to curb these, may boost the geostrategic value of Pakistan in the
region. With the recent construction of the Gwadar Port, which now serves as a
gateway to the Gulf States, Pakistan’s importance will only increase in the region.
In the coming decades, as the rivalry among global powers to dominate the Indian
Ocean intensifies, it becomes likely that whichever power influences the Persian
Gulf will control not only the Arabian Sea but also the Indian Ocean.? In addition
to its strategic geopolitical significance, the global war on terrorism has enhanced
Pakistan’s significance as a regional hub of terrorism. Pakistan is all at once a
country of origin, a destination, a conduit and a victim of global jihad. According to
Bruce Riedel’s characterization, Pakistan has emerged as the “critical battlefield”
in the war against global jihad.*

In the post-9/11 world, U.S. policy toward Pakistan has undergone a paradigm
shift. In less than a decade, Pakistan has graduated from being a frontline state
to being a NATO ally and strategic partner. Since 2002, Pakistan has been the
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recipient of over $10.5 billion in U.S. military and economic assistance; and more
than $1.5 billion in non-military aid is pledged annually for the next five years.’
From an American military perspective, this region is crucial for global stability
and American security as it is home to numerous countries that have supported,
funded or politically backed global terrorist groups. The list includes Pakistan,
Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, Israel and India. With the exception of Israel
and India, this geographical area is under the responsibility of the U.S. Central

Command (CENTCOM), currently the U.S. mili-

Pakistan is all at
once a country

tary’s most important regional command.
American-Pakistani relations are affected by
several dynamics. First, it is clear that this shift

of origin, a in U.S.-Pakistan relations is driven primarily by a
destin ation, a regional security imperative of which considerations

conduit and a

of oil flow, energy needs, regional stability and the
global war on terrorism are contributing factors. It is

victim Of glObal thus vital for the United States to build a strategic
]lhad partnership with Pakistan. Pakistan has provided

the United States with logistical support, airspace
and intelligence in the 1950-60s, 1980s and today. From 1979 to 1989, Pakistan
played a key role in organizing and supporting the U.S.-led Afghan resistance
movement against Soviet occupation. From this period emerges many of today’s
global terrorism challenges. Second, the U.S. has had an abiding interest specifi-
cally in Pakistan because of Pakistan’s role in Cold War policies of containment,
present-day concerns over Iran, the global war on terror, a Central Asian energy
corridor and Pakistan’s nuclear assets. There have been “low” and “high” periods
in this relationship however, depending on the size and scale of perceived threats
to U.S. security interests in a given period.®
Third, the U.S. has distanced itself from Pakistan and resorted to coercive
diplomacy on occasion (e.g., withholding nuclear-free certification and imposing
economic sanctions in 1990), but it never disengages completely. Fourth, U.S.-
Pakistan relations are defined and driven by geostrategic considerations in the
Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean that help keep the United States involved in the
region. Finally, Pakistan’s nuclear capability, particularly considering the revela-
tions of proliferation and the possibility of nuclear weapons falling into the hands
of religious militants, is a source of anxiety for the U.S. In the eyes of many
Western observers, Pakistan’s religious militancy and elite conflicts could rupture
its very existence; it is becoming ungovernable and thus on the brink of collapse.
Despite recent elections and an ongoing transition process from a military regime
to a civilian-led multi-party coalition, these Western observers remain skeptical,
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questioning how the transijtion has impacted civil-military relations and the con-
solidation of the democratic party system.

This essay will first provide an overview of Pakistan’s recent tumultuous
political history, including the revolt of urban professionals, the assassination of
Benazir Bhutto and the elections on 18 February 2008 which led to the subse-
quent installation of a civilian-led party government. Pakistan’s return to civilian
rule intensified the power struggle among the political parties to recast alliances,
redefine opposition-government relationships, develop rules of power-sharing
with the military and, most importantly, envision building a sustainable strategic
partnership with the United States. The paper then analyzes how the U.S. has
begun to reassess the substance and meaning of this relationship from a narrowly
focused military-to-military relationship to a more comprehensive partnership,
deepening its scope and scale with the goal of supporting the democratic transi-
tion in Pakistan. Yousaf Raza Gilani assumed the office of prime minister on 23
March 2008 and Asif Ali Zardari the presidency on 9 September 2008, and both
have been striving to assure the skeptical international community that Pakistan
can be trusted to ensure the safety of its nuclear weapons, curb religious extremism
and put Pakistan on a path to democracy.”

Since late 2007, and particularly since Barack Obama assumed the American
presidency, the U.S. State Department and congressional leaders have become
more explicit in declaring the United States’ intention to build a long-term part-
nership with Pakistan, support Pakistan’s pluralism, democracy and the civilian
government’s aim to strengthen people-to-people relationships. The United States
also has stated its desire to help Pakistan dismantle, disrupt and destroy terrorist
networks.® A shift of emphasis from strategic imperatives to shared values, socio-
economic development and support for democratic Pakistan augurs well and could
energize and redefine the parameters of long-term, sustainable relations between
Pakistan and the U.S. The critical question is: how ready and responsive are the
military and civilian leaders in Pakistan to discern and adopt to this change in
U.S. policy?

MiLiTaARY HEGEMONY OR PARTY DOMINANCE?

