
Pakistan has become a

strategic U.S. ally in the war

against al Qaeda. For now,

Washington’s support of

General Pervez Musharraf’s mili-

tary regime is untempered by

any insistence on the restora-

tion of democracy. But military

rule is likely to increase hostility

between Pakistan and India and

undercut efforts to root out

Islamic extremists, who have

been the armed forces’ political

allies in the past.

Despite intervals of strained

relations, the United States and

Pakistan were allies for most of

the Cold War. Like past periods

of engagement, the present

spell of close relations is likely

to sour into disillusion unless

the United States strongly

encourages Pakistan to return

to democracy. A democratic

regime, however flawed, is

more likely to provide long-term

stability to Pakistan. Specifically,

democratic rule would help con-

tain Islamic militancy and would

probably lead to improved

India–Pakistan relations. ■
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Cooperation in the war against al Qaeda
and the Taliban has revived Pakistan’s

alliance with the United States. For most of
the Cold War the two nations were close mil-
itary allies, but those ties came undone in bit-
terness and disagreement in the 1990s.
Pakistan had expected a long-term U.S. com-
mitment to its security as a payoff for its many
years of allegiance, but the United States
wanted Pakistan to end its pursuit of nuclear
weapons and mend fences with India. These
divergent expectations kept the two erstwhile
allies apart until, in the wake of 9/11,
Pakistan’s military ruler, General Pervez
Musharraf, agreed to support the United
States’ war on terror. Washington is hoping
that Musharraf will transform Pakistan into a
pro-U.S. outpost in Southwest Asia. But there
is trouble ahead. 

Pakistan is strategically important to the
United States, but Pakistan’s strategic concerns
are not identical to America’s. Its worldview is
colored by the 1947 division of British India—
into Muslim-majority and Hindu-majority
areas—from which Pakistan and India emerged
as independent states. Over the years, Pakistan’s

leaders have used Islam and distrust of India as
the glue to bind the country’s various ethnic
and linguistic groups. The result has been three
wars with India in fifty-five years and Pakistan’s
emergence as a center of Islamic radicalism. 

To compete with India, Pakistan main-
tains a standing army of more than half a mil-
lion troops; the huge expenditures required to
support this force are made at the expense of
badly needed social and economic develop-
ment. While a great majority of its 144 mil-
lion people live in abject poverty, Pakistan has
diverted scarce resources toward building and
maintaining nuclear weapons; the govern-
ment tested a nuclear device in 1998. Its mis-
sile program, aimed at ensuring military
advantage against India, has also been a cause
of concern to the United States. 

The competition with India has made
Pakistan’s military stronger than any other
national institution, to the point where it is
independent of civilian control. The armed
forces have ruled directly for more than half the
country’s post-independence existence and
exert tremendous influence over all spheres of
national policy. They oppose normalization 
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of relations with India and look upon ties with
the United States mainly as a means of strength-
ening Pakistan’s military capabilities. 

Before 9/11, U.S. policy toward Pakistan
had begun to recognize the military’s pervasive
influence as a cause of the country’s problems.
Consequently, the United States began to
emphasize nonproliferation concerns as well as
the need for an India–Pakistan dialogue. The
United States also demanded restoration of
democracy following the 1999 coup that
brought Musharraf to power. But the war
against terror has now become the predomi-
nant consideration in United States–Pakistan
relations. In part to ensure its large share of
national expenditures, the Pakistani military
refuses to cede power and authority to civil-
ians. The armed forces rationalize their domi-
nant role by depicting India as an eternal
threat to Pakistan’s very existence. Given the
military’s power and its disposition to inter-
vene in politics, civilian leaders cannot realisti-
cally pursue accommodation with India or
reassign national resources to development.
India’s own obsessively anti-Pakistan (or, in the
context of Indian domestic politics, anti-
Muslim) interest groups appear to validate the
arguments of the more aggressive elements in
the Pakistani military establishment, and thus
fuel the unending conflict. 

