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I strongly believe that this government is capable of a lot better but the first step has to be to get rid of all those in positions of power and authority that are proven to be corrupt

The economy is tanking, the opposition and parts of the media are extremely vociferous in their opposition, the wars are not going well and the general in command is getting restive and perhaps even challenging some would think the authority of the commander in chief. But nobody is talking about getting rid of the president and the only ‘midterm’ election in sight is the one scheduled for next year. That is how democracy works. Of course I am talking about President Obama and the United States. 

All this is in stark contrast to the democracy that is tenuously hanging on in Pakistan. Ever since Mr Zardari was elected president over a year ago, the major discussion in the Pakistani media and among the self styled intelligentsia was and still is about when he will be forced out, by whom and under what circumstances. And all this talk started even before he had the chance to do much of anything, good or bad. As such it is clear that the desire to get rid of him is not related in any way to his performance as President of Pakistan. 

This is something I have not been able to understand. The entire political landscape is populated by people that are well known and all of them about equally susceptible to charges of past corruption. President Zardari is by far the most examined and the best vetted president to ever hold that office. Whatever one might have to say about him, he was elected by an overwhelming majority of the presidential electors, and is clearly a constitutional president. 

More importantly, ever since his election, President Zardari has been attacked, vilified and accused of every sin imaginable, both personal and political. But all accusations aside, no charge has been brought up against him of malfeasance that is provable or even has any evidence attached to it. He is often then, in desperation, accused of ‘incompetence’, which under the best of circumstances is more a point of view than an actual charge of some form of wrong doing.

As I said above, Mr. Zardari was a ‘known’ quantity even before he was elected as were most of the players on the political scene. The very fact that he has allowed everybody and his proverbial uncle or aunt to vilify him without any attempt at exacting retribution is perhaps as much in favour of his democratic impulses than any other activity that he might have indulged in.

Just imagine former General-President Musharraf being subjected to even a fraction of the sort of criticism President Zardari is being subjected to and also just imagine the sort of retaliation Musharraf would have indulged in. Of course this does not mean that all is well in Pakistan under President Zardari. 

However, one of the facts of political life is that whatever goes wrong under any president’s ‘watch’ is his responsibility, whether he is actually responsible or not. If we look at things, there are two categories of problems that Pakistan faces today: those related to the ‘law and order’ situation and those that are of a socio-economic nature. Problems of the first sort are definitely getting worse. 

Perhaps because of his lack of overt religiosity, President Zardari was unable to mobilise the average devout Pakistani to the cause of anti-terrorism. Only when the terrorists overreached and subjected the people and the army to a barrage of suicide bombings that almost everybody turned against them.

Even in Punjab where the government is led by devout Muslims, the terrorists have not held back. This suggests that the religious extremists are not constrained by the level of religiosity of the political leadership. The charge that the terrorists are going too far because President Zardari is pro-American is also not tenable. No government in Pakistan can afford to be anti-American at this time or in the foreseeable future. 

Considering the socio-economic conditions, President Zardari should be held responsible if not for the deterioration then at least for the lack of improvement. The major reason why things are not getting better as they should under a democratic government is almost entirely due to endemic corruption that permeates all levels of society. 

President Zardari as a person has not been charged with any corruption and indeed if there was any proof of corruption against him, the free and the mostly anti-Zardari media would have brought the available proof to light. The fact that they have not done so suggests that no such proof exists. But it is undeniable that corruption exists in his government and even if he himself is not involved, he is definitely aware of what is going on and has done nothing about it. 

Of course corruption exists in the provincial governments also, and but for sporadic and ineffectual statements and firings of a few low level functionaries nothing is being done there either. That ‘everybody does it’ is not an adequate defence. This holds true equally for the federal and the provincial governments. 

As expected, the politicians are doing politics, the opposition is opposing, the media is exposing corruption or presumed corruption and finally and with apparent resolve the army is fighting the real bad guys. Objectively but for the increasing intensity of terrorist attacks, things are not hopeless, and if the monster of terror can be contained things will definitely get better.

The government headed by President Zardari in the meantime is muddling along, doing the best it evidently can. But I strongly believe that this government is capable of a lot better but the first step has to be to get rid of all those in positions of power and authority that are proven to be corrupt. If that includes people close to centres of power then so be it. But he must start somewhere soon as should those leading the provincial governments. The people who elected them deserve that.