For over sixty years, Pakistan has oscillated between military-hegemonic
and dominant party political systems. Persistent and prolonged military rule has
entrenched the military in politics, business and even in the social sphere (i.e., the
militarization of Pakistani society). Despite this entrenchment, military rule has
never gained legitimacy among Pakistani citizens. In a military-hegemonic system,
the military has a monopoly over strategic policy issues and the state’s decision-
making institutions. The military hegemonic system functions via three identifi-
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able processes: first, political control through executive orders/ordinances; second,
political exclusion through the deactivation of political parties and the active
groups, restriction on participation of urban professional groups; and third, the
building of a strategic partnership with the United States. Pakistani history shows
that military hegemony evokes resistance: the longer the period of military rule,
the stronger the resistance movements become in their push for free and fair elec-
tions. Upsurges of resistance and demands for the restoration of democracy by
civil society groups and political parties have followed each period of military rule
(General Ayub Khan, 1958-69; General Yahya Khan, 1969-71; General Zia ul-Hagq,
1977-88; and General Pervez Musharraf, 1999-2008). The recurring pattern has
been that the collapse or weakening of the military regime paves the way for elec-
tions which then facilitate a transition to civilian-led party governments.

It is distressing to note, however, that with each election, opportunities for con-
solidating civilian-led party governments have been misspent by Pakistan's polit-
ical parties. Political leaders and parties have not been successful in constructing a
party system nor in promoting democratic values. A culture of respect for dissent,
necessary for facilitating a representative form of government, has yet to be devel-
oped. The tendency has been for political parties in power to establish their domi-
nance. In particular, the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP), led by Zulfikar Ali Bhutto
from 1971 to 1977; the Pakistan Muslim League (PML), led by Muhammad Khan
Junejo from 1985 to 1988; and both the Bhutto-led PPP and Nawaz Sharif-led
Pakistan Muslim League-N (PML-N), led by Nawaz Sharif from 1988 to 1999, all
attempted to establish political dominance without opposition.? As a result, cred-
ible government opposition has not evolved.

The lack of civilian-led party rule does not raise confidence that rule of law,
good governance and the values of constitutional liberalism will be promoted.
Since the first general elections in 1970, the winning political party has adopted
a post-election policy of establishing dominance rather than creating the political
space necessary for opposition parties. Each time the military withdrew, the
political leaders could neither pay adequate attention to reform nor could they
democratize their political parties. Personalities drove the parties instead of orga-
nization or programs.’® Both the party in power and opposition parties pursued
confrontation instead of consensus on how to restrict the role of the military in
politics. The military, in turn, took advantage of divisive tendencies among the
parties and indirectly encouraged confrontation rather than cooperation. The
party in power focused on establishing dominance and excluding political oppo-
nents instead of devising ways to restrain the military. The party system and rep-
resentative government could not be institutionalized. Thus, both the military and
the political parties have failed in creating pluralist norms and values necessary for
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a democratic society. Given this history, why should one expect political parties to
behave differently now? Before addressing this question, Pakistan’s history during
the past decade must be examined.

General Pervez Musharraf assumed power in October 1999, overthrowing
the civilian government of Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif. From 2002 to 2007,
Musharraf enhanced presidential power via constitutional amendments and
ordinances and ruled by decree, constricting the role of the legislature to that of
a decree-stamping institution. Until 2006 he maintained a political order that
created a semblance of stability, but 2007 was perhaps the worst year in Pakistan’s
legal and political history as the president misused his powers through a series of
unlawful acts: on 9 March 2007 Musharraf dismissed the chief justice of Pakistan
and on 9 November 2007, he issued a decree firing over sixty judges of the superior
judiciary. Musharraf then managed to get re-elected as both the chief of the army
and a serving general. Lawyer protests were ruthlessly suppressed, violating the
1973 constitution.!

Under domestic and international pressure, Musharraf announced that the
elections would be held on 7 January 2008. The political parties responded by
demanding the return of the exiled leaders Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif
and initiated a consultative process which led to the signing of the Charter of
Democracy. Through this charter, the political parties agreed to work together to
restore democracy, seek independence of the judiciary and curb the political role
of the military. On 5 October 2007, Musharraf issued the National Reconciliation
Ordinance (NRO), which exonerated political leaders from charges in cases of cor-
ruption and paved the way for the return of these leaders, particularly Bhutto. In
popular parlance, this was known as the Musharraf-Bhutto Deal. As the election
campaign progressed, key electoral issues included restoration of judges, the cur-
tailment of presidential powers, the disengagement of the military from politics,
recognition of terrorism as a national issue, the use of political engagement rather
than force with religious extremists/terrorists, the transfer of power to elected rep-
resentatives and supremacy of the legislature.

On 18 October 2007, Bhutto returned to Karachi, greeted by a rousing recep-
tion. She narrowly survived a suicide bomb at the procession, but the bomb
killed over 100 participants. Bhutto continued to campaign under life-threatening
conditions. On 27 December 2007, Bhutto met her tragic death—her passing has
become a defining moment in Pakistan’s history. It roused anger, passion and
a wave of sympathy not only for her party, the PPP, but also for other political
leaders. Bhutto’s death intensified the revolt of urban professionals, which had
been simmering since the removal of the Chief Justice in March 2007. Lawyers’
protests gave new meaning to the electoral process. Benazir Bhutto’s death jolted
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Pakistan and precipitated an expectation among the people that political party
leaders would seize this window of opportunity to construct a civilian-led demo-
cratic order.