Democracy:The Key to Real Change 

Most Pakistanis have the impression that the
United States prefers military rule to democracy
in Pakistan. This view is rooted in the history of
the two countries’ relationship. During the
1960s, the United States maintained military
bases and intelligence listening posts in Pakistan
directed at the Soviet Union. Pakistan was the
intermediary in initial U.S. contacts with the
People’s Republic of China; Henry Kissinger
began his secret 1970 trip to Beijing in Islam-
abad. During the 1990s, Pakistan was the stag-
ing ground for the covert war against the Soviet
occupation of Afghanistan. Pakistan’s leaders
through all these phases were military men
brought to power by coups d’état. Washington’s
forthright backing of General Musharraf since
9/11 has reinforced the traditional popular

belief that the United States prefers a military
dictator who will do its bidding.

Yet no matter how initially promising they
have seemed, military dictators have always
ended up multiplying Pakistan’s problems
instead of solving them. Repression at home
and confrontation with India have characterized
each of Pakistan’s past military regimes. The
focus on austerity dictated by heavy military
spending (which is intensified by conditions
attached to assistance by donors of internation-
al aid) has inflicted economic hardship on the
poor. The U.S. association with these military
regimes has led to diminished popular senti-
ment in support of the United States. 

General Musharraf ’s regime seems firmly in
control for now, and he has so far managed to
contain his critics. But the unrepresentative
character of his government leaves it vulnerable
to criticism in a country that has yearned for
democracy since independence. 

Musharraf is taking advantage of interna-
tional backing resulting from his support for the
war against terror to sidestep demands to restore
democracy. He tried to secure his position ahead
of parliamentary elections, scheduled for
October 10, through a one-sided referendum in
April that was generally perceived as fraudulent
and farcical. He now proposes to rectify what he
sees as the weaknesses of past civilian administra-
tions through amendments to the constitution
that would make him an all-powerful president
standing in judgment of elected leaders’ perform-
ance. In addition, a national security council
comprising military and civilian leaders would
ensure adherence to the military’s policy-making
guidelines. Pakistan’s politicians, professional
associations, and news media have rejected
Musharraf ’s scheme as a plan to perpetuate mili-
tary rule. Religious political groups opposed to
cooperation with the United States also oppose
the rewriting of the constitution by decree.

Musharraf has made it clear that the new
parliament will be subservient to him and the
military. He hopes to change the label on his
military regime, redefining it as a democracy
without altering its substance. Having a mili-
tary dictator in charge may be good for the cur-
rent phase of the anti-terror war in Afghanistan,
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though even that is debatable. Regardless, such
a situation does not transform Pakistan into the
stable ally the United States is seeking.

In describing the unfortunate character of
Pakistan’s current unrepresentative government,
it is important to acknowledge that Pakistani
democrats have a mixed track record. Rampant
malfeasance and incessant partisan quarrels have
characterized civilian rule. The politicians have
consistently tried to rewrite the laws and the
constitution instead of working within the legal
system already in place. Several civilian prime
ministers in recent decades have been removed
in palace coups amid accusations of widespread
corruption and incompetence (indeed, for vari-

ous reasons no elected leader in the country’s
history has completed a full term in office). Yet
democracy’s chronic problems are rooted in the
pervasive role of the armed forces in decision
making. The military has encouraged political
instability by taking sides in political disputes,
at times funding campaigns and fixing elec-
tions. Pakistan’s intelligence services play a
behind-the-scenes role even when civilians are
visibly in charge. 