For almost two decades, Bhutto was on center stage, regardless of whether she
was in or out of power, inside or outside the country. She showed courage and
imagination in confronting military rule and in the process facilitated a demo-
cratic transition. Through winning two electoral contests in 1988 and in 1993
she assumed the office of prime minister, an inimitable distinction in Pakistani
politics. In the eyes of many, she was poised to

Bhutto forcefully win the 2008 elections. Despite her disappointing
argue d that performance as prime minister, the promise and

democracy was the of electoral campaigning from 18 October 2007 to
Only alternatlve to 27 December 2007 amply demonstrate how, despite

an authoritarian threats to her life, she campaigned in all four prov-
mlhtary inces of Pakistan and galvanized the PPP voting
. . base. In her speeches and interviews, she showed
dlCtatOfShlp- courage of conviction in launching a frontal attack
on religious extremists and terrorists. She emerged

mystique of her leadership persisted. Her ten weeks

as the only Pakistani leader willing to take on the terrorists, and she forcefully
argued that democracy was the only alternative to an authoritarian military dicta-
torship. At the time of her death, she was the most popular, credible and legitimate
political leader in recent history.

Bhutto’s death was followed by massive protests and violence, creating much
uncertainty; elections were delayed by a full month. Yet that did not diminish
the PPP support base. The party secured a decisive victory and Bhutto’s husband,
Asif Ali Zardari, inadvertently emerged as the strongman of the party.”? Zardari,
despite his tainted past of alleged corruption, showed considerable maturity and
political acumen in the time following Bhutto’s death.”* He has been adept in con-
solidating control over the party and has sought reconciliation with the other major
political parties, particularly the Awami National Party (ANP), the PML-N, the
Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam (JUI) and even the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM). In
June 2008, the MQM finally joined the provincial government in Sindh.

The outcome of the 18 February 2008 elections has raised expectations that
Pakistan may be moving away from a dominant-party system to a multi-party
system where the PPP, PML-N, ANP, JUI and MQM will emerge as coalition part-
ners. Each has a different agenda and differing support bases yet they seem to be
working on the idea of minimal consensus. The politics of coalition building are not
new to Pakistan’s political parties, and alliance-forming coalitions have emerged
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as effective oppositional groups. In the 1960s, 70s and 80s, political leaders were
adroit in building alliances that became formidable opposition movements. This
gave rise to both military-hegemonic and party-dominant regimes. The 1990s
revealed that Pakistan’s political parties and their leadership could pursue politics
of regime confrontation, elite manipulation and limited street agitation, but not of
reconciliation and consensus. Thus, sustaining coalitions that would lead to poli-
tics of accommodation, consensus-building and national reconciliation remained
illusionary and weak. Today, the multi-party coalition led by the PPP remains
tenuous but holds the promise of a new direction.

After the 18 February 2008 election, the manner in which PPP, PML-N and
ANP leadership has conducted politics of consultation and consensus-building
indicates that political leaders are conscious of their responsibilities for order and
could build a sustainable coalition. Asif Zardari, Nawaz Sharif, Asfandyar Wali
and Maulana Fazal-ur-Rehman are not visionary nor are they transformational
leaders; they are pragmatic, shrewd and deft politicians. The coalition parties
reveal three disturbing trends, however. First, leadership is increasingly dynastic
(i.e., awarding key positions to one’s own kith and kin). Second, these parties are
a coalition of landed elites, business groups, tribal elders and religious groups,
which also have some popular support base. Third, these leaders are driven by
considerations of personal gain and power rather than public good and institution
building. The leaders are reluctant to change the status quo despite their apparent
recognition that their supporters expect them to work together to improve security
and governance, provide justice and reduce poverty.

In spite of these worrying trends, there are at least six reasons why coalition
politics may lead to the development of a multi-party system. First, even though
the three major political parties, the PPP, PML-N and ANP, were quick to build
a consensus against President Musharraf, the parties differed in their approach to
his removal from office. The PML-N was vocal in demanding Musharraf’s removal
(and are currently demanding his trial) and the reinstatement of the judges, while
the PPP was less confrontational and searched for ways to define a basis for a
workable relationship with Musharraf. The PPP also wished to dilute the issue of
the restoration of the judges, which strained the coalition as the PML-N’s expecta-
tion was that the judges would be restored by 12 May 2008."* When that did not
happen, the PML-N’s cabinet ministers submitted their resignation to the prime
minister, and the party subsequently withdrew from the coalition. This jolted the
coalition, and the PML-N chose to become the opposition party in the National
Assembly. That transition has been bumpy and is likely to remain so.

Second, there are indications of an emerging consensus to restrict the political
role of the military. The political parties remained focused in ensuring the removal
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of Musharraf, who resigned in August 2008. His departure helped define power-
sharing with the military rather than merely establishing the supremacy of the
civilian leaders. The Chief of Army Staff (COAS), General Ashfaq Pervez Kiyani,
took a number of steps as well; for example, serving military officers withdrew
from civilian positions indicating the military’s willingness to re-engage with the
civilian leadership in light of the electoral outcome.'

Third, there appears to be a realization among the leaders of the political parties
that they must refrain from repeating the mistakes of 1990s, when confrontation
between the PPP and PML-N paved the way for military intervention. Therefore,
despite the confrontational politics and brinksmanship during the height of the
lawyers’ protest in 2008, the PPP and PML-N leaders kept the window of commu-
nication open. The political leadership of the parliamentary parties seemed eager
to sustain the dialogue process in order to dispel any mistrust.'¢

Fourth, there is a strong desire among leaders who were either jailed (e.g,
Asif Ali Zardari) or compelled to go abroad (e.g., Nawaz and Shahbaz Sharif) to
ensure that none will be forced into exile or put in prison. The fear of exile and
prison has helped improve the levels of trust among political leaders, with the
bonds of prison and exile giving new meaning to the politics of coalition building.
Nawaz conveys the image of a confident, bold, confrontational and somewhat
defiant leader who remains focused on the restoration of judges and Musharraf’s
removal. Zardari appears calm, calculating and somewhat tentative but tenacious
and leaning toward reconciliation. Both seem to understand that politics of mass
mobilization could unleash social forces that can quickly become uncontrollable.

Fifth, the leadership of the ANP, PPP, PML-N and JUI, despite serious dif-
ferences in their approaches, has shown consensus in recognizing terrorism as
Pakistan’s own problem, and that the problem must be resolved through negotiation
and dialogue with the terrorists, in particular Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan (T'TP) and
tribes such as the Mehsud who provide sanctuary to Al Qaeda and other militants
instead of applying military force only.!” This implies that the various leaders are
slowly coming around, and through consultation and mutual give-and-take have
repositioned themselves on how to handle the menace of extremism. This gradu-
ally and painfully resulted in the revisiting of Pakistan’s anti-terrorism policy in
March 2008. While still evolving, the retention of a balance between engagement
with the militants and the application of force is of critical importance.

Finally, since mid-2006, the United States and Pakistan have been reviewing
and reassessing their anti-terrorism policies in the tribal areas of Pakistan. In addi-
tion to pressing Pakistan to intensify military operations in these areas, the United
States also initiated dialogue with ANP leader Asfandyar Wali, who was invited
to meet with the State Department and CENTCOM. During 2007, U.S. Deputy
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Secretary of State John Negroponte visited Pakistan three times; these visits were
supplemented by those of congressional leaders. Besides conducting regular meet-
ings with Pakistani government officials, the deputy secretary and congressional
leaders also met the heads of almost all the major political parties. In 2008, the
United States embarked on a three-pronged approach to reset its policy toward
Pakistan. The Pentagon, Department of State and House and Senate leadership
acted in concert to engage Pakistani civil and military leadership on wide-ranging
domestic and bilateral concerns.

With the installation of a civilian government in Pakistan, the United States
showed new vigor and resolve in supporting the outcome of elections and demo-
cratic transition. In late March 2008, the U.S. deputy secretary of state again
visited Pakistan and publicly stated that the United States was re-evaluating and
energizing its anti-terrorism/religious extremism policy. Additionally, the United
States would also assist the coalition government in facilitating Pakistan’s tran-
sition to democracy and a sustainable multi-party system. The rest of the year
saw intensification of personal and institutional interactions, with a notable shift
away from those of a military-to-military nature to a broadening of relations with
civilian leadership and institutions.”® It is pertinent to note that in 2008, the
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral Mike Mullen, paid five visits to
Pakistan, meeting civilian and military leaders and holding various discussions
ranging from sustaining coalitions to combating terrorism.

After six House delegations, four Senate delegations, three visits by the head
of CENTCOM and four visits by State Department officials, Secretary of State
Condoleezza Rice visited Pakistan in December 2008, making clear that the
United States was ready to overcome the trust deficit between the two nations
and assuring that it was interested in a long-term relationship. In July 2008,
Prime Minister Gilani was invited to the United States by President Bush, and
in November, President Zardari attended a UN forum on the “Culture of Peace.”
Gilani and Zardari both made efforts to assure U.S. policymakers and the global
community that the civilian leadership of Pakistan was determined to combat
terrorism and needed sympathy along with financial support. Relations have con-
tinued in 2009 with an official visit to the U.S. by President Zardari to negotiate
issues ranging from supporting democracy to socioeconomic reform to combating
terrorism, a promising sign for the transition to democracy and evolution of a
multi-party system.

CURBING AND DISRUPTING TERRORISM

Since mid-2007, Pakistan has witnessed both an escalation of violence and the
expansion of Talibanization. In 2006, Pakistan witnessed 657 terrorist incidents;
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in 2007, this figure rose to 1,300, killing over 550 and injuring almost 1,000 per-
sons.'” Between January 2008 and March 2009, Pakistan suffered 1,842 terrorist
attacks resulting in the killing of 1,395 citizens.?’ A wave of insurgency swept
through the Swat Valley, North and South Waziristan, as well as in other parts
of the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). The FATAs seven tribal agen-
cies—Khyber, Mohmand, Orakzai, South Waziristan, North Waziristan, Bajaur
and Kurram—became the focus of the U.S.-led war against terrorism.

The FATA is a difficult, mountainous territory covering 227,220 square kilo-
meters straddling Afghanistan and the North-West Frontier Province (NWFP).
The area is comprised predominantly of Pashtun tribes who have a history of
resistance to any outside interference. It is worth recognizing that these Pashtun
tribesmen adhere to pashtunwali, the tribal code of honor and behavior, which
includes melmastia, meaning hospitality; nanawati, the notion that refuge can never
be denied to a fugitive; jirga, consultation among tribesmen and tribal elders; and
badal, the right of revenge.?! Despite the global war on terrorism, these tribesmen
have continued to uphold their tribal code. During the British Raj, these areas were
governed through indirect rule, and successive governments in Pakistan have con-
tinued the practice. The government’s writ and presence in the FATA, therefore,
was only symbolic.