The war against terrorism and the deplorable
record of Pakistan’s civilian governments have
made it easy for the United States to refrain from
criticizing Musharraf publicly. But any impres-
sion that the United States supports a military-
controlled polity will turn Pakistan’s civilian
leaders against Washington. They may be tempt-
ed to cooperate with Musharraf ’s Islamic critics
in street protests that would probably be driven
by anti-Americanism. Although the army has the
ability to control street demonstrations, such
protests could be used by Islamists within the
military to dilute Musharraf ’s commitment to
the United States. Instead of appearing to con-

done Musharraf ’s disregard for democracy, the
United States should be impressing upon him
the destabilizing effect civil-military divisions are
having on Pakistan. 

Two years ago, the U.S. president told the
Pakistani people, “Clearly the absence of
democracy makes it harder, not easier, for peo-
ple to move ahead. The answer to flawed
democracy is not to end democracy but to
improve it.” Instead of reversing that position,
the current administration should make the
return of democracy in Pakistan one of its prior-
ities. The United States lost some ground by
failing to object strongly when Musharraf
decreed twenty-nine amendments to Pakistan’s

constitution. But it is still not too late for an
effort to ensure that Musharraf does not perpet-
uate military rule.

The centerpiece of this effort should be clear,
consistent, and firm articulation by President
Bush and his top aides that a return to democra-
cy in Pakistan is critical to the long-term health
of the new partnership between that country and
the United States. They should make it clear that
the United States is fully committed to helping
Pakistan achieve that goal. U.S. officials may
note that they recognize the past problems with
democratic rule in Pakistan but should stress that
it is nevertheless crucial for President Musharraf
to steer the country toward democracy, not just
through words but concrete actions. Then, at
every critical juncture, such as the October par-
liamentary elections and the inaugural meeting
of the new parliament scheduled for early next
year, the U.S. government must stick to its prin-
ciples and be firmly critical of any missteps.

It is hard to overestimate the influence that
the United States has in Pakistan today. That
influence means that unequivocal statements
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Musharraf hopes to change the label on 
his military regime, redefining it as a
democracy without altering its substance.



from the U.S. government will have real impact
on the Pakistani political elite and the military.
The United States can add tangible incentives
to the mix. For example, the Bush administra-
tion could link arms transactions, such as the
recent sale of Hercules C-130 transport aircraft
to the Pakistani army, to progress on a demo-
cratic transition. The administration could sus-
pend or delay disbursements for Pakistan’s law
enforcement machinery under the new U.S. aid
package until there are clear signs that the
Pakistani intelligence services are reducing their

interference with the functioning of political
parties, the news media, or the judiciary.

The October parliamentary elections are a
critical juncture both for the prospects of demo-
cratic progress in Pakistan and for U.S. policy.
The U.S. government should not hesitate to
speak out openly and bluntly about any short-
comings in these elections, including the overall
environment in which they are held. Efforts by
President Musharraf to deny mainstream politi-
cal parties and leaders the right to contest the
elections should not be condoned. If they are,
Pakistan will end up with another civilian gov-
ernment that simply acts as a front for military
decision makers. 

The United States should also not allow
Musharraf to treat the new parliament as a rub-
ber stamp for his own decisions. A conflict is
likely if Musharraf denies the new legislature
the right to review his arbitrary amendments to
the constitution. U.S. support at that stage
should be strongly on the side of Pakistan’s
elected parliament. 

This pro-democratic diplomatic line by the
United States should be complemented by seri-

ous efforts to incorporate democracy-building
initiatives into the new aid program the U.S.
government is developing for Pakistan. The
needs in this domain are enormous. Depending
on whether the right conditions of political will
and opportunity are present, U.S. support could
be directed to strengthening political parties and
the independent news media, bolstering the
integrity and self-confidence of the new parlia-
ment, fostering judicial independence, and other
activities likely to fortify the institutions of
democracy. Pakistan’s great need for financial

assistance is likely to outweigh whatever reserva-
tions Musharraf might have about such pro-
grams, giving the United States strong leverage in
identifying priority areas for its aid efforts.