Under tremendous U.S. pressure, the Musharraf regime reluctantly abandoned
the Taliban after 9/11, and thousands of fleeing Taliban and Al Qaeda took refuge
in tribal areas, particularly in the Waziristan region. General Musharraf’s policy
to abandon the Taliban and support the United States was done in haste under
the Bush dictum that Pakistan was either with or against the U.S. The military,
however, was not fully prepared to make a total break from the Taliban, whom
they had supported since 1994. Between 2001 and 2004 therefore, the Pakistani
military pursued a policy of deliberate ambiguity, a complicated and deceptive
policy whereby it began to capture and hand over many Al Qaeda foreign militants
to the United States while continuing to protect the Taliban.??

For example, in July 2002, Pakistani troops chose to enter Tirah Valley in
Khyber Agency, knowing full well that Al Qaeda and the Taliban were hiding
in Waziristan. The military had to be cautious; it was violating the principle of
indirect rule, which gave autonomy to tribal agencies to conduct their affairs. The
military’s entry was made possible only after long negotiations with various tribes,
who reluctantly agreed after assurances that money would be pumped into the
area for development work. It was a crafty strategy; the military had to maintain
a balance between American security concerns and the sensitivities of the Pashtun
tribesmen. The Pakistani military killed, captured and handed over Al Qaeda
foreign militants to the United States but carefully shielded the predominantly
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Pashtun Taliban.

Simultaneously, President Musharraf encouraged the formation of a coalition
government with the six-party religious alliance Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA)
in the NWFP from 2002 to 2006. The MMA provided significant support to exiled
Taliban, all with Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) and military support.”*> More
than forty religious extremist groups linked to the ISI operated in the country at

on terror between 2004 and 2006, two major The launch of the
developments occurred. The first was the launch Indo-Pakistani

of the Indo-Pakistani Composite Dialogue in Composite Dialogue
January 2004, which not only created tensions t 1 ted
within the Pakistani establishment, but also not on y create

that time.?* During the second phase of the war

evoked resistance from jihadi groups, which the tensions within
Pakistani military had cultivated to wage jihad in the Pakistani
Kashmir and from which the military was reluc- est abh shm ent, b ut

tant to make a total break. Increasingly, these .
jihadi groups sought refuge and congregated in also evoked resistance
the tribal areas, thus making FATA a safe haven from ]lhﬂdl groups.
and epicenter of militancy and suicide bombers.

The second major development occurred on 16 July 2005 with the signing
of a nuclear agreement between India and the United States. The Kargil conflict
in 1999 had been a turning point in re-engaging, re-energizing and redefining
Indo-U.S. relations.?> The U.S.-India treaty not only helped the United States to
decouple India and Pakistan, but also solidified the foundations of an Indo-U.S.
strategic partnership. With the signing of the treaty, Pakistani policymakers felt
the United States had reduced the relevance of U.S.-Pakistan relations substan-
tially. These two developments intensified the power struggle within the Pakistani
establishment and also facilitated the penetration of other regional actors in
building connections with militant factions in the tribal areas, thus escalating the
incidence of violence.

During the third phase of the war on terror between 2006 and 2009, the
U.S. and Pakistan began devising new strategies to combat terrorists who increas-
ingly attacked NATO and U.S. convoys and soldiers in Afghanistan.?® As a result,
the Afghan-Pakistan borderland was perceived as the epicenter of terrorism by
American policymakers, who believed it necessary to penetrate the area and bring
it under the rule of law.

When the civilian government assumed office in 2008, the Taliban-driven
militancy had spread throughout most of the NWFP and FATA. The PPP leader-
ship was emphatic about showing resolve to curb and combat extremism and ter-
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rorism. It is within this context that the above noted personal and institutional
interactions may be evaluated. The critical question was whether the government
would build national consensus on how to combat terrorism. Prime Minister
Gilani was quick to announce a policy change stating that the coalition govern-
ment would like to engage and negotiate with the Taliban to restore peace in the
FATA. On 29 March, the prime minister unveiled
the government’s new policy indicating that the war

MOI’C than fOI'ty. on terror was Pakistan’s own war.?’ He announced
I'CllglOUS extremist proposals for new anti-terror laws and an end to the
groups linked to controversial Frontier Crime Regulation (FCR) in
th e I SI Op erate in the FATA, a holdover' from the British Raj pemod:28

. In a rare but highly welcome gesture, Chief
P aletan‘ of the Army Staff General Ashfaq Parvez Kayani
provided a detailed briefing on security issues
(including the war on terror and the situation in the tribal areas) to the prime
minister, the heads of the allied parties of the ruling coalition and key members of
the cabinet at the Premier House.?’ To give the Pakistani army a freer hand in the
FATA, the ANP NWFP Minister for Information Sardar Hussain Babak declared,
“They are defenders of our soil and whatever they did in the FATA was what they
were directed to do. Performance of their duties did not make them a party to
the conflict.”*® The new civilian government’s efforts to change Musharraf’s anti-
terrorism policy through peace deals with militants were a matter of grave concern
for the U.S., which expressed suspicions regarding the Pakistani army’s role and
commitment in fighting the war on terror, particularly on the role of the Frontier
Corps who were deemed “active facilitators of infiltration.”!