Preoccupation with India

Restoration of democracy is Pakistan’s most crit-
ical domestic issue, but it probably cannot be
attained without progress in relations with India.
The military has often justified its intervention
in domestic politics on grounds of securing the
country internally in view of the confrontation
with its giant neighbor. The United States there-
fore has a clear stake in how Pakistani govern-
ment policy—both foreign and domestic—
evolves. In particular, two pillars of Pakistan’s
security strategy that disturb the United States—
support for Islamic militants in Kashmir and the
possible use of nuclear weapons—are both
rooted in Pakistan’s problematic relationship
with India. 

Pakistani governments have looked upon
Islamic militants as an instrument of regional
influence for almost three decades. The policy
of backing Islamic militants was encouraged
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In describing the unfortunate character of
Pakistan’s current unrepresentative government,

it is important to acknowledge that Pakistani
democrats have a mixed track record.



and funded by the United States during the
anti-Soviet resistance in Afghanistan. After the
Soviet withdrawal, the United States changed its
policy but Pakistan did not.

Musharraf ’s military regime abandoned the
Taliban immediately after the September 11
terrorist attacks in New York and Washington,
and subsequently allowed U.S. forces to use
Pakistani air bases for operations inside
Afghanistan. Pakistani intelligence services pro-
vided, and continue to provide, valuable infor-
mation to the United States in its ongoing hunt
for Taliban and al Qaeda members. The
Pakistani military is now working with U.S.
law enforcement officials in tracking down ter-
rorists in the lawless tribal areas bordering
Afghanistan. But Pakistan still harbors mili-
tants who target India. 

The sorest point in the legacy of mistrust
between India and Pakistan may be the dispute
over control of Kashmir, a region in the
Himalayas bordering both India and Pakistan.
The majority of Kashmir’s population is
Muslim. According to the logic of British
India’s partition between Muslim-majority
Pakistan and Hindu-majority India, Kashmir
would have been part of Pakistan. But at the
time of independence, the Hindu prince who
was ruling Kashmir announced its accession to
India. A United Nations Security Council reso-
lution after the 1948 India–Pakistan war called
for withdrawal of all troops from Kashmir and
supported a plebiscite to determine the wishes
of Kashmir’s people. India says that the UN
resolution is outdated and has sought to assim-
ilate the part of Kashmir it controls into the
Indian Union. 

Kashmir is the center of a persistent insur-
rection that started after India rigged state elec-
tions there in 1989. Initially, the insurgency was
indigenous and nationalist. Subsequently, it was
taken over by Islamists backed by Pakistan. 

Pakistan’s nurturance of Islamic militants
fighting Indian rule reflected a Pakistani strate-
gy of transferring to Kashmir the tactics and
assets that had been used to drive the Soviets
from Afghanistan. It was a low-cost means of
inflicting fiscal and military damage on India,
which has had to deploy several divisions of its

army to maintain its control over parts of
Kashmir. Pakistan’s subsequently initiated sup-
port for the Taliban was also linked to the desire
to maintain a training base in Afghanistan for
Kashmiri militants, described by Pakistan as
“freedom fighters.” 

The September 11 attacks fundamentally
changed the context in which Pakistan’s Kashmir
policy operated. The U.S.-led international
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Musharraf 

General Pervez Musharraf is not an easy man to define. He rules by decree

while professing to build a democracy. He supported the Taliban only to

become famous for his role in its destruction. He seeks dialogue with India

without hiding his belief that India is Pakistan’s eternal enemy. He clings to

power while claiming he came to it by accident. In a recent interview, he

revealed that Richard Nixon and Napoleon are his leadership models. 

Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif appointed Musharraf army chief in 1998,

choosing him over two senior generals because he did not seem unduly

ambitious. But within a year of his appointment, Musharraf had over-

thrown Sharif in a military coup. According to Musharraf, the military 

reluctantly took over because Sharif had tried to replace him as army 

chief while he was on his way back from a trip to Sri Lanka. 