Though the peace accords were criticized by the U.S. administration, media
reports suggested that they had U.S. backing. These peace accords also reflected
the changing policy of engaging militants through tribal elders.3? The day the
NWFP government finalized the peace agreement with Swat militants on 9 May,
the ruling ANP party chief, Asfandyar Wali Khan, was in Washington to brief
the Bush administration on the peace agreement.** No details of the visit were
available or covered in media.** Upon his return, the ANP-led NWFP government
signed a sixteen-point peace agreement with the Swat Taliban, led by Mullah
Fazlullah.%

Barack Obama, presidential hopeful at the time, noted that Pakistan’s inter-
ests had to be recognized in order to forge a better anti-terror cooperation between
the United States and Pakistan, Pakistani interests had to be recognized. At an
appearance on NBC’s Meet the Press, Obama acknowledged that the inception of a
new democratic government provides an opportunity for the United States to start
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a wide-ranging new relationship with Pakistan.?¢ He went on to add that the United
States must find ways to improve the economic well being of the Pakistani people
and enhance their national security needs.*” In March 2009, President Obama
unveiled the broad contours of this new relationship in his AfPak policy document,
which coupled Pakistan with Afghanistan; this bracketing with Afghanistan was
not generally well received in Pakistan.?® Most Pakistanis felt that it was unfair to
compare the two infrastructurally, institutionally, economically and politically, as
Pakistan was in much better shape. Nevertheless, Obama’s policy was focused on
deepening and expanding relations with Pakistan. The policy document explicitly
stated that the U.S. “must engage the Pakistani people based on our long-term
commitment to helping them build a stable economy, a stronger democracy and a
vibrant civil society.”

In that spirit, the United States has sought to promote bilateral and regional
trade through aid, trade, investment, budgetary support and the creation of
Reconstruction Opportunity Zones (ROZs). It promised to strengthen democratic
Pakistan through reform and capacity building at local, provincial and federal
levels for both government and civil society. To combat terrorism, the document
promised to refurbish and train the Frontier Corps in addition to enhancing the
professional capability of the Pakistani military through technical assistance and
equipment. The AfPak document is emphatic in approaching terrorism as a global
issue and a concern of national security for the U.S. It is in this context that the
policy document conclusively asserts that the core U.S. goal “must be to disrupt,
dismantle and defeat Al Qaeda and its safe havens in Pakistan, and to prevent
their return to Pakistan or Afghanistan.”® While staying focused on deepening
and expanding bilateral ties, both the U.S. and Pakistan have begun to lean
toward a regional approach to tackling terrorism. President Obama’s administra-
tion has been skillful in changing the scope and scale of U.S.-Pakistan relations
from purely military-to-military to relations encompassing a robust socioeconomic
reform, institutional development and building of capabilities. Maintaining this
momentum is crucial for demonstrating visible impact of these initiatives to the
Pakistani people.

There are several reasons why the coalition government sought change in the
terrorism policy: first, to instill among Pakistanis that it is Pakistan’s war to fight
and not America’s; second, to end the loss of Pashtun life and restore social peace
in the NWEFP; and third, to use dialogue and negotiations to stem the escalation
of suicide bombings and the rise in civil strife throughout the country. Political
engagement with the militant groups was therefore launched in March 2008 to
curb and contain the terrorist problem.*! There were concerns that if the govern-
ment were not firm and prudent in dealing with the Taliban remnants, terrorism
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could escalate and unravel the coalition government. Engaging with the Taliban
was a high-risk venture, and within a few months the government realized that
progress was not being made. Past experience had shown that tribal militants rou-
tinely signed agreements but did not honor them. As a result, throughout most of
2008, while the government and opposition parties remained gridlocked on lawyer
protests and the restoration of judges, there was an increase in Taliban-driven
suicide bombings, incidents of individual brutality and targeting of security/public
officials and sites.*> The government was forced to re-evaluate its engagement
policy and build consensus around supporting a full-fledged military operation
against Taliban and Al Qaeda terrorist elements. In May 2009, operations were
launched in the Swat Valley and Malakand District. This time, the operation was
launched with massive force, public support and the full political backing of both
the government and opposition parties.** It resulted in the internal displacement
of over 1.5 million people and the social and economic cost has been heavy (more
than an estimated one billion dollars in property loss and war costs according to
the former chief economist of Pakistan).** The military action was nevertheless
well received by the people. This operation convinced many that the military was
serious and focused, yet until August 2009, aside from Baitullah Mehsud’s death,
no top Taliban or other militant leader has been killed or captured. Many sec-
ondary leaders of militants have been killed but questions continue to be raised:
was such destruction and displacement essential to flush out five to ten thousand
terrorists? To where has the top leadership of the militants vanished? The inter-
nally displaced persons (IDPs) have started returning to Swat and Malakand, and
the coalition government has declared the operation successful. As a result of this
operation, Al Qaeda and Taliban are on the run, likely in disarray but far from
destroyed. Taliban-driven militancy continues to pose a serious threat to daily life
in Pakistan. In addition to these concerns, there lies another: what if the militants

or Taliban remnants acquire nuclear weapons?

NUCLEAR ARMS: ARE THEY SECURE?