Musharraf promised reform and a swift return to democracy, which

made him initially popular. Playing off Pakistan’s tradition of scheming 

civilian politicians, he also cultivated an image as a plainspoken soldier. 

But that image has been blurred by a fraudulent referendum on his rule 

he conducted in April and by amendments to Pakistan’s constitution he

decreed in August to consolidate his power. 

Musharraf rules with the help of a small circle of military friends. Not

known for corruption, he maintains a spartan lifestyle. He has avoided a

reputation for repression and has allowed a relatively free press. But he

does not pause for legal niceties when he feels the need to get tough.

Musharraf demonstrated his willingness to take risks by abandoning

support for Afghanistan’s Taliban and taking on Pakistan’s own Islamists.

But his promises of reform remain unfulfilled. Some attribute this to

incompetence, others to an instinct for survival that trumps whatever 

ideology he might possess. President Bush considers Musharraf an ally in

the war against terrorism. But in Pakistan, Musharraf is now seen as just

another military dictator who thinks all is well as long as he is in charge. 



community would now actively reject violence
against nonmilitary targets as a means of free-
dom fighting. Such violence was deemed “ter-
rorism,” and the United States had proclaimed a
policy of zero tolerance of terrorists. Hence,
when Islamic militants attacked civilian targets
in Indian-controlled territory in October and
December 2001, India mobilized for major mil-
itary retaliation, confident that the U.S. prece-
dent would be applied. While the United States
and other members of the international commu-
nity now supported in principle India’s right to
retaliate against terrorism, they were also afraid
that any military conflict between India and
Pakistan could become a nuclear war. The
United States worked assiduously with Indian
and Pakistani leaders to pull the two states back
from the brink. 

Islamic militancy has become a particularly
disruptive issue in India–Pakistan relations in

recent years. Under intense Indian and U.S.
pressure following a terror attack by extremist
Muslims on India’s parliament in December,
Musharraf initiated a series of moves aimed at
limiting the influence of Islamic militants at
home. But the new policy has been implement-
ed too slowly and insufficiently from India’s
point of view to have a positive impact on
India–Pakistan relations. India considers
Musharraf untrustworthy in view of his past
support for Islamic militants and his belligerent
statements about India. On the other hand,
Musharraf ’s decision to “abandon” them has
been condemned by the Islamists, who are now
threatening him personally in addition to carry-
ing out attacks within Pakistan. 

Years of state patronage, including a phase
of U.S. covert support, have left the Islamic mil-
itants well organized, well funded, and well

armed. Challenging their power will require
support from the mainstream of Pakistani opin-
ion, which is not Islamist but feels excluded
from political power because of Musharraf ’s
domestic policies. But Musharraf and the mili-
tary do not want to root out the Islamists com-
pletely because of the militants’ utility in the
unending conflict with India.

Pakistan should not expect U.S. support
against India, but it does. The United States
must make clear that its strategic need for
Pakistani support against al Qaeda will not make
it look the other way in case Pakistan renews
support for Islamic militants in Kashmir.

History complicates this task of clarifica-
tion. In the past, the United States inadvertent-
ly raised Pakistani expectations about U.S.
sympathy toward Pakistan in its disputes with
India, partly because U.S.–India relations were
less than cordial during the Cold War. But dur-

ing Pakistan’s two wars with India (1965 and
1971), the United States did not help in 
the way the Pakistanis expected. The United
States advised Islamabad against going to war
on both occasions, wary of entanglement in
India–Pakistan conflicts. Pakistan’s military
leaders felt betrayed by the United States as a
result. Years later, Pakistan’s role in the anti-
Soviet war in Afghanistan and the subsequent
“abandoning” of both Pakistan and Afghanistan
deepened the Pakistani perception of the
United States as an unreliable ally.

With the end of the Cold War, American
suspicions of a nonaligned India with close ties
to the Soviet Union have dissipated. India’s eco-
nomic reforms have moved the country away
from its quasi-socialist practices, opening a huge
market to U.S. businesses. Even though
Pakistan is America’s wartime ally, it is India
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Years of state patronage, including a phase of U.S.
covert support, have left the Islamic militants well

organized, well funded, and well armed.



that offers the prospect of long-term friendship.
Instead of allowing this new relationship to
become a disruptive factor in ties with Pakistan,
the United States can put its influence to use
with both South Asian nations to help with
confidence-building measures. 

The United States should also be willing to
use whatever leverage it has with India, such as
new U.S. military sales, to secure respect for
human rights in Kashmir and an Indian will-
ingness to engage in dialogue over the region’s
future. Once the process of dialogue has started,
tensions will subside even if a final outcome
takes years to achieve. 

A Broader Agenda:

Democracy and Development

During his first meeting with President Bush
on the sidelines of the UN General Assembly
in September 2001, General Musharraf asked
for concrete “gestures” of appreciation for
Pakistan’s support in the war against al Qaeda.
Musharraf specifically sought to renegotiate
the purchase of twenty-eight F-16 fighter 
jets ordered by Pakistan in the 1980s but 
held back by U.S. sanctions imposed in 1990
over Pakistan’s nuclear program. The United
States subsequently returned the money paid
by Pakistan for the planes, but Musharraf
wanted to reinstate the original sales agree-
ment. He also sought revival of global interest
in resolving the dispute over Kashmir. But the
United States must be careful in choosing its
gestures toward Pakistan. Diplomatic efforts
over Kashmir are a good idea; aid that bene-
fits only the Pakistani military is not. U.S.
assistance should be clearly directed toward
abetting Pakistan’s transformation from a quasi-
dictatorship dominated by the military and
shadowed by militant Islamists into a self-
sustaining democracy. 

In addition to specifically pro-democratic
measures, the United States should also 
commit itself to a broader agenda of support
for Pakistan’s socioeconomic development.
Pakistan’s impoverished and largely illiterate
population needs schools and employment-
generating vocational training institutes, not
F-16s. The United States could help Pakistan

significantly in the near term by providing
market access to Pakistani textile products,
which are currently subject to quota restric-
tions emplaced at the behest of U.S. textile
manufacturers. Cotton and cotton textiles
account for 65 percent of Pakistan’s exports.
Improved market access would give a boost to
the economy, including urban industrial
workers and farmers. Pakistan’s poor are reel-
ing under the impact of economic restructur-
ing mandated by the International Monetary
Fund that has resulted in higher utility prices
and greater unemployment. The number of
people living below the poverty line has risen
10 percent in the last three years, to 40 
percent of the population. The poor and 
the unemployed are potential recruits for ter-
rorist organizations. 

To deny terrorists this recruitment pool, a
U.S. commitment to Pakistan’s social and 
economic development is essential. The U.S.
government seems to have an increasing appre-
ciation of this need. In the past, Washington
resorted to sanctions in an attempt to deter 
the development of nuclear weapons and to
promote democracy. Forsaking these failed 
policies, Washington is now opting for induce-
ments. Military sales have been resumed, and 
a generous package of economic assistance 
has been announced that would make Pakistan
the fourth-largest recipient of U.S. aid.
Pakistan’s crushing foreign debt is being
rescheduled. But much of this assistance has
been earmarked for Pakistan’s police and intelli-
gence services instead of democracy promotion
or social sector programs. This imbalance needs
to be addressed. 

Relations with Pakistan should not be
viewed only in the context of the war against al
Qaeda. Musharraf should not feel that he can
get away with domestic repression as long as he
hands over al Qaeda figures escaping from
Afghanistan. While repaying Pakistan for its
cooperation in the war against terrorism, the
United States must not fail to press the policy
changes that are needed to strengthen and stabi-
lize a Pakistan governed by the rule of law and
to wean it from seemingly permanent conflict
with India. ■
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