Pakistan’s nuclear assets are under its military’s custody and are so closely
guarded that even civilian prime ministers have complained about lack of access or
accurate information.*> Under the new political dispensation, the military appears
to be showing signs of adjustment: the aforementioned April 2008 briefing by the
chief of army staff to the PM Secretariat on defense matters was unprecedented
and suggests that the chief of Pakistan’s military seems agreeable to improving
levels of trust and confidence with the civilian leadership. Furthermore, while the
military has historical ties with the religious groups and the intelligence agencies
remain questionably linked to the Taliban and militant Kashmiri organizations,
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the officer cadre remains predominantly pro-West and is well-trained, professional
and competent. With this in mind, the military continues to be a strong coun-
tervailing force against the militants with the capability to confront, disrupt and
dismantle the jihadi groups.

At the institutional level, the safety of nuclear assets is guaranteed by a prop-
erly constituted National Command Authority (NCA), created in 2000. It has
two panels: the Employment Control Committee and the Development Control
Committee, both led by the head of the government.*® As chief executive and
also the head of the government, Musharraf made no effort nor created any law
to change the status quo. It was only once he became the civilian president that
he felt the need to formalize the arrangement. On 13 December 2007, Musharraf
signed the National Command Authority Ordinance, which declares the president
the NCA’s chairman and the prime minister the authority’s vice chairman. Thus
before the elections, the nuclear assets were excluded from the purview of the
prime minister.*” Furthermore, on 15 December 2007, the president made further
amendments to the constitution enhancing the powers of the president.*® These
amendments have compromised the supremacy of the parliament and constricted
the role and powers of an elected prime minister. These constitutional amend-
ments are being reviewed by a parliamentary committee headed by the PPP leader
Raza Rabbani. The committee has held a few preliminary meetings, and the dif-
ferences between the PPP and PML-N are sharp; the latter envisages a symbolic
president as envisioned in the 1973 constitution, while the PPP is backing away
from its earlier position. Musharraf’s original assumption was that the president,
Musharraf himself, will oversee the nuclear assets rather than the prime minister,
but after the elections a civilian has emerged as the president, which is discom-
forting for the military.

The relative safety of the nuclear assets is also ensured by the way the Pakistani
army’s top decision-making functions are conducted. The corps commanders and
top staff officers on major security issues pursue a consensual approach to deci-
sion-making, and their relationship is more political and equal than hierarchical.
Decisions are therefore made by consensus and in the spirit of unity of command.
The only chance of nuclear assets falling into the hands of militants is if the mili-
tary command structure collapses; for now that seems unlikely. It is instructive
to note that the day after Gilani became prime minister, Admiral Mike Mullen,
chairman of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, arrived in Islamabad. He assured the
new government that the United States will not attack or invade Pakistan, and
the two countries would have to work together well into the future.* He met with
the military and political leadership as well as the chief of the Strategic Planning
Division, Lt. General (ret.) Khalid Kidwai, and said, “We have developed person-
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to-person and military-to-military relationships between the two countries and
this is very, very good for both of us.”>* Later, while briefing the military analysts
at the Pentagon on his visit, Admiral Mullen stressed that the military is only part
of the solution in the war on terror with his statement: “Part of the long, enduring
conflict that we are in is going to be tied to winning the ideological war.”' He
emphasized “engagement” and developing “relationship strategies,” leading one
to conclude that as personal engagement levels backed by institutional support
improve, the level of trust between the two states will also improve. This is par-
ticularly important now that the United States has greater confidence regarding
the safety of nuclear assets in Pakistan.

U.S.-PAKISTAN RELATIONS

Relations between the United States and Pakistan are undergoing fundamental
restructuring and transformation. For too long, these relations were driven by
security imperatives and strategic considerations. In the eyes of many Pakistanis
and policy analysts, the edifice of U.S.-Pakistan relations is built around only one
factor: the global war on terrorism. This is misleading and too simplistic. The rela-
tionship is complex both at the decision-making and policymaking levels, where
the number of actors has increased on both sides. For the United States, it is not
simply the departments of state or defense, but also the president and congress
who play pivotal roles in defining policy issues concerning Pakistan. Since his
appointment as Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan, Ambassador
Richard Holbrooke has paid five visits to Pakistan.’ On the Pakistani side, besides
the Foreign Office, there is deep involvement in the decision-making, negotiation
and consultation processes by the General Headquarters, the president, prime min-
ister and ministries of defense, finance and the interior. This complexity demands
a careful scrutiny of issues and processes revolving around them. It also implies a
better appreciation of the preferences and mindsets of the decision makers. The
frequency of visits by officials from the departments of state, defense, treasury,
energy and CENTCOM, as well as congressional delegations, has increased. The
past five years have witnessed an expansion and fortification of institutional
arrangements between the two states.

The Obama administration has been emphatic in underscoring this shift.
Despite mutual criticism, an occasional trust deficit and the rise of anti-Ameri-
canism among the Pakistani public, U.S. leadership has on more than one occa-
sion reiterated that, unlike in the past, it would now like to have a long-term and
sustainable relationship with Pakistan.® The United States has the advantage
of strong, stable relations with the Pakistani military and the institutional ties
between the two have further expanded since 9/11.>* On occasion, the United
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States has urged Pakistan to allow the fruition of the democratic process and
encouraged liberal political values and a strengthening of a representative form of
government.> Because of continued U.S. support for General Musharraf, however,
the more liberal-minded Pakistanis became unsympathetic to the United States,
even though it is increasingly recognized in Pakistan that the United States played
a major role in persuading Musharraf in 2007 to doff his uniform and eventually
to resign from the presidency.

With the installation of an elected government in Pakistan, the U.S. has
begun to pursue a policy of strengthening and consolidating democratic processes
there, deeming Pakistan’s transition to democracy to be of strategic significance.
On 5 May 2008, John Negroponte made a policy statement on Pakistan at the
National Endowment for Democracy, stating, “More than ever [America’s] national
security depends on the success, security and stability of Pakistan...we recognize
that our fate—that is, our security, our freedom, our prosperity—is linked to the
fate of the people of Pakistan.”¢ This is an explicit and pronounced change where
people-to-people contact has been emphasized. In July 2008, Senator Joseph Biden
and Senator Richard Lugar introduced the Enhanced Partnership with Pakistan
Act of 2008, which would have provided a comprehensive social, education and
economic partnership policy framework with Pakistan, thus strengthening democ-
racy-building in Pakistan. In 2009 a newer version of this bill was presented by
Senators Lugar and John Kerry in the U.S. Senate. Once President Obama signed
it on 15 October 2009, it became law. While government and opposition parties in
Pakistan have shown reservations against what they are calling its conditionalities,
the United States believes that the bill provides safeguards to oversee and monitor
development work while curbing the embezzlement of U.S. aid funds.

The AfPak document and Kerry-Lugar Bill are two significant policy initiatives
of the Obama presidency that could set the tone for redirecting the future thrust
of U.S.-Pakistan relations. This is being emphasized and pursued through frequent
and regular visits from both U.S. and Pakistani officials. While these measures are
meant to improve confidence and build trust in the short term, they may also lead
to more institutionalized cooperation agreements, improving and stabilizing long
term relations. This needs to be pursued with caution and prudence as it could
be seen as micromanaging Pakistan and may backfire. This is a very real concern
as many Pakistanis see U.S. presence in Afghanistan as an occupation and they
are paranoid that a robust and long term U.S.-Pakistan relationship is another
step toward another occupation which could lead to disruption of Pakistan’s
nuclear capabilities and the establishment of Indian regional hegemony under U.S.
patronage. Such views need to be countered carefully and effectively.
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CONCLUSION

From this analysis, three somewhat contradictory conclusions may be drawn.
First, it seems most likely that Pakistan will make a painful and slow transition
to democracy. The murderous attack on lawyers on 9 April 2008 in Karachi, the
brutal assault on a former federal law minister in Lahore and, more recently, the
attack on the Christian minority village of Gojra in July 2009 serve to highlight
the difficulties this transition may face. With caution, prudence and trust in a
dialogue process the PPP, ANP, MQM and JUI coalition government and PML-N,
as responsible opposition parties, could put Pakistan back on a democratic path.
Important markers of this would be the removal of the seventeenth amendment
and constitutional clause 58-2B that empowers the president to dismiss the parlia-
ment; the visible dismantling of terrorist threats through negotiations; dialogue
and the application of force when necessary; and, lastly, the improvement of gov-
ernance and law. This may be a tall order, but such an issue-based approach could
help in sustaining coalitions and building a representative government featuring a
multi-party system.

Second, a resurgent Taliban and other militant groups that share the Taliban’s
vision of Shariah may join hands in different parts of Pakistan, intensifying fun-
damentalist demands, crushing liberal space and ideas, increasing suicide bomb-
ings and pushing Pakistan toward an ungovernable status. This raises the fear that
extremists may eventually acquire nuclear weapons. In such a situation, the United
States would be alarmed and, despite previous assurances otherwise, would launch
an attack or occupy Pakistan to secure Pakistan's nuclear assets. Another scenario
that resonates with Islamic radicals and militants in Pakistan is that of the United
States encouraging Israel to launch an attack to destroy Pakistan’s nuclear assets.
This could lead to mass upheaval, as such an eventuality could accelerate Pakistan’s
meltdown, causing civil strife, chaos and dismemberment of the Pakistani state.
The May 2009 military operation in Swat and Waziristan has considerably, but
not completely, ruled out the possibility of such an eventuality.

Finally, under Musharraf the credibility, reputation and political role of the
military has come under considerable criticism, so the likelihood of military
intervention seems low. The present army chief seems earnest to disengage the
military from its hegemonic position.>” Restoring the judiciary, curbing the powers
of the president and establishing the supremacy of parliament are all in the realm
of possibility. That will also redefine the parameters of civil-military relations,
reestablishing the constitutional supremacy of the parliament, prime minister and
the elected leadership over the military. It therefore appears that political parties
motivated by considerations of power and driven by the desire to establish the
supremacy of the parliament are likely to sustain a coalition government. The con-
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tinued success of the coalition government would also ensure that Pakistan retains
the goodwill and support of the United States.

Thus, the role of the United States in advising and sustaining the coalition
remains of critical importance. It also implies that if the mismanagement, misgov-
ernance and corruption levels of the civilian regime rise to a level that produces
a crisis of legitimacy, it could intensify anti-Americanism and breathe new life to
religious parties (e.g., Jamaat-e-Islami and Lashkar-e-Taiba) and militants, who are
currently in disarray and somewhat discredited. This demands a vigilant media
and vibrant civil society to act as a watchdog and help steer the coalition govern-
ment to stay on course. This painful, occasionally chaotic, but somewhat assured
transition to civilian-led, multi-party democracy holds much promise. The political
leadership of Zardari, Sharif, Asfandyar Wali and Altaf Hussain has a window of
opportunity to transform Pakistan from the “most dangerous place on earth” to a
peaceful, modern and democratic country.>® But will they seize the moment? &
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